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    "What are you spacing out for? Get off the train quickly, are you homesick already?" Old Wei urged his son Wei Ming.

    Seeing him looking half-asleep, Old Wei simply grabbed all the luggage: "Reading has made you stupid, hurry up and follow me... hey hey, excuse us, let us through..."

    "Ouch, you stepped on my foot!"

    "Whose rooster is that? Caught it! It's become a flying chicken now!"

    "Stop pushing! My eggs are about to break!"

    The train car was a chaotic mess of pushing and shoving, like a hundred frogs thrown into boiling water.

    Looking at his deceased father's back, Wei Ming chose to follow. At this moment, he felt three parts fear, six parts joy, and 91 parts numbness.

    He was like an outside observer. Everything before him—his father, the passengers, the rooster, including himself—resembled characters from an old black and white movie: pixelated, dressed in outdated clothes, speaking words that had been obsolete for over forty years.

    With the loudspeaker announcing "The train has arrived at Yanking Railway Station," father and son squeezed out of the stuffy, noisy green train car.

    At this moment, the black and white film began to colorize. The world became colorful and clear, and Wei Ming's spirit and body fully reunited.

    Looking back at the steam train still puffing smoke, and at the era-defining slogans at the station, he pinched himself lightly a few times.

    It hurt!

    So, he had really returned to the past?!

    He recalled that night at the hotel, when his company was celebrating the successful international release of the short drama "The Domineering Sichuan Baby Falls in Love with Me, the White House Cleaner," which earned them foreign currency.

    Ten million dollars!

    Those traditional filmmakers who could barely afford to eat were dying of envy, circling around him, practically ready to bow at his feet.

    The most forward was that foreign female lead, who out of extreme admiration for his wealth, had booked a room to continue discussing the script for the next project.

    So, one Viagra pill transported me back in time?!

    Now it's... 1979? The year of the third national college entrance examination!

    This year, I'm 18!

    Is this another interpretation of "a man remains a boy until death"?

    The eighteen-year-old self was overwhelmingly strong in all aspects!

    No belly, no jowls, and lots of hair, extremely thick and bouncy!

    The braided-hair auntie next to him even stole glances at him, making Wei Ming feel a bit cocky, walking faster and faster.

    "You little punk, running off! Don't you know to help your old man carry the luggage?" Wei Jiefang wiped away his sweat.

    "Dad, stand right here and don't move. I'll go buy two popsicles."

    There were many vendors on the platform selling newspapers, boiled eggs, Beibingyang soda, various cigarettes. He asked around and found popsicles for five fen each, mung bean flavored.

    "Great for the heat, how about one?"

    "Sure..."

    Feeling his pockets, Wei Ming froze. Then a teasing voice came from behind: "Go ahead, keep searching~"

    How embarrassing. He had money, but his mother had sewn it into his underwear. Not appropriate to dig there in broad daylight.

    Then he watched as Old Wei proudly took off his rubber-soled shoe and extracted a dime from inside.

    "Two popsicles to beat the heat!" Wei Jiefang said generously.

    The popsicle seller took out three, as he also needed one to cool down. He felt dirty.

    "Dad, where do we go next?" Wei Ming sucked on his popsicle while looking around, completely putting himself in his father's hands.

    After all, being new here, he had long forgotten how things worked in 1979.

    Wei Jiefang, with the flavorful stick still in his mouth, began showing off: "I've been to this Yanking city several times. Old Yanking has nothing special except for many underground passages. We'll take that tunnel entrance to exit the station first."

    "Dad, let me take these." Wei Ming picked up two packages and strode forward vigorously.

    Wei Jiefang followed behind, pleased: "Careful, slow down, there's alcohol inside!"

    Walking out of the train station built twenty years ago, Wei Ming looked at the pair of towering clock towers behind him, which seemed to remain unchanged even decades later.

    Traveling far from home at eighteen, this was his first impression of Yanking city.

    After walking a bit further, they saw large buses from various universities welcoming the new class of '79 students.

    Wei Jiefang looked at each bus one by one: "Tsinghua... Normal University... Foreign Languages... There! The bus for Peking University freshmen! Follow me!"

    Peking University had two buses. They randomly boarded one, and the college student in charge of reception didn't even check their admission notice.

    The bus wasn't full yet. Father and son found two empty seats and settled in. In front of them sat a girl with above-average looks.

    Soon, a small-eyed boy wearing cloth shoes boarded the bus, squinted around, then sat next to the girl in front.

    When the bus started moving, the boy finally couldn't contain himself and asked deliberately: "Which department are you in?"

    The girl, hearing his undisguised rural accent in his Mandarin, smiled and said: "Which part of Henan are you from?"

    "Oh!" the boy exclaimed delightedly, "You're from my hometown! I'm from Yanjin!"

    "I'm from Huaxian."

    "Then we're really from the same area!"

    "Yes, we're neighbors!" said the girl. "Let me introduce myself, Guo Jianmei, '79 Law Department."

    "Liu Zhenyun, '78 Chinese Department."

    Hearing this name, Wei Ming remained unfazed. He had recognized him immediately; the guy hadn't changed much in 40 years.

    Guo Jianmei's reaction was much bigger: "You're last year's provincial top scholar in literature, Liu Zhenyun!"

    Wei Ming thought to himself: And you're his wife too.

    Seeing her admiring look, Liu Zhenyun straightened his back, feigning modesty: "That should be me."

    Wei Ming: Go ahead, laugh if you want to.

    But Guo Jianmei's next sentence made Liu Zhenyun's back slouch: "So new students and parents can also take this bus?"

    Wei Ming: Uh, apparently not, at least it's not appropriate.

    Liu Zhenyun just wanted to save on fare, but he couldn't lose face in front of the girl.

    He pointed to the student in charge at the front: "My senior from the department insisted I get on this bus. I had no choice, we're too close."

    Liu Zhenyun, after all, had the aura of a top scholar, and they were from the same hometown. The girl quickly overlooked this minor moral flaw, and they happily began discussing literature.

    "Will everyone in your Chinese Department become writers in the future?"

    Liu Zhenyun: "Actually, that's a misunderstanding people have about our Chinese Department. The Chinese Department doesn't produce writers; our education aims to train literary critics. However..."

    Then Liu Zhenyun changed the subject, mentioning that his debut novel would be published soon, once again harvesting admiring looks from the Junior Sister.

    Literary pursuits indeed attracted girls in those days.

    Wei Ming had to admit this point. The entire 1980s could be called the best era for literature. Literary magazines sprouted like bamboo shoots after rain, and people's hunger for written words reached its peak.

    Last year's newly launched magazines: "October" and "Bell Mountain."

    This year's "Contemporary" and "Flower City," as well as the resumed "Harvest."

    Plus various provincial and municipal magazines and periodicals being launched successively.

    Those who could write had room to flex their talents. They had status, high income, and an easy life. As long as they weren't particularly unattractive, they could marry not just female college students but even female celebrities.

    Who was the most famous actress now?

    The bus headed west, then turned north, leaving the bustling city behind. Wei Ming leaned against the window, his mind wandering outside.

    Besides celebrities, movies, and literature, he also thought about last year's Reform and Opening-up, as well as many regrets from his previous life.

    Living in such a magnificent and turbulent era, he had achieved nothing in the first half of his life.

    Not until entering the 21st century, wasting away until 40, did he finally gather momentum. Only after 60 did he reach his life's peak, becoming a billionaire and earning the title of "late bloomer."

    But if you could bloom early, who the fuck would want to bloom late?

    Seeing his son silent, Wei Jiefang assumed he was tired from the train ride, but he himself wasn't tired. In fact, he was quite energetic, even excited.

    "Student, how much monthly allowance do you college students get?"

    Being a social beast, Old Wei forcefully inserted himself into the conversation between the talented young man and beauty in front of them. He felt no embarrassment at all and quickly established an uncle-nephew relationship with Liu Zhenyun, who also came from a rural background.

    Meanwhile, Guo Jianmei subtly turned her head to glance at Wei Ming's handsome profile, wanting to speak but feeling too shy to ask.

    Until Liu Zhenyun asked what she was thinking: "Uncle, which department is young Wei entering?"

    As the surroundings outside gradually became less populated, Wei Ming also turned back to hear what Old Wei would say.

    Wei Jiefang boasted shamelessly: "It's not certain yet which department he'll be assigned to."

    "Huh?" Liu Zhenyun looked confused. Isn't that written on the admission notice? What's uncertain about it?

    Wei Jiefang laughed and mysteriously said, "You wouldn't understand."

    Then he turned around to chat with students and parents behind them.

    Liu Zhenyun's curiosity about the father and son increased, even more than his interest in the pretty hometown junior.

    He perked up his ears and later heard Old Wei whispering to Wei Ming:

    "Do you think the Chinese Department is better or the Law Department stronger?"

    "If you learn a foreign language well, can you go abroad?"

    "We could go abroad in the future but won't. A golden nest or silver nest isn't as good as your own doghouse..."

    Liu Zhenyun was shocked. Could it be that this rustic-looking uncle had incredible connections, allowing them to choose freely between Chinese, Law, or Foreign Language departments?!

    With this suspicion, Liu Zhenyun kept his radar locked on the father and son.

    After a nearly two-hour bus ride, they finally arrived at Peking University. Students and parents excitedly jumped out, not minding the desolation around them.

    At this time, across from the West Gate were still large fields and ponds. Both Peking University and Tsinghua University were in Yanking's suburbs.

    Before them was the iconic West Gate of Peking University, a famous photo spot with ancient architecture, plaques, and stone lions—all the essential elements.

    Everyone was walking in, but Wei Jiefang and Wei Ming went in the opposite direction, carrying their luggage across the street.

    "Uncle, you're going the wrong way," Liu Zhenyun reminded them.

    Wei Jiefang pointed to a garden across the street: "That's Weixiu Garden over there, right?"

    "Yes."

    "Then we're not wrong. Hehe, we're looking for someone first. My brother is a leader at Peking University."

    Wei Ming also smiled at them: "We'll meet again soon."

    Guo Jianmei: He looks even better when he smiles!

    After that, Old Wei led young Wei toward the faculty housing in Weixiu Garden.

    Regarding this backdoor behavior, Liu Zhenyun felt some indignation. So the leader's nephew could do whatever he wanted?

    How outrageous—and enviable!

    He twisted his mouth, and when he turned around, Guo Jianmei had already walked away with her luggage. He quickly took small steps to catch up.

    "Hey, wait for me, Junior Sister! Let me carry your luggage!"

    Before crossing Peking University's West Gate, Liu Zhenyun took one last look at the backs of the father and son.

    Entering whichever department they want—are you a top scholar too?

  

    Weixiu Garden was located across from Peking University's West Gate, separated by Yiheyuan Road, which was once an imperial path.

    The apartment buildings here were all newly built in the 1970s, five stories tall, with more than a dozen buildings. It was said that Peking University was planning to purchase the adjacent Changchun Garden to build more buildings.

    The waterways in the garden were lush with aquatic plants. Occasionally, two or three wild ducks could be seen swimming out of concrete culverts in search of food. Several classical-style pavilions were scattered along the riverbanks.

    Wei Jiefang walked while sighing with admiration: "Impressive, right? This used to be an imperial garden, where the emperor lived, and now your uncle lives here!"

    Old Wei always liked to motivate Wei Ming and his sister by boasting about his cousin, hoping to inspire them to strive harder.

    But cousin Wei Ping'an was indeed worth bragging about.

    They were called cousins, but more precisely, Wei Jiefang and Wei Ping'an's fathers were cousins, so their relationship was one generation removed.

    However, Wei Ping'an was posthumously born, and Wei Ming's grandparents had taken great care of the widow and her son. Later, after Wei Ming's grandfather passed away, the two widows with their children often helped each other, practically becoming one family.

    Wei Jiefang and Wei Ping'an, being similar in age, had grown up playing together. With both families having few relatives, they had become each other's closest kin.

    But the brothers had vastly different personalities from childhood: Wei Jiefang was playful, while Wei Ping'an was steady.

    When Wei Jiefang poked a beehive, Wei Ping'an's face got stung.

    When Wei Jiefang stole watermelons, Wei Ping'an got caught.

    When Wei Jiefang went fishing in the river, Wei Ping'an almost died.

    In short, during childhood, the two boys had a very close relationship.

    Then in the early 1960s, Wei Ping'an was admitted to Peking University, becoming the first person from Ping'an County since the founding of the People's Republic to do so. He thus stepped out of rural life and soared like a dragon.

    The saying "Ping'an County produced a Wei Ping'an" circulated locally for many years.

    By then, Wei Jiefang already had a son, whose name was chosen by Wei Ping'an.

    "Let's call him Wei Ming. Peking University has a lake called Weiming Lake. In the future, let little Ming attend Peking University with me!"

    Wei Jiefang always remembered these words. He held an envelope in his hand and found Building 13, third floor of Weixiu Garden, following the address in the letter.

    "Knock knock~"

    "Who is it... Brother Jiefang?"

    After opening the door of apartment 301, Wei Ping'an took a moment to recognize his cousin from his hometown.

    Since Auntie (Wei Jiefang's mother) passed away, they hadn't seen each other for two years, with only occasional correspondence.

    Two years had passed, and Wei Jiefang, not yet 40, had aged considerably.

    "Ming is here too, he's grown so tall! Come in quickly." Wei Ping'an let them in, tidying up the coffee table.

    This was Wei Jiefang's first visit to Wei Ping'an's new home. It was much better than the previous tube-shaped apartment building, though not as luxurious as he had imagined.

    The living room wasn't large, but it was new and filled with valuable items.

    There was a sewing machine, a tape recorder, a washing machine, and even a telephone!

    Their village didn't even have electricity yet.

    Wait, was that square thing a television set?

    He had only seen one twice at the commune, and not this big!

    "Your wife isn't home?" After looking around, Wei Jiefang asked while opening his snakeskin bag, pulling out local specialties from their hometown.

    "Hmm, she's at work." Wei Ping'an rubbed his face, having just woken up after working a night shift.

    "That's good then, makes it easier for us brothers to talk, hehe. Here's some Hengzhou white liquor, and salted duck eggs from Lake Henghu. Let's have a few drinks."

    Wei Jiefang opened the bottle cap and let Wei Ping'an smell it.

    Wei Ping'an didn't like drinking in his youth, but after entering the workplace and advancing in his career, he realized he had a natural tolerance for alcohol and became quite skilled at drinking.

    He was still a bit drowsy, and the familiar aroma of the white liquor would help him wake up.

    "Just a small drink then~"

    There were some leftover dishes at home. By the time Wei Ping'an brought out braised dried tofu, sausages, peanuts, and salted duck eggs, Wei Jiefang had already filled the glasses. He was about to take off his shoes and sit cross-legged on the sofa but was stopped in time by Wei Ming.

    Wei Ping'an sized up the talented-looking Wei Ming: "Little Ming must be seventeen or eighteen this year."

    "Yes, Uncle, I'm eighteen this year."

    "Then you should have taken the college entrance exam. How did it go?"

    Wei Ming shook his head regretfully.

    After handing a glass to Wei Ping'an, Wei Jiefang downed his own glass in one gulp, then sighed:

    "Don't mention it. This kid actually has talent. His teachers often praise his essays, but his luck was a bit bad this year."

    "How bad was the luck in terms of points?" Wei Ping'an inquired.

    Wei Ming couldn't remember clearly, so he looked toward Wei Jiefang.

    "211 points," he said, gritting his teeth.

    Wei Ming: Wow, that's an auspicious number, just a bit lower than 985.

    When Wei Ping'an heard this number, the alcohol in his mouth suddenly lost its flavor.

    If he wasn't mistaken, this score wouldn't even qualify for a vocational college!

    This was the third year since the reinstatement of the college entrance exam, with a total of six subjects.

    Chinese, Mathematics, and Politics were mandatory subjects, each worth 100 points.

    For science students, Physics and Chemistry were tested; for arts students, History and Geography, each worth 100 points.

    Additionally, English became a college entrance exam subject for the first time, worth 100 points, but calculated at 10%, so 10 points (except for foreign language majors).

    So the total score was 510 points, and Wei Ming had scored less than half.

    These days, with a nationwide unified exam, you could get into college with around 300 points, but even 300 points was as difficult as scaling heaven.

    This year, out of 4.68 million test takers nationwide, only 280,000 were admitted, an acceptance rate of just 5.98%, only slightly higher than 1977.

    Wei Ping'an consoled him: "It's okay, Little Ming is still young. He can take it again next year."

    Wei Jiefang held up three fingers: "Three times! This is already his third college entrance exam! The first time he didn't understand anything, so it was fine that he didn't get in. The second time, he realized he wasn't suited for science subjects, so he switched to arts and tried again. Then for the third exam, the village was hit by a hailstorm, with hailstones this big, lasting for an hour. He missed Chinese, the subject he was most confident in. Alas!"

    Upon hearing that he had missed one subject, Wei Ping'an breathed a sigh of relief. It wasn't hopeless after all.

    "Brother Jiefang, I'll get some Beijing college entrance exam materials for you to take back. I think Little Ming still has hope. You can't just give up like this."

    Wei Jiefang was getting heated now, waving his hand: "No more exams, no more. Having good connections is better than doing well in exams. Last month, I received your letter saying you got promoted. I thought, why bother with more exams when he has his uncle? You're now a big leader at Peking University. Can't you arrange something for him?"

    Wei Ping'an's hand holding the wine glass suddenly froze.

    "Brother Jiefang, how could I possibly arrange that?"

    "Why not? You're such a big leader. Even our county director stands half a head shorter when meeting you." Wei Jiefang was flattering him.

    "That's because he's not tall!" Wei Ping'an laughed helplessly. "Besides, I'm just a department head, neither the chancellor nor the party secretary."

    Wei Ping'an somewhat regretted writing to him about those things, blaming his own vanity.

    Serves me right for showing off!

    "Stop giving me that vague nonsense. I know we're brothers. I treat you like my own brother. Have you forgotten who saved you when you fell into the river and almost drowned as a child?"

    "If I hadn't been helping you catch fish, would I have fallen into the river?"

    Wei Jiefang got angry: "Hey, did you eat that fish or not? Didn't you eat most of it?"

    "It was all burnt and unsalted. You didn't want to eat it, did you?" Wei Ping'an retorted.

    Wei Jiefang stopped drinking and stood up, swaying:

    "Just tell me, can you get your nephew into Peking University or not? He grew up listening to your stories, with his heart set on attending Peking University. My mother and your mother are watching from heaven!" Wei Jiefang deployed the "family emotional blackmail" tactic.

    "This really can't be done. Peking University isn't my personal property!" Wei Ping'an countered with the "impartial and upright" move.

    His voice also rose, clearly angry. How could anyone make such a request?

    A few years ago, during the worker-peasant-soldier student era, it might have been possible, but the college entrance exam system had been restored for three years now!

    Wei Jiefang grew even angrier, his eyes reddening. He slapped his thigh repeatedly:

    "What do you mean it can't be done! Before coming here, I already boasted to the villagers that you would definitely help. With my son's height and appearance, he could be a gatekeeper, a kitchen helper, or at worst, a latrine cleaner. If you can't even arrange one job, what kind of leader are you!"

    Wei Ping'an was stunned: Ah, he's looking for a job? Not trying to get into Peking University as a student?

    Wei Ming was also shocked: What? Latrine cleaner? I really can't do that!

  

    This trip to Beijing was Wei Jiefang's attempt to secure a job for his son, putting an end to his college aspirations.

    After failing the college entrance exam three times, with even the heavens dispatching the worst hailstorm in decades, perhaps this was fate.

    However, Wei Ping'an initially misunderstood his cousin's request. After realizing what Wei Jiefang wanted, he sat back down.

    Getting Wei Ming admitted to Peking University as a student was impossible, but arranging a job for him there was also extremely difficult.

    Finding employment in Beijing was hard these days!

    In the past, when cities faced employment and food pressures, they would send young people to the countryside to be self-sufficient. But now, no one had the influence to launch another "Up to the Mountains, Down to the Countryside" movement.

    Additionally, with the former sent-down youth flooding back to the cities in huge numbers, Beijing with its population of 9 million already had 400,000 unemployed or waiting-to-be-employed young people!

    Recently, he'd heard that many jobless youth had resorted to selling tea at Qianmen, two fen per bowl, enduring constant disdain.

    To quickly resolve the potential social crisis these unemployed youth might cause, besides suggesting they find their own way, every organization in the city had to take in a certain number of unemployed youth, including Peking University.

    People from outside Beijing wanting to work in the city? Dream on.

    But he couldn't explain all this to Brother Jiefang; he wouldn't understand or want to understand.

    So Wei Ping'an gritted his teeth and agreed: "Alright, I'll figure something out. I thought you wanted to get Little Ming into Peking University as a student."

    "Ah, is that possible?"

    "No, it's not!" Wei Ping'an quickly dispelled that idea.

    Wei Jiefang smiled with disappointment: "Hehe, having a job is good enough. Isn't education ultimately for finding work anyway? I told you my brother was capable! Little Ming, show your appreciation!"

    Wei Ming quickly filled a glass of white liquor and said to his uncle: "Uncle, I'll drink it all, please drink as you wish."

    He wanted to appear heroic, but his current body wasn't cooperating. The liquor made his face turn red as he choked. He still needed practice. He remembered that his alcohol tolerance had been on par with Uncle Ping'an's.

    In his previous life, the process had been roughly the same, but there were some complications later, and he ultimately didn't get to work at Peking University.

    Wei Ping'an drank while considering what connections he could use.

    He was now 36 years old, serving as the director of the General Office in Peking University's General Affairs Department. His job required him to interact with various departments, giving him a wide network of friends.

    But at this particular juncture, he would certainly have to call in many favors.

    The meal lasted until two in the afternoon. Wei Ping'an, without showing any signs of intoxication, said: "Let me arrange accommodation for you."

    "Why waste money on that? We can..." Wei Jiefang, wiping his mouth and shivering, was about to suggest sleeping on the living room floor.

    Wei Ming quickly cut him off: "Fine, we'll follow your arrangement, Uncle."

    Having been a city dweller before, even though unmarried, he understood that people didn't want relatives or friends entering their private living space, preferring to pay for a hotel.

    Wei Ping'an felt that his nephew was much more perceptive than his father. He hoped Wei Ming would perform well at Peking University and secure a permanent position soon.

    He had already explained that, at best, Wei Ming would have to start as a temporary worker, with an uncertain timeframe.

    After all, once someone became a formal employee of Peking University, the school would be responsible for their household registration and housing, at least putting them in the queue.

    In their building, besides administrative staff like him and professors, there were also master chefs, hospital nurses, and maintenance electricians. In these times, everyone was treated equally.

    After leaving Weixiu Garden, they entered Peking University through the West Gate. The campus was bustling with activity, the arrival of the '79 freshmen infusing the school with vibrant energy.

    Wei Ming observed the spirited college students around him, looking at their clear yet naive eyes, thinking he could make a fortune just selling university T-shirts here.

    As they walked, Wei Ping'an introduced places to Wei Ming: this is Minghe Garden, this is Jingchun Garden...

    After several turns, they finally stopped at Langrun Garden.

    Both Langrun Garden and Yannan Garden were residences for senior professors, with excellent environments. Langrun Garden was especially beautiful, surrounded by waterways like an island in a lake.

    In the 1960s, Peking University had squeezed apartment buildings into every available space in Langrun Garden to solve faculty housing problems, and also built a guesthouse among the buildings.

    This was currently the only guesthouse within the university campus. Located at the northern edge of campus, people called it "North Guesthouse."

    The guesthouse manager was very polite to Wei Ping'an, addressing him as "Director Wei."

    "Manager Wang, this is my brother, this is my nephew. They might need to stay for a couple of days. Do you have rooms available?"

    "When Director Wei speaks, we must have rooms even if there aren't any. Let me check." Manager Wang spoke with a hint of street savvy, clearly a quick thinker.

    Finally, he arranged a standard room on the second floor for them, with two 1.2-meter beds and a private bathroom.

    The view was also nice. Through the window, they could see a patch of lotuses blooming to fullness, perhaps the "seasonal lotus."

    Seeing Wei Jiefang in a daze, Wei Ping'an simply handed the meal and grain coupons to Wei Ming, with the following instructions:

    "Tonight, you can eat at the faculty dining hall or go out the South Gate to the Long March Dining Hall. I won't join you. Tomorrow morning, I'll come pick you up to tour the city and have a meal with your aunt."

    Wei Ming accepted the coupons without hesitation. Without meal coupons, they couldn't eat on campus; without Beijing grain coupons or national grain coupons, they couldn't eat off-campus.

    Traveling was difficult these days!

    After seeing Wei Ping'an off, Wei Jiefang took off his shoes and fell asleep immediately. Having accomplished the important task of finding a job for his son, he felt at ease and slept soundly.

    Wei Ming organized their luggage, but his heart was still turbulent. So he drew the curtains and lowered his pants.

    First, he retrieved the large sum of 12 yuan and 50 cents his mother had sewn in, then left a note for Old Wei before going out.

    It read: Wei Ming gone to visit Weiming Lake.

    Heading south from the guesthouse would lead directly to Weiming Lake. Before seeing the lake, one would first spot Boya Tower, the tallest building at Peking University.

    Upon seeing the lake, Wei Ming began walking clockwise along its shore.

    Lakes are all similar; the key is that the lakeside is cool, and the breeze helps with thinking.

    His immediate priority was to stay at Peking University, with the ultimate goal of establishing himself in Beijing. Only a grand stage offered grand development.

    To stay at Peking University, he had to maintain good relations with Uncle Ping'an's family. Good winds need support.

    It was now 3:30 PM, about the right time. He needed to remove a thorn—a thorn that affected the relationship between him and his uncle.

    So after reaching the "Weiming Lake" monument on the west bank, Wei Ming went straight out through the West Gate.
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    Besides the dozen or so apartment buildings in Weixiu Garden, a Peking University affiliated kindergarten had been built in the last two years. Wei Ping'an's two children attended this kindergarten. Parents just needed to drop them off in the morning and pick them up in the evening; lunch was provided, making it very convenient.

    Wei Ming arrived earliest. After a while, some elderly men and women appeared, among whom there might be distinguished professors.

    However, except for a few celebrity professors like Ji Xianlin, he couldn't recognize them.

    By the time the kindergarten let out, Wei Ming still hadn't seen Uncle Ping'an. Just like in his previous life, his uncle, busy helping him arrange connections, had forgotten to pick up the children.

    So Wei Ming came instead.

    Although he wasn't familiar with the current Wei Xi and Wei Le, he had seen recent photos of them during lunch. They were twins, easy to recognize.

    Soon, the siblings who looked 70% alike came out hand in hand, their appearance standing out among all the children.

    They would both later pursue artistic paths. When Wei Xi grew up, he was admitted to the Central Academy of Drama, becoming classmates with Xin Baiqing and Wang Qianyuan. After graduation, he joined the Beijing People's Art Theatre, occasionally acting in films and TV.

    Wei Le (le) enjoyed music (yue), excelling in both singing and instruments. Not only was she admitted to the Central Conservatory of Music, but she also stayed on as a faculty member.

    Wei Ming couldn't help but smile seeing Wei Xi looking around in confusion. In the 1990s, they had worked together at the Beijing People's Art Theatre, and with their distant familial connection, they had maintained a close relationship. Later, Wei Xi even bought shares in his company.

    Before coming back in time, Wei Xi and his wife, twenty years his junior, were about to divorce, causing him great distress. How different from the carefree, innocent child he was now.

    "Xizi, Le Le, over here!" Wei Ming called out, attracting the confused children.

    "Who are you?" asked Wei Le.

    Wei Ming: "Just call me Brother Ming. Your father, Wei Ping'an, asked me to pick you up."

    "Oh, then let's go quickly," said Wei Xi.

    This kid was truly carefree. In the previous timeline, he had gotten lost at this time.

    In the original timeline, neither parent had picked them up, and the teacher needed to leave. Le Le had suggested walking home by themselves, as it was just over 200 meters away and they had done it many times.

    But Wei Xi had spotted a candy-coated haw vendor on a bicycle, let go of his sister's hand to chase after it, and ultimately got the candy but went missing.

    He was truly "Quick to release."

    When Aunt Lu Xiaoyan returned from work and found only her daughter waiting at the door, learning that her husband hadn't picked up the children and her son was missing, she was furious.

    Although the son was eventually brought back by the police, this incident triggered the most serious argument between the couple since their marriage, which is why Wei Ping'an didn't meet with Wei Jiefang and his son early the next morning.

    So Old Wei had brought his son to their door, where they happened to overhear the couple's argument, some of which was directed at them and not pleasant to hear.

    The 18-year-old Wei Ming was a child with strong self-esteem. Already feeling awkward about asking for favors, he was now being criticized behind his back. So without even taking his luggage, he went straight to the train station and returned to the village, leaving Old Wei behind.

    Although Wei Jiefang later told him that Uncle Ping'an had secured a job for him, Wei Ming refused to go, preferring to farm instead.

    Because of this incident, the brotherhood between Wei Jiefang and Wei Ping'an also became distant, with no interaction for many years.

    It wouldn't be like that now. Wei Ming held one child in each hand, and even bought them candy-coated haws on the way.

    Xi was carefree, while Le remained vigilant. If Wei Ming hadn't been good-looking, she definitely wouldn't have gone with him.

    But once they reached home, she completely trusted this handsome brother and even shared her candy-coated haw with him, taking turns.

    However, they didn't have keys and couldn't enter. So Wei Ming played with the two children downstairs.

    Wei Xi had paper in his bag. Wei Ming folded planes, boats, swallows, and cranes for them, quickly becoming their idol.

    "Xizi, Le Le!"

    "Mom, Mom!"

    Just as it was getting dark, Lu Xiaoyan finally arrived. The two children ran into her arms like swallows returning to the nest.

    She was barely 30 years old, much younger than Uncle Ping'an, with the distinct air of someone raised in the city.

    Lu Xiaoyan looked at Wei Ming and asked: "Young comrade, whose family are you from? Thank you for keeping them company."

    Upon seeing Lu Xiaoyan, Wei Ming held no grudge. Aunt Xiaoyan was actually a nice person with a warm heart. In his previous life, she had been deeply concerned about his marriage prospects, frequently introducing potential partners.

    But children are a mother's reverse scale. Xi had almost had an accident, so she inevitably spoke carelessly.

    "Mom, this is Brother Ming!" Le enthusiastically introduced.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Hello, Aunt. My name is Wei Ming, from Hengzhou hometown."

    "Wei Ming? You're Brother Jiefang's son, Little Ming, right!" She had actually met him before, eight years ago at her wedding.

    "Yes, Uncle Ping'an was busy, so he asked me to pick up the two of them," Wei Ming briefly explained.

    Lu Xiaoyan sighed: "Both of us are busy, and we don't have elderly relatives to help. It's tough on the children. Xizi and Le Le, are you hungry? Little Ming, please come in and eat with us."

    Wei Ming was about to decline when Xi boasted: "I'm not hungry. I just ate a big string of candy-coated haws!"

    "Ah, who let you eat candy? Have you forgotten about your toothache already?" Lu Xiaoyan suddenly became stern.

    Wei Ming quickly took responsibility: "It's my fault, my fault. I bought them."

    Lu Xiaoyan calmed down a bit: "It's not your fault. It's this naughty boy's fault. His tooth decay is so serious, yet he can't control himself. He forgets the pain once the wound heals. No matter how many times I tell him, he doesn't change. From now on, for one week, no, one month, no candy! All the White Rabbit candies at home now belong to your sister!"

    "Ah!" Xizi instantly stopped grinning.

    Lu Xiaoyan invited Wei Ming upstairs again, but Wei Ming declined with a smile: "I have the meal and grain coupons. If I don't go back, my father will go hungry."

    Before parting, Wei Ming asked her a question: "Aunt, which magazine do you work for? Editorial work seems so tiring!"

    "'Children's Literature,'" she said. "Mainly because I'm new to this unit and lack connections with children's authors. Compiling material for the monthly issue gives me a headache!"

    Wei Ming responded with an "Oh," ideas sprouting in his mind.

    After returning to Peking University, he first went to the small shop to buy a stack of letter paper, several envelopes, a bottle of ink, and a notebook, spending a total of 40 fen.

    Back at the guesthouse, Old Wei was leaning against the headboard, yawning, obviously just woken up.

    Seeing Wei Ming arrange the letter paper and ink on the table, he asked: "What did you buy these things for? You're not here to study."

    Wei Ming grinned at him: "Of course, to make money!"

  

    Wei Ming briefly explained his idea of writing to earn money to supplement the family income.

    Wei Jiefang thought he was being too fanciful.

    Although his son's Chinese grades were decent, how could that compare to being a writer? If writing little essays could earn money, he would have gotten rich long ago.

    However, it was good that his son was showing initiative, so he shouldn't discourage him too much.

    "Just supplement yourself, don't worry about the family."

    Wei Ming thought, how could he not worry? Without his help, this old man wouldn't even live to sixty.

    His sister was so smart, but because she had to help earn work points for the family, her studies were affected, and she couldn't get into her desired university. In the end, she met the wrong person at the wrong time and place, living a life of hardship.

    And his mother, who had always dreamed of returning to her hometown in Chuan-Yu, only got the chance to go after all her close relatives there had passed away.

    Living a second life, he was determined to avoid these regrets!

    Besides, at this stage, pursuing literature was actually a good path for Wei Ming.

    Although the Reform and Opening-up had begun last year, the political winds were still unstable, and it would take a few more years to stabilize. Before that, working with words could not only earn money but also bring reputation.

    In China, sometimes reputation is a protective talisman. You might not need to use it, but you can't be without it!

    Furthermore, with his work experience and life insights from his previous life, he might even become a literary giant in this lifetime.

    Lu, Guo, Mao, Ba, Lao, Cao, Wei—the Seven Heroes of Literature!

    In his previous life, when he returned to Beijing in the 1990s, he was introduced by a hometown elder to the Beijing People's Art Theatre where he did odd jobs—props, lighting, costumes, makeup, and sometimes appeared as an extra.

    Eventually, he settled as a stage designer for several years and even earned a Level 3 Art Teacher certificate. By then, he was already in his thirties.

    A chance encounter brought him into screenwriting. Starting as an uncredited writer, after years of honing his skills, he began receiving nominations for the Flying Apsaras and White Magnolia awards. By then, he was over forty.

    Later, he developed his own scripts, formed teams, raised investments, and established a small film and television company. Projects had both losses and gains, but steadily grew.

    When the internet industry aggressively entered the film and television sector, he seized the opportunity and made a big haul.

    That's how he ended up planning the short drama industry at age sixty, reaching his life's peak as an industry leader!

    Film and literature have always been intimately connected, sharing the same principles. The core is storytelling, and Wei Ming's foundation in this area was unquestionable. Whether it was a 100-episode slow-burner or a one-minute-per-episode ridiculous short drama, his talented pen could always create wonders.

    "Are you going to write now?" Old Wei interrupted his reminiscing as he put on his shoes.

    Wei Ming: "Let's eat first."

    "That's right, I've been hungry for ages!" He had purely been awakened by hunger.

    They had to ask Manager Wang where the faculty dining hall was. After pointing the way, he asked, "Did you two bring utensils?"

    Father and son shook their heads simultaneously.

    Manager Wang smiled: "What a coincidence, our guesthouse just happens to have two extra sets of new utensils. Take them, take them."

    Naturally, they expressed sincere thanks again. This manager really knew how to treat people.

    There were still many students on the way, with many freshmen exploring their new campus together.

    As they walked, Wei Jiefang suddenly stopped, pulling Wei Ming's sleeve and glancing sideways: "Look! Foreigners, holy shit!"

    A white couple passed by not far from them. The white man was even taller than Wei Ming, and the white woman was dressed lightly, with her fair thighs exposed.

    Wei Ming recalled a similar scene from before his rebirth and chimed in: "Damn, foreigners!"

    Wei Jiefang felt that this trip to Beijing was truly eye-opening. It was his first time seeing foreigners. Later, he would ask his son to teach him a few foreign phrases to brag about to the villagers back home.

    But now, the urgent matter was to eat.

    Because it was somewhat late, there weren't many dishes left to choose from at the faculty dining hall. Fortunately, as long as they had enough meal tickets, they could eat their fill of staple foods, all of which were refined grains. Wei Jiefang loosened his belt and ate heartily, having only focused on drinking at noon.

    This year, the Henghu area had suffered a severe drought, with a poor wheat harvest. During this period, his family had been eating sweet potato flour and sorghum flour. Even with money, it was hard to buy grain. This was one of the reasons Old Wei had insisted on sending his son to Beijing—at least he wouldn't go hungry.

    Wei Jiefang ate while lamenting: "It's a pity we didn't bring some of your mother's chili sauce. Just a dab of that stuff in a steamed bun, tsk tsk tsk, heavenly!"

    Wei Ming's chopsticks paused. It had been five years since he had tasted his mother's homemade chili sauce~
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    At the same time, Wei Ping'an returned home reeking of alcohol. Just as he was about to open the door, he suddenly remembered that he had forgotten to pick up the children.

    But it didn't matter; it was so close, they could walk back by themselves.

    After pushing the door open, he indeed saw Xi and Le happily playing on the sofa, holding paper airplanes, while his wife Lu Xiaoyan had her back to him.

    "Xiaoyan, I'm ba—"

    When Lu Xiaoyan turned around, Wei Ping'an's words stopped halfway, and he almost laughed out loud. Her lips were as red as two sausages.

    "What happened to you? Did a bee find you attractive and kiss you?"

    Lu Xiaoyan pointed to a glass jar on the coffee table: "It's because of this!"

    "That's... oh, you found it. Brother Jiefang has come to Beijing. This is Sister Shufen's chili sauce. I can handle spicy food, but why would you dare to eat this?"

    "It smelled so good, so I tried a little. I didn't expect to crave more and more, so I ate too much." As she spoke, she began gulping down water again.

    Wei Ping'an took a small bite with his chopsticks. It actually had bits of meat and more oil than usual, making it indeed tastier.

    Sister Shufen might not have come in person, but it was as if she was telling him through this earnest jar of chili sauce: Consider it your sister-in-law begging you, please help your nephew!

    Fortunately, he had not failed his mission; the matter had been settled.

    Lu Xiaoyan put down her water glass and said: "I've already met Wei Ming. He seemed unremarkable as a child, but he's grown up to be quite spirited."

    "Ah, how did you—"

    "Dad, it was Brother Ming who picked us up!" said Xizi.

    "Brother Ming also played with us and folded a paper crane for me!" Le also spoke highly of Wei Ming.

    Wei Ping'an suddenly recalled that when leaving, Wei Ming had specifically asked why he hadn't seen Xizi and Le Le, and he had casually replied, "They're at kindergarten, right there."

    He hadn't expected this young man to take it to heart and help him with this errand, otherwise he would certainly have been blamed.

    Thinking of this, Wei Ping'an felt that his efforts had been worthwhile. He then put his arm around his wife:

    "Then tomorrow, let's treat Brother Jiefang and his son to a meal. It's been a long time since we've dined out anyway."

    Lu Xiaoyan's eyes lit up: "A new Quanjude branch just opened at Hepingmen. My colleague has been there and said it's very luxurious. Many foreigners go there to eat!"

    "Alright, let's have roast duck."

    Wei Xi immediately jumped up: "Mom, I want to eat roast duck too!"

    Lu Xiaoyan remembered the compilation work she hadn't completed yet and felt irritated: "Eat, eat, eat, all you know is eating. You look like a roast duck, and like a tanghulu. Go brush your teeth! Le, supervise him~"
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    By the time they left the faculty dining hall, there was no one left inside. Wei Jiefang hadn't eaten so well for several months. With his bulging stomach, he commented: "This chef's skills are average, far inferior to your mother's. They just use more oil."

    Wei Ming thought, don't keep talking about it, or I'll want to go straight back home.

    "I need to walk off this meal," Old Wei added.

    Wei Ming had things to do: "Then you go by yourself. Do you remember the way?"

    "I have a mouth to ask directions."

    Wei Ming pointed him in a direction, telling him to take a lap around Weiming Lake before returning.

    He went back to their room first and began working on his debut writing. He already had an idea and believed this article would appeal directly to Aunt Xiaoyan's taste.

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    About an hour later, Wei Jiefang returned to the room with a light step. Wei Ming was in the bathroom at that moment.

    Old Wei approached the table. Wow, he had already started writing.

    His son's handwriting was quite good, and he wrote quickly too, having already completed two or three pages.

    He picked up a sheet of letter paper and began reading. The smile on his face gradually froze.

    His assessment was: What the hell is this writing!

    This is purely elementary school level! If this could be published, even I could do better!

  

    "Dad, you're back?"

    Wei Ming came out pulling up his pants when Old Wei was already lying in bed.

    "Mm," Wei Jiefang said with his eyes closed, "You should sleep early too. Your uncle is taking us into the city tomorrow."

    "Oh, I'll write a bit more. I want to finish this piece." Wei Ming said with fighting spirit.

    Old Wei thought: What a waste of ink and paper.

    But they were about to part ways, and he didn't want to lecture his son. Although he didn't understand adolescence, his son had indeed become less obedient than when he was younger, like a donkey in the production team—you had to go with the grain.

    Unexpectedly, Wei Ming wrote until one in the morning. He felt that his memory had been enhanced after his rebirth—cartoons he had watched in the 80s were still fresh in his mind.

    Looking at this short article of about five thousand words, Wei Ming felt a sense of accomplishment. After correcting some spelling mistakes, he put it in an envelope and fell asleep.

    That night, Wei Ming had a dream where he became Wu Song and went up Jingyang Ridge, encountering the white-browed tiger. This terrified him, making him run away in fear.

    The tiger laughed at this, and Wei Ming noticed the tiger had no teeth. So he grabbed the tiger, put it on his leg, and spanked it.

    "Slap! Slap slap!"

    Wei Jiefang pushed Wei Ming, but couldn't wake him, so he simply gave him a few slaps on the thigh.

    "Ah, what's happening! Is it an earthquake?"

    That finally woke him up.

    Wei Jiefang snorted: "I told you to sleep early but you wouldn't listen. Get up quickly, don't keep your uncle waiting."

    It was already daylight.

    Wei Ming got dressed and went to the bathroom first. When he came out, he saw that Old Wei had already packed a small bag.

    He said to his son: "If your uncle settles everything today, I'll leave after lunch."

    "What?" Wei Ming felt reluctant. "Isn't that a bit rushed? Why not stay another day and properly tour Beijing?"

    Wei Jiefang waved his hand: "I've been to Beijing so many times, and have toured almost everywhere. It's nothing special. I'm also worried about your mother and sister at home, and those animals in the production team."

    Wei Ming didn't say anything more, only thinking that once he made money, he would buy a house in Beijing for his family.

    Although Wei Jiefang spoke dismissively, Wei Ming knew how much he yearned for the capital. His trips to Beijing were his biggest capital for boasting in the village, and this time he would finally have new material.

    About half an hour later, Wei Ping'an arrived. Wei Jiefang eagerly asked like a student waiting for exam results: "How did it go?"

    "It's done!"

    After sitting down, Wei Ping'an said: "Yesterday I drank the Deputy Director of the Security Department under the table and finally got a temporary worker position. Tomorrow, Little Ming, you'll report to the campus security team."

    So, his first job would be as a Peking University security guard? Oh, they should be called security personnel now.

    Wei Ming consoled himself that he would now be the gatekeeper of Peking University.

    Wei Jiefang was very satisfied with this job. Yesterday, he had noticed that the security personnel at the gate all wore uniforms, looking very spirited.

    "Brother Jiefang, you haven't eaten yet, right? Let's have breakfast first, then go into the city!"

    Currently, the Third Ring Road hadn't even been built yet. Only the areas within the Second Ring—Dongcheng, Xicheng, Xuanwu, and Chongwen—were considered Beijing proper, the most vibrant and bustling parts of this ancient capital.

    Because of the distance, and since it wasn't proper for one bicycle to carry three adult men, they took the bus.

    Slowly, changing buses twice, it took them an hour and a half to reach their destination, not as fast as cycling would have been.

    So Wei Ming thought that his first task after starting work would be to buy a bicycle. Yanyuan was so big; having a bike would be convenient.

    Considering that he had already taken Wei Jiefang to the Forbidden City, Beihai Park, and Shichahai, Wei Ping'an chose the Qianmen Dashilan area this time, which was also closer to their lunch location.

    In the late Qing and early Republic periods, the Dashilan area was a famous commercial and entertainment center in Beijing, densely packed with theaters, businesses, and chicken farms.

    The Eight Great Hutongs were in this area.

    You could also see old brand names like Xiangyihao, Ruifuxiang, and Neiliansheng, most of which were now joint public-private enterprises.

    There were some tourists, but far fewer than in later times, with scattered foreigners.

    At the west entrance of Dashilan Street, on the south side, was China's first cinema, "Daguanlou," now renamed "Daguanlou Cinema." "Defending Jingzhou Mountain" had premiered here.

    A fellow named Wang Qiankun was taking down the Beijing Film Studio's "Look at This Family" poster and replacing it with Changchun Film Studio's "Gunshots from the Secret Service" promotional poster.

    Beijing Film Studio, Changchun Film Studio, plus Shanghai Film Studio—these were the current three giants of the film industry.

    "You two get closer, smile... Got it!"

    Wei Ping'an was very thoughtful, having borrowed a camera from school to take some photos of the father and son.

    Wei Ming went along: "Uncle, let me take one of you and my dad too."

    Wei Jiefang put his arm around his brother's shoulder. Wei Ping'an recalled that their first photo together was taken when Wei Jiefang sent him to Beijing for university, in the same pose. In the blink of an eye, sixteen or seventeen years had passed.

    Over a decade had gone by—he was still in his prime, but Brother Jiefang had grown old. Fate was too cruel.

    As Wei Ping'an reflected, Wei Ming, holding the Seagull-brand camera, thought that once he had more money, he would definitely buy one! He also enjoyed photography, especially portraits, and the 80s were very worth documenting.

    After touring around, Wei Jiefang bought a hairpin for his wife, a notebook for his daughter, and some Beijing snacks.

    Feeling thirsty, they went to the "Youth Tea House" west of the Qianmen Arrow Tower and had bowls of tea for two fen each, led by someone called Yin Shengxi.

    Putting down the big bowl, Wei Ping'an checked his watch: "It's almost twelve. We can head out now. Xiaoyan should be getting off work soon."

    Wei Ming thought he should also buy a watch; he currently had no sense of time.

    There were too many things he wanted to buy, which further motivated him to earn money.

    As long as I get paid eight yuan per thousand words, I'll write whatever they want!
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    "Children's Literature" was located at No. 21, East Four North 12th Lane, established in 1963 and hailed as a flagship of Chinese children's literature and the highest-selling children's publication.

    Due to special historical reasons, it was suspended for a period. After resuming publication in 1977, its publishing schedule was initially unstable—an issue would be released when enough manuscripts were collected, sometimes every three months, sometimes four. From this year, it had returned to being a monthly publication, greatly increasing the pressure to compile manuscripts.

    Those literary giants usually looked down on children's literature, and the prestige gained from writing stories for children was far less than from serious literature. So there weren't many professional children's literature writers, and their quality varied.

    Sister Mao, who sat opposite Lu Xiaoyan, had just come out of the Editor-In-Chief's office, proudly saying: "My piece 'Black-Black on Honesty Island' has been approved, and it's by a newcomer too. Little Lu, you need to work hard as well."

    Just as Lu Xiaoyan was about to retort, Wei Xi came over, tugging at her pants: "Mom, Le Le says she's hungry."

    Le Le, who was looking at a picture book: "???"

    Lu Xiaoyan checked the time; it was indeed time to get off work: "Alright, alright, let's go."

    Downstairs, she put Le Le on the front bar of her bicycle and Xizi on the rear seat. As she swung her leg over, there was an "Oww!" from Wei Xi as he was struck by his mother's kick.

    "Ah, sorry, Xizi, I forgot you were back there. Are you okay?"

    Wei Xi covered his mouth, and after a moment, he spat on the ground. A tooth fell out with a crisp sound.

    He was overjoyed: "Mom, my decayed tooth fell out! Does that mean I can eat candy now?"

    Who knows which tooth it was? Lu Xiaoyan, wiping the shoe print on her son's face, felt a bit guilty: "Fine, you can dip the duck skin in sugar when we eat."

    "Thank you, Mom!" Wei Xi was satisfied, feeling that the tooth had died for a worthy cause.

    From here to the Quanjude Hepingmen Branch, it took about 20 minutes by bicycle. When they arrived, Wei Ping'an's group was already waiting at the entrance.

    "Brother Jiefang, Little Ming, have you been waiting long?"

    Wei Jiefang: "No, no, we just arrived too."

    Wei Ping'an smiled and took Le: "I've already reserved a table. Let's go in."

    This new restaurant was located at Building 14, Front Gate West Street, four stories high, built just half a year ago and open to the public for only about two months.

    Because it was established after the Reform and Opening-up, it was more in line with international standards. First, it was large, able to accommodate 1,500 diners simultaneously.

    Then it had multiple functions—the "Golden Hall" on the fourth floor could host both banquets and meetings.

    Since opening, it had begun receiving dignitaries and celebrities from various countries, undertaking the mission of spreading food culture.

    In later times, Quanjude's prices would be exorbitant. Even now, Quanjude wasn't affordable for ordinary people.

    Wei Jiefang looked at the menu and put it down. Goodness, what duck? One duck cost ten yuan! And you had to pay for the sauce too! However, compared to the price of live ducks at 1.5 yuan per kilogram, the markup on Quanjude's roast duck wasn't severe yet. Later times would be truly outrageous.

    Quanjude's roast ducks were priced between 8 and 10 yuan each, depending on size. Knowing Wei Jiefang's appetite, Wei Ping'an directly ordered the largest.

    "Also, a large bowl of duck bone soup, and fry the duck frames later for takeaway."

    Then he ordered several stir-fried dishes: Mu Xu Pork, Pork Slices with Tofu, Kung Pao Chicken, Pseudo-Crab, Mushroom with Bamboo Shoots, and numerous pancakes.

    Usually, Wei Ping'an wouldn't order so many meat dishes when dining out—too greasy. But he knew that meat was scarce in rural areas and having a meat meal was difficult, so today was primarily about letting Wei Jiefang and his son eat well.

    Old Wei started salivating just listening to him order, thankfully he hadn't eaten too many buns for breakfast.

    Wei Ming, besides marveling at the 1.5 yuan price of Pseudo-Crab, also roughly calculated the cost of this meal—almost 20 yuan.

    He wondered if his monthly salary as a Peking University temporary worker would even reach 20 yuan.

    Uncle Ping'an was indeed a level 13 administrative cadre with a monthly income of over 150 yuan. The couple together earned at least 200 yuan per month, equivalent to a year's income for his family of four farming the land! The duck-carving chef performed a culinary show in front of them, separating meat from skin, and also leaving some pieces with both meat and skin—three plates in total, demonstrating excellent knife skills.

    Everyone started with the roast duck. Xi and Le clearly weren't eating it for the first time; they knew how to eat it.

    Several dishes were served successively. Wei Ming paid special attention to the Pseudo-Crab, which smelled just right. If you tasted it carefully, you could distinguish the granular texture of salted duck egg yolk.

    Lu Xiaoyan was a contemporary of the Republic, having lived in an army compound with her parents since birth. She had the most authority on Quanjude, having eaten there as a child.

    "When I was Xizi and Le Le's age, I ate there twice. It was truly delicious then. Later, after the public-private partnership, the taste changed."

    Wei Ping'an: "That's right, when prices dropped, a decline in quality was inevitable. But at least more people could afford it. As long as the bean sauce recipe remains unchanged, most people can't really tell the difference in meat quality."

    Lu Xiaoyan nodded. Seeing Wei Jiefang eating happily, she said: "Now that you've tried Quanjude's roast duck, next time you come, Brother Jiefang, we'll eat at Bianyifang."

    After swallowing the meat in his mouth, Wei Jiefang asked: "They're both roast duck, how are they different?"

    Lu Xiaoyan: "Quanjude uses a hanging oven, Bianyifang uses a closed oven. The methods are slightly different. Quanjude's skin is crispier."

    She looked at her wristwatch: "Oh my, it's 1:30 already. I need to get back to work. I won't be able to accompany you anymore, Brother Jiefang."

    Not only did she leave early, but she also left Xi and Le with Ping'an, since he had the day off.

    Seeing Lu Xiaoyan leave, Wei Ming quickly followed.

    "Oh, Little Ming, you don't need to see me off. I have hands and feet."

    "Aunt, actually I have something," Wei Ming took out the envelope he had been carrying, "I want to submit a manuscript..."

  

    Wei Ming wanting to submit a manuscript was truly unexpected for Lu Xiaoyan.

    Yesterday, when chatting with her husband, she had learned about Wei Ming's college entrance exam score of 211 and assumed the child had no academic talent.

    Could he have writing talent? Lu Xiaoyan still accepted it, but made it clear from the start: "Although we're relatives, our magazine has its own review standards and processes. Even if it passes my review, it's useless if the Editor-In-Chief doesn't approve."

    "I understand, three reviews and three proofreads."

    Lu Xiaoyan was somewhat surprised; the young man knew quite a bit.

    "What type did you write? Poetry or fiction?"

    "It's a fairy tale, about 5,000 words."

    Lu Xiaoyan was even more astonished. A high school student, at an age when writing an 800-word essay was difficult, had actually written a 5,000-word fairy tale?

    Wait! Yesterday he learned that she was an editor at "Children's Literature," and today he produced a fairy tale? Could it be...

    "How long did it take you to write this fairy tale?" she asked.

    "I stayed up all night writing it," he answered honestly.

    So it really was written on the spot! And 5,000 words in one night—that was too incredible! Could it be any good?

    Lu Xiaoyan wanted to say: Are you messing with me? But seeing Wei Ming's sincere expression, she still put the envelope in her bag in front of him.

    After returning to the editorial department, Lu Xiaoyan immediately opened the envelope to read.

    The title was "The Toothless Tiger."

    Just reading the beginning, Lu Xiaoyan's dismissive attitude disappeared, replaced by a look of pleasant surprise. This Little Ming had something special!
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    At the Beijing Railway Station waiting hall, Wei Ming and Wei Jiefang were saying their final goodbyes.

    "Don't work too hard in the fields. I'm not worried about you, but my mother is too honest."

    Wei Jiefang's old face reddened: "Are you saying I don't work honestly!"

    He did indeed like to slack off a bit, but relying on his ability to treat livestock ailments, Wei Jiefang slacked off with confidence, and no one could say much about it.

    But after the household contract responsibility system was implemented, Old Wei began to work hard, not only doing his own family's farm work but also working at the county's lime factory, which damaged his lungs early on.

    Wei Ming continued: "Also, about Little Hong, don't let her work anymore. Those few work points aren't worth much money. If she gets into university, she'll have everything. She's more suited for university than I am."

    In his previous life, even under such difficult circumstances, his sister Wei Hong had been admitted to Beijing Normal University, as the county's top scholar.

    "I know, I know!" Wei Jiefang responded impatiently.

    His hand remained in his pocket, unable to bring it out due to his son's rapid-fire reminders.

    Wei Ming continued: "I'll write to you all. Ask Little Hong to write to me when she has time. If possible, mail me a jar of mom's chili sauce."

    At this moment, Wei Ping'an came over, pointing at his watch: "Brother Jiefang, the train is about to depart."

    Wei Jiefang gave an "Oh," stuffed something from his hand into Wei Ming's pocket, picked up his bag, and squeezed out two words: "I'm off!"

    Wei Ming felt it—two crumpled hundred-yuan notes, probably among the family's few savings.

    He wanted to return them, but Wei Jiefang didn't give him the chance, quickly disappearing into the sea of people, like a raindrop falling into a lake. It was impossible to distinguish which bent, stooped back of a Chinese father belonged to his Old Wei.
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    On the train, Wei Jiefang squatted with a group of passengers without seats in the area connecting two carriages.

    He clutched his bag tightly, with the most precious item inside being the fried duck frames for his wife and daughter. The aroma could be smelled through the bag.

    By the time he got home, they would probably be cold, and he wondered if the aroma would dissipate. Hmph, benefiting those around him.

    Thinking this, he took a deep breath, as if by inhaling more himself, he could let others enjoy less of the benefit.

    Meanwhile, Wei Ping'an took Wei Ming and his two children on a bus back to Peking University to handle the check-out and job onboarding. Training would begin tomorrow, and in a few days, he would officially start work.

    Today was September 1st, just in time to receive a full month's salary.

    When they returned to the North Guesthouse to check out, someone happened to be checking in.

    "Stay here for a few days first, figure out which major you like, then we'll talk to the departments, or if you don't like Peking University, we can change to another school."

    A middle-aged man spoke kindly to a young man with thick eyebrows.

    The words were spoken softly, but Wei Ming heard them, as did Wei Ping'an, whose face alternated between red and pale.

    Thinking of what he had said yesterday, he felt like he had been slapped in the face, repeatedly.

    Not only could you pick any major, but you could also choose any university? Who did they think they were!

    So he approached the middle-aged man: "Comrade, which department are you from? I haven't seen you before."

    The man didn't want to talk. Manager Wang quickly pulled Wei Ping'an aside and whispered a few words. Wei Ping'an suddenly understood and left without another word, taking Wei Ming and the children with him.

    Once outside the guesthouse, he explained: "He's from the United Front work. It might involve confidentiality regulations. That young man probably came from overseas. From his posture, he seems to have a military background."

    From overseas? And had been in the military?

    A name suddenly popped into Wei Ming's head. If that person were a bit fatter, wore glasses, and carried a basketball, swimming, swimming, swimming~ Tsk tsk, truly worthy of Peking University, full of talents!

    Next, Uncle Ping'an took Wei Ming to the Security Department to process his employment, where he received his work ID and labor benefits. From now on, he was a person with a work unit, albeit only a temporary worker.

    The salary was 18.5 yuan per month, with a grain ration of 36 jin.

    The monthly salary was even less than a college student's stipend, while the grain ration was basically the same as a college student's, further divided into rice, flour, and coarse grains.

    The grain ration didn't mean "meals included," just that you could eat this much grain at most each month, and you still had to pay for meals.

    The 18.5 yuan salary was just barely enough for food. Even pot-stewed tofu had to be eaten sparingly. Fortunately, the school provided free dormitory accommodation, so the main expense was just filling one's stomach.

    Wei Ping'an was also preparing to withdraw. He told Wei Ming: "I work in office 404 upstairs. If you need anything, you can find me there or come to my home. I won't give you money, but here are some extra national grain coupons. You can keep them for yourself or exchange them with colleagues for things you need."

    "Thank you, Uncle!"

    Wei Ping'an gave a final reminder: "Today you can call me uncle and I'll respond, but tomorrow when you see me at school, how should you address me?"

    Wei Ming thought for a moment and asked: "Director Wei?"

    Wei Ping'an laughed heartily, patting Wei Ming's shoulder: "You young man, you're perceptive!"

    After Wei Ping'an left, Wei Ming filled out two more forms and waited a few minutes before Team Leader Qiao from the campus security team came to pick him up.

    "You're Wei Ming, right? Come with me."

    This team leader appeared to be in his early thirties, with a square face. Wei Ming could tell where he was from just by hearing him speak. He was only slightly shorter than Wei Ming, about a bit over 1.8 meters, but much sturdier. His presence suggested he could lift Wei Ming with one hand—a true Shandong man.

    "Team Leader Qiao, you're from Shandong, right?"

    "Oh, you could tell?" Team Leader Qiao smiled. "Just call me Brother Feng."

    Wei Ming paused: "Which 'feng'?"

    "The 'feng' in red maple leaves of Xiangshan. How about that, artistic, right?"

    Uh, to be honest, it sounded quite risqué, but with that surname it was much better—Qiao Feng! "Brother Feng, have you heard of 'Northern Qiao Feng, Southern Murong'?"

    Qiao Feng suddenly became alert: "What? How do you know my girlfriend's name?!"

    Qiao Feng hadn't heard of "Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils," but his girlfriend's name happened to be Mu Rong—surname Mu, given name Rong.

    Wei Ming had to explain that it was from a martial arts novel, just a coincidence.

    "Northern Qiao Feng, Southern Murong~ Haha, interesting, who came up with that?" Brother Feng chuckled to himself, seemingly thinking of sweet memories.

    Actually, there are many similar north-south titles, such as Southern Mao, Northern Ma, Southern Emperor, Northern Beggar.

    Of course, there's also Southern Gong Xue, Northern Zhu Lin...

  

    Qiao Feng invited Wei Ming back to the dormitory to tell him more about the "Northern Qiao Feng, Southern Mu Rong" story, as he enjoyed hearing it.

    Brother Feng had arranged for Wei Ming to stay in his dormitory. There was an important reason for this special treatment: they were "our own people."

    "Did Director Wei mention our relationship to you?" he asked, tilting his head.

    "No."

    "When I was in the army, he was our company's political instructor, and I was one of his soldiers," said Qiao Feng.

    "Oh~" Wei Ming understood—they had carried guns together!

    After Uncle Ping'an graduated from university, he encountered the political movement, and in that chaotic atmosphere, there was no way to pursue scholarship. He simply joined the army to temper himself, only returning to Peking University in the mid-1970s.

    It was also because of his ability in both literary and military matters that Uncle Ping'an was highly valued at the school.

    Brother Feng grinned: "It was Director Wei who brought me to Peking University back then. You're our old leader's nephew. As long as you don't make any mistakes of principle, I'm quite easy to get along with."

    "Brother Feng, how did you think of coming to work at Peking University?"

    Brother Feng revealed a smile that didn't belong to a tough guy: "Because of love~"

    It turned out that before joining the army, he had fallen in love with a village girl named Mu Rong. Later, Mu Rong entered Peking University as a worker-peasant-soldier student.

    To be with his beloved, he begged Wei Ping'an, who was preparing to return to work at Peking University, to bring him along. He was even willing to start as a security guard at the gate.

    Despite the disparity in status, their love remained constant.

    "Are you married?"

    "We got the certificate, but because we don't have housing and we live far apart, we currently live separately, both in dormitories." Speaking of this, Brother Feng looked gloomy.

    They were both nearly 30 years old, had only been intimate a single-digit number of times, and didn't dare to have children.

    "Your wife doesn't work at Peking University?" Wei Ming remembered that dual-employed couples were more likely to be allocated housing.

    "No, she studied biology and works at the Institute of Health Research at the Medical Academy," Qiao Feng lowered his voice, "Director Wei has been pushing hard for us, trying to transfer her to Peking University."

    Wei Ming nodded. The difficulty of being a formal employee was certainly different from being a temporary worker, and perhaps they needed some opportunity.

    Qiao Feng also told Wei Ming that they had two other roommates in their dormitory.

    "Ah, so we're in a four-person dormitory?"

    "What did you expect? A double room?"

    Wei Ming nodded. After all, Brother Feng was something of a leader.

    Qiao Feng added: "Not just a four-person room, but in the basement."

    "Ah~"
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    When Lu Xiaoyan returned home from work, her husband and children were already there.

    Wei Ping'an was busy in the kitchen. Today his wife had behaved well, making him look good. On the way to the station, Wei Jiefang had kept praising him for marrying a virtuous wife and good mother.

    So he took the initiative to cook to show his appreciation.

    Wei Xi stretched out his little hand: "Mom, I want to eat White Rabbit candy. It's been a long time."

    Lu Xiaoyan was about to discuss something with Wei Ping'an, but seeing her son walk right into the line of fire, she simply pulled him to her side.

    "How about mom tells you a story first, okay?"

    Without waiting for her son to refuse, Lu Xiaoyan began, while Le actively moved closer.

    "Once upon a time, there was a tiger in the forest. It was very fierce and ate many small animals every day. Everyone in the forest feared it. The small animals tried many ways to eliminate it. The monkeys used a steel saw to cut down the big tree in front of its house, blocking its door, trying to trap it. But it bit through the steel bars on the window and escaped. Its teeth were too sharp..."

    At first, Xizi was a bit impatient—how could listening to a story compare to White Rabbit candy?

    But his mother told the story so vividly that he immediately visualized it, which made him anxious and thoughtful along with the story. The tiger was indeed formidable—what should they do?

    "Then the red fox jumped out. It smiled and said: 'What's so scary about a tiger? It's just that its teeth are sharp, watch me...'"

    Then the fox began to offer the tiger a kind of delicious, irresistible food—sugar!

    This story was called "The Toothless Tiger," about how the fox used sugar to corrupt the tiger, making it a toothless tiger, thereby removing its threat to the forest. The original was an animated short film produced by Shanghai Animation Film Studio in 1985.

    Wei Ming had been inspired by the fact that Wei Xi loved candy, which led to tooth decay and toothaches, which reminded him of this short film. So he spent the night creating (plagiarizing) it.

    Sure enough, after reading it, Lu Xiaoyan exclaimed that this was exactly the kind of fairy tale that should be shown to children—not only interesting but also educational.

    Beyond the surface meaning that children could see, adults could also understand the deeper meaning of being wary of sugar-coated bullets.

    After showing it to her colleagues in the editorial department, they all liked it and didn't even need to modify it—it directly passed the Editor-In-Chief's review.

    In other words, Wei Ming's fairy tale had been approved!

    By the time Lu Xiaoyan reached the end of the story, Wei Ping'an had already served the food and had been listening for a while. He asked: "Is this a manuscript you received recently? Not bad, now you can complete your assignment."

    Lu Xiaoyan nodded, then asked Wei Xi: "Xizi, do you still want to eat White Rabbit candy now?"

    Having heard how the tiger lost all its teeth and couldn't eat candy anymore, couldn't even eat meat, and could only drink porridge, the four-year-old Xizi was frightened and shook his head repeatedly: "Well, I won't eat it today."

    Although this naughty kid had left himself plenty of room, Lu Xiaoyan still smiled with a sense of accomplishment.

    Then she asked her husband: "Guess who wrote this fairy tale?"

    "Who? Chen Bochui or Sun Youjun?"

    Both were famous children's writers, and both were skilled at writing about animals.

    Chen Bochui had more experience, having been the deputy director of the Children's Publishing House. His representative work was "A Cat That Wanted to Fly." His son, Professor Chen Jia'er, was Wei Ping'an's colleague at Peking University, a big shot in nuclear physics research. Because of this connection, Lu Xiaoyan had written to Old Chen to request manuscripts. Chen had replied: "Definitely next time."

    Sun Youjun was younger, considered Wei Ping'an's senior schoolmate, graduating from Peking University's Chinese Department in the 1950s. He had published works in "Children's Literature" in the 1960s. "The Adventures of Little Buhead" and later "The Wandering of Little Bei" were his representative works.

    Through Wei Ping'an's connections, Lu Xiaoyan had obtained Sun Youjun's first post-comeback work, "The Story of the Magic Brush and the Pen Cap," during her first month at "Children's Literature."

    Since then, Teacher Sun had become Lu Xiaoyan's key focus. Wei Ping'an thought she had successfully extracted a second piece from Old Sun.

    However, normal writers wrote slowly, and Teacher Sun had shown no movement yet.

    Lu Xiaoyan shook her head and proudly said after sitting down at the table: "You'll never guess, it was written by Little Ming!"

    "What!" The three—father, son, and daughter—exclaimed in unison.

    Lu Xiaoyan was very satisfied with their expressions and continued: "And it was written in one night yesterday. Our Editor-In-Chief Jin said it was excellently written, needs no revision, and could even be directly adapted into an animated film for children."

    Wei Ping'an said incredulously: "Brother Jiefang said Little Ming had good Chinese grades, but I didn't expect them to be this good! So his manuscript was approved?"

    "Of course, and it will be prominently featured."

    Wei Ping'an asked further: "How much will the remuneration be?"

    He felt that the salary of 18.5 yuan was really tight. Little Ming was already 18 years old, and if he started dating, it definitely wouldn't be enough.

    "As for the remuneration, newcomers shouldn't expect too much, but I need to meet with Little Ming tomorrow to talk, in my capacity as an editor to an author."
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    At this time, Wei Ming and Qiao Feng had arrived at the school's South Gate on Haidian Road.

    After entering the gatehouse, Brother Feng greeted the two security guards, then led Wei Ming through a door and down a somewhat dim staircase to the basement.

    Almost all of Peking University's security personnel lived here, with several dormitory rooms, one toilet, and one water room.

    Qiao Feng pushed open a door. The room was small, only large enough for two bunk beds, one table, and four chairs. There were already two people inside—one reading a book, the other lifting dumbbells.

    Seeing Qiao Feng enter, the two immediately stopped what they were doing and stood up to greet him.

    "Team Leader Qiao!"

    "Team Leader Qiao."

    Qiao Feng briefly introduced the newcomer Wei Ming, then introduced the others to him: "This muscular young man is Zhao Debiao, who used to train at Shichahai Sports School. This bespectacled scholar is Mei Wenhua. They are both returned educated youth."

    Wei Ming understood—they were all temporary workers~

  

    However, the others were local temporary workers from Beijing, sent to Peking University by policy, while Wei Ming relied on connections.

    The bed assigned to Wei Ming was the upper bunk above Qiao Feng's, which was good—the upper bunk offered better privacy, allowing him to write without disturbance.

    Wei Ming smiled, greeted his two colleagues, and asked them where they had been sent down to the countryside.

    Zhao Debiao had gone to the Northeast, while Mei Wenhua had been in Henan.

    "Where were you sent down?" Mei Wenhua asked. He couldn't detect any out-of-town accent in Wei Ming's speech, assuming he was the same as them.

    Wei Ming replied: "I was never sent down. I was always in the production team."

    Qiao Feng: "Little Wei is from Hebei. Their place is known for white liquor."

    Zhao Debiao's eyes lit up, and he quickly asked: "Did you bring any?"

    Wei Ming smiled: "I came in a hurry. I'll definitely bring some next time I return from home."

    Zhao Debiao rubbed his hands: "That's a promise!"

    Mei Wenhua thought more deeply than Zhao Debiao. A rural outsider who could work at Peking University must have someone backing him.

    But he had his own backers too, so he wasn't intimidated. Mei Wenhua sat down and continued reading.

    His demeanor suggested he should be living in student dormitories.

    Wei Ming glanced at what he was reading—a magazine called "Today," likely the poetry journal created by Bei Dao and others.

    The one with "Baseness is the baseness-monger's pass, nobility is the noble man's epitaph..."

    After Wei Ming had settled his bedding and was about to write something, Qiao Feng eagerly asked: "Little Wei, tell us about Northern Qiao Feng and Southern Murong, will you?"

    "Oh, sure. This story is called 'Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils.' In the Wuliang Mountains of Yunnan..."

    Whether in the original novel or TV adaptations, the story usually begins with Duan Yu's narrative, and Wei Ming followed suit.

    Although his memory had improved, he didn't go into too much detail. If he were to cover everything meticulously, it might take several days to finish, and he didn't have that kind of time.

    However, just as he finished one section, Mei Wenhua interrupted him.

    "This is a martial arts novel written by someone from Hong Kong, right?"

    "Yes, you know about it too?"

    "Where did you buy the novel?" Mei Wenhua was very curious. He had heard a segment from an older brother when he was in the countryside.

    "I didn't buy it. I had a high school classmate originally from Guangdong who had more exposure to these things. I heard it from him." He really did have such a classmate, named Liu Rulong, who was also studying in Beijing.

    Zhao Debiao impatiently interrupted Mei Wenhua: "Why are you butting in? I was enjoying it. Continue about Duan Yu and the fairy sister!"

    Unexpectedly, among the three, Zhao Debiao was the most engrossed. Although Qiao Feng also enjoyed it, he was somewhat displeased that Duan Yu was stealing the spotlight. Wasn't this supposed to be a love story between Qiao Feng and Murong? This Duan guy was really in the way.

    Soon, Northern Qiao Feng and Southern Murong appeared as background characters.

    "Ah, Southern Murong is a man?!" He was greatly disappointed.

    "Yes, Murong Fu, also a notable young talent in the martial world. Spoiler alert: the so-called fairy sister is also related to him."

    Zhao Debiao immediately urged him to continue, as he was fond of the fairy sister.

    Although it wasn't quite what Qiao Feng had imagined, he was also captivated by this fascinating martial arts story, after all, it was Jin Yong's magnum opus.

    Even Mei Wenhua, who had initially appeared disdainful, had put down his magazine, pretending to be indifferent while not wanting to miss a single word.

    That night, Wei Ming accomplished nothing, didn't write a single word, but earned the title of "Brother Ming" from Zhao Debiao.

    They were the same age, with Zhao Debiao's birthday coming earlier, but he wasn't as tall as Wei Ming. He was content to be the junior, and the two quickly became familiar with each other.

    Mei Wenhua was more pretentious. While clearly envious of Duan Yu's romantic entanglements with several beauties, he said: "These are all cancers of capitalist society used to waste time, not worthy of refined taste."

    Zhao Debiao scoffed: "So will you still listen tomorrow when Brother Ming continues?"

    Mei Wenhua twisted his mouth: "If he's going to tell it, he'll tell it. I don't mind you disturbing my reading."

    Brother Feng said: "Alright, lights out, bedtime. We still have morning exercises tomorrow."
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    The next day, after six o'clock, except for the security personnel on duty, everyone was dragged by Qiao Feng to the May Fourth Sports Field to run laps.

    Wei Ming was quite eager to exercise. Although he stood at 1.83 meters with good looks, he was too thin, like a bean sprout.

    Not to mention comparing with strong men like Qiao Feng and Zhao Debiao, even the four-eyed Mei Wenhua seemed more solid than him.

    This was mainly due to years of food shortages, resulting in a lack of nutrients.

    So at breakfast, besides three oil cakes, Wei Ming also bought two boiled eggs, though unfortunately, there was no milk.

    Oil cakes were three fen each, but eggs were expensive at 12 fen each. While eating like this might make his monthly 18.5 yuan insufficient, he believed that manuscript fees would eventually come.

    Sure enough~ After a morning of political ideological training, Wei Ming, Zhao Debiao, and Mei Wenhua went to the faculty dining hall for lunch.

    From a distance, they saw Qiao Feng and Lu Xiaoyan standing at the entrance.

    "Sister-in-law, he's here," Qiao Feng pointed.

    "Aunt!" Wei Ming quickly jogged over.

    Lu Xiaoyan's eyes couldn't hide her admiration: "Little Ming, let's have a chat."

    "Sure." Wei Ming handed his utensils to Brother Feng, asking him to get food on his behalf.

    Qiao Feng got Wei Ming pot-stewed tofu and steamed buns, a lunch equivalent to the cost of one egg. Eggs were too expensive at that time; even farmers who raised chickens couldn't afford to eat them themselves.

    "Team Leader, over here!" Zhao Debiao called.

    After Qiao Feng sat down, Mei Wenhua quickly asked: "Team Leader, who is that female comrade? What business does she have with Wei Ming?"

    Zhao Debiao: "Didn't you hear? Brother Ming called her aunt, so she's a relative."

    Mei Wenhua: "But I heard the Team Leader call her sister-in-law. Is Wei Ming related to the Team Leader too?"

    Qiao Feng scolded Mei Wenhua: "Stop being nosy, just eat."

    But he was also curious, because Sister-in-law Xiaoyan said she had official business with Wei Ming.

    Official business?
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    At this moment, the two were strolling outside, and Lu Xiaoyan had already told him the news about the manuscript approval, while Wei Ming appeared very calm, showing the demeanor of a great general.

    "Did you really finish it in one night?" Lu Xiaoyan asked again.

    "Of course. If not, I can write another one for you in one night."

    "Great! Fairy tales of the caliber of 'The Toothless Tiger'—our magazine will take as many as you can write!" Lu Xiaoyan said generously.

    "Thank you, Aunt!" Wei Ming had found a long-term meal ticket. Then he awkwardly asked: "When can I receive the remuneration?"

    "Do you need money urgently? If so, I can..."

    "No, no, no, I'm not that short on money. I mainly want to use my own manuscript fees to supplement my family's income, to make my parents proud of me."

    Lu Xiaoyan had never experienced the hardships of farmers, but she had heard from her husband about those difficult years of his childhood. Surely Wei Ming's family wasn't having an easy time in the village.

    She said: "Don't worry, I've pushed it through. It's scheduled for publication this month. You can get the remuneration slip on the day of publication, in about two weeks."

    Two weeks was considered fast for magazine submissions. Sometimes it could drag from this year to the next.

    "How much remuneration can I get?" Wei Ming wasn't ashamed to talk about money.

    Lu Xiaoyan explained the current remuneration rules to him.

    "Since 1977, the state has restored the remuneration system. Based on the quality of the work, original works are paid at a rate of 2 to 7 yuan per thousand words as a one-time payment. Your manuscript is 5,000 words, so it's at least ten yuan."

    Also, at this time, authors didn't receive remuneration when their works were printed as books. Print-run remuneration would only be added next year when the remuneration standards were adjusted.

    "Is quality the only consideration?" Wei Ming asked further.

    Lu Xiaoyan smiled: "Of course, the magazine's own financial resources and the author's reputation also have some influence. But don't worry, with your aunt here, I'll make sure you don't get the lowest remuneration."

    The minimum of 10 yuan became a minimum of 15 yuan. Wei Ming thanked her again and stated: "I'll produce new works as soon as possible."

    "Yes, but the new work would be published next month at the earliest. We usually don't publish two works by the same author in the same issue."

    Wei Ming certainly understood the considerations, but this pace of earning money was too slow.

    He began to consider whether, while providing "Children's Literature" with one piece per month, he should also submit to other publications and write longer stories~

  

    "Oh, by the way, under what name do you plan to publish? Just 'Wei Ming,' or would you prefer a pen name?" Lu Xiaoyan asked before they parted.

    Wei Ming thought it would be best to distinguish between his children's works and other writings. After thinking, he said: "Just call me Wei Shenme. 'Wei' is my surname Wei, and 'Shenme' is that 'what.'"

    He had used this pen name when writing scripts in his previous life.

    "Wei Shenme~" Lu Xiaoyan repeated it twice. "Easy to remember, rolls off the tongue. Good, that's settled!"
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    After entering the dining hall, his three roommates were still waiting for him. Qiao Feng wouldn't allow nosy questions, so Mei Wenhua stopped asking, but he hoped Wei Ming would volunteer the information.

    However, when Wei Ming came in, he said nothing, just focused on eating. He wanted to build up his body as quickly as possible.

    Two steamed buns weren't enough, so he bought another one, dipping it in the pot-stewed tofu soup.

    After eating, he asked: "Brother Feng, what's the plan for this afternoon?"

    Qiao Feng: "Training, of course."

    Training was for newcomers, about a dozen people in total. Peking University didn't really need so many security personnel; they were all temporary workers, burdens that the government had imposed on the university.

    Brother Feng demanded more rigorous standards than college military training, starting with standing at attention for an hour.

    Peking University's freshman military training differed from other schools', taking place during the summer between the first and second years.

    By six o'clock when training ended, everyone was exhausted and hungry. Wei Ming almost needed Zhao Debiao's support to enter the dining hall.

    "Biaozi, you truly live up to your early martial arts training, looking completely unfazed," Wei Ming admired.

    Zhao Debiao revealed a confident smile: "This level of intensity is nothing. Our Coach Wu was much stricter than Team Leader Qiao."

    "Coach Wu? You mean Coach Wu Bin?"

    "Yes, you've even heard of his famous name?!"

    "Oh, saw him in the news," Wei Ming asked further, "Is there also someone called Li Lianjie at your place, who performed for the American president?"

    "Yes, yes, yes, a small guy who went to America and met Mr. Ni. But he calls me Brother Biao this and Brother Biao that. At our Shichahai Sports School, those small guys are popular. Later I grew too tall and strong, becoming unsuitable for martial arts routines. Actually, if I had switched to wrestling back then, it would have been better."

    Speaking of his martial arts journey, Zhao Debiao was full of regret, which was why he now urgently sought comfort in the fantasy martial arts world.

    He urged Wei Ming: "By the way, Brother Ming, tell us another segment of 'Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils.'"

    "Where did we leave off?"

    "Duan Zhengchun and Gan Baobao meeting secretly in Wanjie Valley..."

    Mei Wenhua, who had been trailing behind, quickly took a few steps forward, unwilling to miss any detail of this plot.

    Later he realized that Duan Yu was nothing—Duan Zhengchun was the true legend! Team Leader Feng, walking ahead, also slowed down to join their formation.

    After dinner, everyone had recovered but felt sticky all over.

    Back at the dormitory, Zhao Debiao saw Wei Ming holding a washbasin: "Brother Ming, are you going to take a bath?"

    "Yes."

    "Let's go together!"

    "Sure, Wenhua, join us too," Wei Ming sincerely invited.

    Mei Wenhua shook his head so vigorously it left afterimages, apparently having some psychological barrier.

    He wanted to advise Wei Ming not to go either, to avoid being intimidated by that Zhao kid. He and Zhao Debiao had joined on the same day, and on their first day they had showered together in the water room, where he had been shocked by Zhao.

    But he didn't voice his discouragement. Instead, a minute later, he secretly ran to the water room, wanting to witness Wei Ming being intimidated.

    As a result, he heard Zhao Debiao's heartfelt exclamation: "Brother Ming, you're such a donkey!"

    Wei Ming glanced sideways: "You're not bad yourself."

    Zhao Debiao: "Haha, I originally thought I was unrivaled in the world, but I never expected someone would be even more formidable than me!"

    The two like-minded naked men poured water over themselves while discussing numbers like eighteen and twenty. Others stayed far away, and Mei Wenhua didn't even finish his shower, changing into casual clothes and leaving.

    Too devastating!

    After a cold shower, Wei Ming felt refreshed and decided to visit Peking University's famous library, while thinking about what to write next.

    Fairy tales were just a warm-up; he ultimately hoped to write novels, because more words meant more remuneration.

    However, although he could enter the library, he could hardly find an empty seat.

    After the class of '79 enrolled, the ratio of Peking University students to library seats reached 6:1, meaning six students shared one seat.

    Peking University students were renowned for their studiousness, and with few entertainment venues nearby, they all studied and read in the evenings, making seat-finding a major challenge.

    As for the books inside, they couldn't be borrowed without a library card, which he didn't have as a non-student.

    So, leaning against a wall near a bookshelf, Wei Ming began reading this year's literary magazines, which couldn't be borrowed and could only be read in the reading room.

    Two male students nearby were doing something similar, presumably classmates. One held "Contemporary," the other "October," occasionally discussing together.

    Both publications were from Beijing. "October" was founded last year by Beijing Publishing House, while "Contemporary" was launched this year under the People's Literature Publishing House.

    Wei Ming was holding another new magazine called "Qingming," sponsored by the Anhui Writers Association.

    Its first issue had gained attention with "The Legend of Tianyun Mountain," a representative work of reflective literature. Published in July, by September it was already well-worn, and later adapted into a film by the great director Xie Jin.

    The most popular literary genres now were reflective literature, scar literature, and educated youth literature—new schools that emerged after the torrent, reflecting the preferences of literature enthusiasts during this period.

    Wei Ming read through Lu Yanzhou's "The Legend of Tianyun Mountain" completely, comparing it with Director Xie's film version in his memory, while briefly flipping through the other articles.

    Standing had become tiring, and it was getting late, so he returned to the dormitory, but surprisingly found no one there.

    Brother Feng had gone to see his wife, Biao had gone to play basketball, and who knows where Mei Wenhua had gone.

    Taking advantage of this opportunity, Wei Ming climbed into bed planning to write something. But before he could decide what to write, Qiao Feng pushed open the door.

    "You're back, Little Wei."

    "Yes, just now."

    "What are you doing lying on the bed? Writing a letter home?"

    "Mm~"

    Brother Feng wiped the sweat from his forehead. After a moment, he handed something to Wei Ming.

    "Ah? A desk lamp?"

    Qiao Feng tossed it to him: "It's better to have more light when writing."

    Having just lent his own desk lamp to Wei Ming, Qiao Feng went out again and brought back a low table from next door.

    "With this added, isn't it much more comfortable?"

    Writing while sitting was indeed much better than lying down. Wei Ming sincerely thanked him, feeling a bit embarrassed.

    "Brother Feng, actually I'm not writing to my family."

    "I knew it—you're writing a love letter, right?" Qiao Feng asserted confidently. "There's already a table in the room. I could tell something was fishy by how secretive you were being."

    Wei Ming laughed: "It's not a love letter either. I'm writing a novel."

    "Writing a novel?" Qiao Feng was stunned for a moment, then racked his brains for encouragement: "Good, that's ambitious! I believe someday you'll definitely succeed. I look forward to seeing your work in magazines and newspapers."

    Wei Ming continued his confession: "Actually, I've already had some success. Aunt Xiaoyan came today because my article has been approved by their magazine."

    Under Brother Feng's dumbfounded expression, Wei Ming continued: "It will be published this month..."

  

    Qiao Feng was momentarily speechless with shock. He didn't believe there was any inside dealing involved.

    Because his old leader Wei Ping'an had once told him that to help boost his wife's performance, he had also written an article, but it was rejected by the Editor-In-Chief.

    Wei Ping'an, a genuine Peking University graduate! Although he didn't study literature, he was still a skilled writer in the army, producing brilliantly written speeches. If even he couldn't get approved, yet Wei Ming could!

    This was truly talent, goddammit!

    At this moment, Qiao Feng was certain that Wei Ming wouldn't stay with them for long. This young man was no ordinary fish in the pond.

    "Well then, you write, you write. We won't talk about Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils tonight."

    Wei Ming smiled: "I haven't figured out what to write yet. This time I plan to submit to those literary journals."

    "You're from the countryside, so why not write about rural life?"

    Brother Feng's words awakened the dreamer.

    While Wei Ming didn't object to "borrowing" successful works from the future, the range of successful future works was too broad, leaving him momentarily dazzled with choices.

    Qiao Feng's suggestion inadvertently narrowed his options and helped him make a quick decision.

    He thought of his village, Gouzitun, of his parents and sister, of the villagers with their various personalities, and of the donkeys, horses, cattle, and sheep his father often dealt with in the production team.

    He also recalled Zhao Debiao's comment during their shower: "You're truly a donkey!"

    Donkey! Got it!

    That's it! He would write a story about a donkey! Just as he recalled that movie and was about to start writing, the door opened, and Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua returned together.

    Mei Wenhua looked quite happy, and the straightforward Zhao Debiao immediately revealed the reason for his happiness.

    "I just saw Mei Wenhua with a female university student. Hey, that girl was well-proportioned and really beautiful!"

    "Oh?" Qiao Feng was also happy for him. "Little Mei has something going on!"

    Mei Wenhua modestly replied: "No, no, no, just an older sister from our compound. She's from the class of '78. We ran into each other and chatted briefly."

    "Not a premeditated encounter?"

    "Pure coincidence."

    "So what did you talk about?"

    "Just literature. This sister is from the May Fourth Literary Society. She knows I like writing, so she asked me to contribute an article for their society journal 'Weiming Lake.' I thought, since we're from the same compound, I should help her out. It's not a big favor."

    Mei Wenhua became increasingly animated. The Peking University scholars' literary society journal had solicited his work! He had successfully pulled off this show of pretentiousness.

    Qiao Feng never imagined that a small campus security team dormitory would simultaneously house two talents like Wei Ming and Mei Wenhua.

    "You two are truly the Sleeping Dragon and Young Phoenix of our security personnel!" he exclaimed.

    Zhao Debiao pointed at his own large face in shock: "Ah, can I also be compared to Sleeping Dragon and Young Phoenix?"

    "Who's talking about you?" Qiao Feng pointed at Wei Ming on the upper bunk. "Let me announce some good news. Wei Ming previously wrote an article that was accepted by a magazine. It will be published this month!"

    After a brief silence...

    "Holy shit!" Zhao Debiao widened his eyes and jumped onto the upper bunk, looking at Wei Ming: "Brother Ming, is that true?"

    Wei Ming nodded modestly.

    "Then you're way more impressive than Mei Wenhua. He might not even get accepted. Do you get paid for it?"

    "Yes."

    "Mei Wenhua, does that 'Weiming Lake' pay for contributions?" he asked below.

    Mei Wenhua hemmed and hawed: "Ah, well, talking about money is vulgar, isn't it~ I'm purely supporting students... ideals are priceless... the moon is so round tonight!"

    Understood, no money, purely voluntary work.

    Zhao Debiao ignored him and turned to Wei Ming, rubbing his hands: "Brother Ming, since you can earn remuneration, shouldn't you show some appreciation~"

    Wei Ming was still planning to slack off at the security team and pursue his side hustle, so this small request was certainly no problem.

    "Sure, when I get my second payment, I'll treat everyone to a meal at the Long March Dining Hall."

    "Huh, why the second payment?"

    "I plan to send the first payment entirely back to my family," Wei Ming answered honestly.

    Hearing this, Zhao Debiao felt a bit ashamed. Brother Ming was indeed from the countryside, unlike them who grew up with better foundations in the imperial city.

    So he suggested: "How about this, when we have time, each of us can chip in to celebrate Brother Ming's success at the Long March Dining Hall, what do you think?"

    Just as Mei Wenhua was about to say "Why should we," Qiao Feng generously declared: "You don't need to pay. This meal is on me!"

    At this moment, everyone looked at him as if he were Gang Leader Qiao from the story. Brother truly was a magnanimous figure.

    Qiao Feng earned several dozen yuan a month. A meal at the Long March Dining Hall was nothing, not like it was Quanjude.

    Wei Ming quickly expressed gratitude, while the other two cheered in unison. Qiao Feng then educated them: "When you receive your first salary next month, don't forget to buy something for your families, however small, as a gesture."

    Both agreed again.

    Zhao Debiao now looked at Wei Ming with admiring eyes. He curiously asked: "Brother Ming, did you write a martial arts novel like 'Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils'?"

    "No, it's a fairy tale."

    Zhao Debiao was immediately disappointed. He felt that with Brother Ming's eloquence, his martial arts writing shouldn't be inferior to that old Jin fellow.

    Hearing that Wei Ming's approved work was a fairy tale, Mei Wenhua, whose spotlight had been stolen earlier, perked up again.

    "So it's a fairy tale for children. I didn't expect you'd have such a childlike heart, Wei Ming~" Mei Wenhua said with a sarcastic tone, then pulled out a new magazine from his bag.

    Wei Ming ignored him, but Zhao Debiao wouldn't stand for it: "What's wrong with fairy tales? At least they make money, which is better than your unpaid labor."

    Mei Wenhua held his head high: "Things for children to read are just stories, without barriers. They can't be discussed in terms of literary merit. What I write, at least, belongs to the realm of literature."

    "Tsk tsk tsk, I think you're just jealous."

    At this point, Qiao Feng spoke up: "Little Wei is preparing a new work, and this time it's not a fairy tale. He's planning to submit it to a literary journal."

    Mei Wenhua was startled and quickly asked: "Which journal are you planning to submit to?"

    Wei Ming: "Haven't decided yet. I'm not very familiar with these things."

    Mei Wenhua immediately suggested: "Among today's literary journals, 'People's Literature' and 'Harvest' are the top recommendations. What I have here is the latest issue of 'Harvest,' with thirty years of foundation, edited by Old Ba, full of prestige. If you want to submit, submit to this one. If you get selected, the whole world will know your name."

    Zhao Debiao exclaimed: "Damn, that impressive! Brother Ming, submit to it! Submit to it!"

    Wei Ming readily accepted the advice: "Good, then let's go with 'Harvest.'"

    Zhao Debiao was purely well-intentioned, thinking that if you're going to submit, submit to the most prestigious.

    Mei Wenhua was being slyly malicious. "Harvest" was published bimonthly, with only four or five stories per issue. But due to its leading position in the industry, those four or five slots were competed for by the country's most excellent writers.

    Besides the strength of the article, the author's reputation was also a very important factor.

    Forget about Wei Ming being a security guard—even among Peking University's talented scholars, ask how many had published articles in "Harvest"! None!

    Not a single one! So for Wei Ming to submit to "Harvest," there was only one outcome.

    Rejection!

    Or in other words—

    Tragedy!

  

    After washing up, Zhao Debiao remembered something: "Brother Ming, does this mean you won't have time to tell us about Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils tonight?"

    Qiao Feng chided him: "Wei Ming's urgent priority right now is creation."

    But Wei Ming smiled: "I've been the one telling you stories. Why don't you tell me some tonight?"

    "What should we talk about?"

    Wei Ming: "My new piece is kind of an educated youth novel, but I've never been an educated youth. Biao and Wenhua, why don't you tell me about your experiences as educated youth?"

    Although he hadn't been an educated youth himself, there had been educated youth in Wei Ming's village, especially his aunt's husband, who was a Beijing educated youth who eventually settled in the village. He was very representative, and Wei Ming had extracted many elements from him.

    Zhao Debiao was extremely enthusiastic. He had gone to the countryside at 16 and spent two and a half years as an educated youth in the Northeast, experiencing many stories.

    Tales like clubbing roe deer and scooping fish with ladles, pheasants flying into cooking pots, helping widows fetch water, and being peeked at by widows while bathing.

    Inspired by Biao, Mei Wenhua also opened up, though he spoke less about himself and more about other educated youths' stories, including but not limited to city youth deceiving village girls into wild encounters in sorghum fields.

    It was evident that he envied these experiences.

    These firsthand accounts provided Wei Ming with many details, and details determined success or failure.

    In the following days, besides running drills, attending classes, training, and familiarizing himself with the campus under Qiao Feng's guidance, Wei Ming devoted all his energy to this novel.

    As for the "serialization" of "Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils," that could only happen during mealtimes and other brief intervals. Besides his dormmates, other security personnel had also joined the storytelling audience.

    Because Wei Ming told good stories and knew how to handle things, even though Qiao Feng treated him differently during training, no one really minded.

    However, Wei Ming maintained high standards for himself. He also hoped to develop a good physique so that when he was in his sixties or seventies, he could maintain his vigor without little blue pills.

    After several days of balanced diet and exercise, at least he no longer looked as pale as when he first arrived. His complexion improved, and his figure gradually filled out.

    With a healthy body came a healthy mind and quicker thinking.

    Initially, he wrote only two or three thousand words a day, but later became faster, reaching up to 8,000 words a day without affecting his work or sleep.

    When his ideas weren't flowing smoothly, he would switch gears and audit some classes.

    Many courses at Peking University, especially large lectures, had no restrictions on students. Anyone could attend, whether from other departments or even other schools, as long as you could squeeze in.

    The schedules and locations of many famous professors' courses were posted on the Triangle Ground bulletin board near the corner outside the main dining hall.

    Wei Ming enjoyed literature and history. Today, History Department Chair Professor Deng Guangming was giving a lecture on the "Golden Casket Oath." As a top expert on Song Dynasty history both domestically and internationally, Wei Ming planned to audit the class.

    Being able to enjoy priceless lectures from famous professors for free was an important reason why Wei Ming was willing to stay at Peking University as a gatekeeper.

    Wei Ming was lucky enough to snag a seat in the corner.

    Liu Zhenyun wasn't so fortunate. By the time he arrived, the room was already packed, and he could only stand at the back door to listen.

    He scanned the room and spotted Wei Ming.

    What you constantly think about will eventually respond!

    These past few days, he had thought about Wei Ming even more than his Junior Sister, wondering when he might see him again and ask which department he eventually entered.

    Unexpectedly, he finally saw him today. So it was the History Department!

    The History Department was indeed a prestigious major at Peking University, but certainly not as glamorous as his Chinese Department, nor as respectable as the Foreign Languages Department. It seemed the uncle's influence was limited after all.

    Because class was in session, Liu Zhenyun couldn't greet him. He planned to catch up after class, but unfortunately, when class ended, the crowd dispersed quickly. Wei Ming darted away rapidly, and the two missed each other.
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    After a week of pre-job training, Wei Ming finally officially started work.

    Qiao Feng assigned him to Peking University's South Gate, the same post as Zhao Debiao, Mei Wenhua, and others, with a mix of new and experienced personnel.

    Because they were overstaffed, they worked in four shifts, with each person only needing to work six hours. There were three people per group at the South Gate, with Wei Ming paired with two veterans.

    Peking University's South and East Gates allowed vehicle traffic, while the West Gate was for pedestrians only. There were also several small side gates.

    Also, Peking University had no North Gate.

    The advantage of the South Gate was its proximity to the dormitory, saving a lot of walking time.

    This was Qiao Feng's way of looking after his young brothers within his capabilities.

    He had privately told Wei Ming: "Just transition here temporarily. Later, I'll arrange for you to work at the library."

    He knew Wei Ming liked reading and, aside from the dormitory, liked to visit the library.

    "Brother Feng, it would be even better if you could let me patrol."

    "Patrolling requires walking. That's tiring."

    "Standing still is more uncomfortable."

    Actually, they didn't stand continuously. The three took turns standing, and when not standing, they sat inside the guardhouse, but it still wasn't comfortable.

    "Alright, stand guard for a few days first, and I'll adjust for you later."

    The day Wei Ming started work was a Saturday. Wei Ping'an, knowing he had been assigned to the South Gate, deliberately took a detour to come by, as he usually used the West Gate.

    Standing at 1.83 meters tall, handsome and full of vigor, Wei Ming looked like he was guarding not the South Gate of Peking University but the South Heavenly Gate.

    Seeing Uncle Ping'an, Wei Ming, in uniform, even saluted him.

    Wei Ping'an got off his bicycle and pushed it past him: "Good, looking spirited. Tomorrow's your day off, right?"

    "I'm covering half a day for someone in the morning, resting in the afternoon."

    "Then come to our house for dinner in the evening. Your aunt will cook personally to reward you."

    This was impossible to refuse, so Wei Ming agreed.

    He had originally planned to visit his classmate at the Beijing Film Academy tomorrow, but that would have to wait for another opportunity.

    He suddenly remembered that he hadn't started on the new manuscript he'd promised Aunt Xiaoyan. So he temporarily set aside the educated youth novel that was nearing completion to write a fairy tale first.

    He had already conceived the story, also based on a Shanghai Animation Film Studio short, which could be completed in less than 10,000 words.

    Now, like 40 years later, the work schedule was six days on, one day off, the difference being there wasn't as much overtime.

    Wei Ming's rest period was from Sunday afternoon to Monday morning. The morning was his last shift, and because it was Sunday, students had no classes. Many local students would go home, and out-of-town students would go out to play, so there was a noticeable increase in foot traffic.

    And after those students passed by, they would often look back at him, especially the female students.

    Wei Ming: My cursed charm!

    Based on this alone, he felt he should change posts, otherwise it might cause congestion at the South Gate.

    When he returned to the duty room, he took out paper and pen, using these fragments of time to complete the final part of that fairy tale.

    As he was about to go off duty, stretching lazily in his seat, a wheelchair passed by the door.

    The veteran beside him, looking at the old man being pushed in the wheelchair, tested Wei Ming: "Do you know who this is?"

    Wei Ming: "He looks to be in his nineties, right?"

    The veteran said: "Almost a hundred years old."

    "Wow, a venerable elder!" Wei Ming exclaimed. Not many professors at Peking University were this age. "Could it be Chancellor Ma?"

    "Hey, you're pretty good!" The veteran praised Wei Ming.

    Wei Ming: "I saw the news about Chancellor Ma's return at Triangle Ground a few days ago."

    The veteran sighed: "What return? He's 97 years old. It's just about restoring his reputation and ensuring his posthumous treatment."

    Wei Ming stood up and walked out of the duty room, watching this highly controversial old man recede into the distance in his wheelchair.

    The veteran also stood up at this moment, walking behind Wei Ming and proudly saying: "This is our Peking University. You can often see great figures who appear in textbooks or even make it into the history books."

    At this moment, Wei Ming's heart was very eager. He thought, making it into history books was difficult, but he wondered if he could possibly make it into textbooks.

    He was referring to Chinese language textbooks, not Sister Xiaoqing's political textbooks.
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    Since the second fairy tale was completed, Wei Ming comfortably took a nap in the afternoon. Feeling there was still time, he wrote more of the educated youth novel.

    The dormitory was empty now. Mei Wenhua was on guard duty, and both Brother Feng and Biao were off today, one visiting his wife, the other visiting his mother.

    Around four o'clock, Wei Ming set out, not wanting to arrive right at dinnertime.

    He didn't go empty-handed. Seeing local farmers selling lotus roots by the roadside, he asked and found they were freshly harvested from the ponds in Changchun Garden. They were quite fresh and not expensive, so he bought 20 fen worth, enough to eat for several days.

    But when he entered Wei Ping'an's home, he saw Wei Xi and Wei Le each holding two sections of lotus root, engaged in battle.

    "You bought some too!"

    Wei Ping'an scolded him: "Just come, why buy things? Are you really treating yourself as a guest?"

    Lu Xiaoyan, in the kitchen, said: "Exactly. Your salary hasn't even been paid yet. You can't be so extravagant. Next time, don't buy anything."

    Wei Ming just smiled. Let them say what they wanted, but proper etiquette was still necessary.

    Seeing Wei Ming arrive, Le quickly hid behind Brother Ming for protection.

    Xi, caught up in play, jumped over, waving the lotus root and shouting: "Taste Old Sun's staff!"

    Wei Ping'an complained: "Can't you settle down a bit?"

    Just as he said this, Lu Xiaoyan called him over: "Old Wei, come help me watch the fire. Little Ming, I have something to show you."

    "What is it?"

    Lu Xiaoyan wiped her hands and smilingly handed over an envelope.

    Wei Ming thought of something and, upon receiving it, his heart began to race with excitement.

    Could it be~

    Sure enough, when he opened the envelope, besides a letter, there were two remuneration payment slips!

  

    Two slips?

    Wei Ming felt inexplicably excited for a moment.

    He later realized he had overthought it; one was the original, the other was a photocopy.

    "The original is for you to withdraw money, the copy is for your own collection," Lu Xiaoyan explained.

    She could have collected it for him directly, but in such matters, it was best to be clear. With this slip, it proved she hadn't handled the remuneration herself.

    Wei Ming nodded: "Thank you, Aunt. This has great commemorative value."

    The key was that the number on it made him very satisfied—twenty yuan total! That meant the price he was given was four yuan per thousand words! Double the minimum rate! And higher than his monthly salary!

    There was one thing he didn't understand: "Wasn't the remuneration supposed to be paid mid-month? Why is it a week early?"

    Wei Ping'an chimed in from the kitchen: "Your aunt told the Editor-In-Chief about your situation, so they made a special arrangement."

    Lu Xiaoyan: "Mainly because the September issue has already been typeset and is ready for printing. It's a sure thing, so advancing it a bit isn't a problem. Our magazine still has this bit of human touch. Look, our Editor-In-Chief even wrote you a letter of encouragement."

    Wei Ming solemnly unfolded the letter.

    Wei Shenme, hello: I'm older, so let me call you Little Wei. Everyone in the editorial department has read "The Toothless Tiger" and couldn't praise it enough.

    I hear that Little Wei is writing fairy tales for the first time, yet you've managed to completely place yourself in a child's perspective. Your writing is childlike and interesting, the story is easy to understand, and it has practical significance—truly remarkable. Perhaps this is talent.

    I hope you'll continue your efforts, actively submit manuscripts, and contribute more excellent stories for children.

    —Jin Jin

    The letter was very brief, but considering it was written by the author of "The Kitten Goes Fishing" and "The Little Carp Jumps Over the Dragon Gate," Wei Ming felt this letter was worth preserving forever.

    Lu Xiaoyan continued: "Our Editor-In-Chief has a good relationship with the Shanghai Animation Film Studio. He said that when he passes by the studio, he'll recommend your story to them. He thinks it has adaptation value."

    Wei Ming smiled and pulled an envelope from his pocket: "Aunt, why not recommend this one as well?"

    "Oh? A new work? So quick!" Lu Xiaoyan eagerly opened it to read. Xi and Le also gathered around, wanting to hear the story.

    "'If I Were Wu Song'..."

    This manuscript was slightly longer, about 8,000 words, and would take a while to read. Wei Ming simply went to the kitchen to help Uncle Ping'an prepare dinner.

    Seeing Wei Ming's deft hands, Wei Ping'an praised him: "Looks like you've spent plenty of time in the kitchen at home."

    At present, no, his mother was a good cook, so he didn't get to show off. But in his previous life, he had lived alone most of the time, developing decent survival skills for independent living.

    While they were busy, occasional bursts of "hehehe" laughter came from outside.

    The story was about a little boy named "Song Wu" who watches TV with his sister. Facing the bravery of tiger-slaying hero Wu Song, he appears disdainful, with "what's the big deal" as his catchphrase.

    This reminded Lu Xiaoyan of her own children, and Song Wu's cocky personality made her feel Little Ming was drawing inspiration from right in front of him!

    Later, Song Wu had a dream where he became Wu Song and encountered a big tiger...

    The original animation by the Shanghai Animation Film Studio was shot using puppets, and some scenes reportedly left childhood trauma for many children. Wei Ming's novel version focused more on comedy.

    Plus, both listeners were kindergarteners who hadn't formally started school yet and couldn't comprehend the "terror" of a homeroom teacher. So they found the tiger's teasing of Song Wu extremely amusing.

    After finishing the story, Lu Xiaoyan went to the kitchen to replace Wei Ming and said to him: "I feel your skills have improved again in just a few days. My approval is already there, and I don't think the Editor-In-Chief will have any issues either."

    "Haha, then thank you, Aunt. I feel the day I can buy a car isn't far off!"

    Without a car, he didn't want to leave Peking University at all. Places like the Summer Palace or the Old Summer Palace—he had no desire to visit them. Going downtown was even less of a consideration.

    When Wei Ming left the kitchen, Lu Xiaoyan gently nudged Wei Ping'an, exchanging a meaningful glance.

    Wei Ping'an nodded, indicating he understood.

    Although it was just a home-cooked meal, there were vegetables and meat, with unlimited steamed buns. Wei Ming was already very satisfied.

    The key was that he got to eat his mother's homemade chili sauce, and it was the version with extra meat and oil! He had just one thought: Lao Gan Ma is no match for my own mother!

    After dinner, Lu Xiaoyan said: "I'll take care of clearing the table."

    Wei Ping'an pulled out three tickets: "Little Ming, do you know there's a movie showing in the dining hall today?"

    "Yes, 'Nezha Conquers the Sea Dragon.'" Although it only cost 10 fen, Wei Ming was reluctant to spend it.

    Wei Ping'an: "Xizi has been clamoring to see it, but I only managed to get two children's tickets and one adult ticket. It's not appropriate for either me or your aunt not to go, so..."

    So they decided that neither of them would go, letting Wei Ming take the two kids to see the cartoon instead.

    Looking at the couple's expressions, Wei Ming felt they had planned this all along. A big department director couldn't even secure two more movie tickets? Nevertheless, he smiled and accepted the babysitting mission: "Actually, I wanted to see it too."

    This was a classic from the Shanghai Animation Film Studio. Although dubbed an "art film studio," they mainly produced short films, with only one puppet series, "The Adventures of Afanti."

    Theatrical feature films were limited to just a few titles like "Havoc in Heaven" and "Nezha Conquers the Sea Dragon," all artistic masterpieces created with massive investments of money and manpower.

    While considered long, "Nezha Conquers the Sea Dragon" was actually just 65 minutes. Add travel time, and it would be about two hours.

    Wei Ping'an: More than enough!

    He gave his nephew a final reminder: "Remember to get three stools from the gate post."

    As soon as they left, Wei Ping'an immediately scooped up Lu Xiaoyan and tossed her onto the bed.

    Although Wei Ping'an was a scholar, he had been a soldier for several years. However, the soldier's daughter Lu Xiaoyan proved more aggressive, pinning Wei Ping'an underneath her after a few moves.

    After so many days, they had finally managed to send away the two little light bulbs!
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    The dining hall was used not only for eating but also for speeches, meetings, and movie screenings.

    It was said that there were originally chairs inside, but Peking University didn't prohibit surrounding residents from watching movies there, and gradually all the chairs disappeared.

    So watching a movie required bringing your own chair.

    Mei Wenhua, guarding the South Gate, reluctantly handed over the chairs to him while sneering:

    "Cartoons are for kids. What's so interesting about them? 'Gunshots from the Secret Service' is much more exciting. The whole country is discussing it now."

    Wei Xi asked: "Have you seen it?"

    Mei Wenhua chuckled: "I'm going downtown to see it during my day off tomorrow."

    Wei Xi immediately added: "Chang Liang is actually Underground Party member Number Three."

    Mei Wenhua froze, not yet comprehending.

    Wei Le quickly added: "Yes, he's the one who saves the male protagonist in the end!"

    Mei Wenhua: "..."

    Have I just been spoiled? Holy shit! Mei Wenhua couldn't get angry at children, so he could only glare fiercely at Wei Ming. Unfortunately, Wei Ming had already run off with the two annoying little brats.

    But they hadn't run far before Wei Ming was stopped by two foreigners, one black and one white, looking like the underworld messengers Wuchang, scaring the children into hiding behind him.

    "Ni hao, please... um, carrying... running what?"

    Probably newly enrolled foreign students. Finding their speech difficult to understand, Wei Ming directly communicated in English, briefly introducing the story plot and aesthetic significance of "Nezha Conquers the Sea Dragon."

    The two foreigners were greatly surprised—hey, guess what, they understood!

    Wei Ming: Of course, did you think I was just discussing scripts with that foreign actress? My real intention was to learn foreign languages! And this scene happened to be witnessed by Liu Zhenyun passing by not far away...

  

    Liu Zhenyun saw Wei Ming talking with two foreign students, and even from this distance he could hear they weren't speaking Chinese! Despite being a provincial top scholar, English wasn't tested in their year, and his English level remained at the vocabulary-memorizing stage. Actual conversation was something he hadn't even considered.

    But seeing Wei Ming's fluency, it seemed like he had returned from abroad.

    Oh my, was he from the History Department or the Foreign Languages Department?

    Could he also be a foreign student?

    But how to explain Uncle Wei's situation? That earthy, familiar rural aura hardly suggested overseas connections.

    Liu Zhenyun tidied his hair, preparing to go over and chat, when two female classmates called out to him.

    "Little Liu, what are you doing? The editorial department is waiting for our supplies!" said Zhang Manling, the big sister of the class.

    "That's right, don't keep everyone waiting anxiously," urged Dai Jinhua, a girl in her late teens.

    Under their urging, Liu Zhenyun pushed his bicycle loaded with printing paper, once again regretfully missing Wei Ming.

    He hadn't felt this distressed even when not seeing his Junior Sister for days.
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    Both foreign students were Americans. Following Wei Ming's enthusiastic recommendation, the black and white duo decided to go to the dining hall as well.

    They didn't have Chinese names yet. Finding Wei Ming particularly knowledgeable, they asked him to help choose names with Chinese characteristics.

    Wei Ming looked at the white guy, then at the black guy.

    "You'll be Li Bai, and you'll be Li Kui."

    Wei Ming explained a bit. Li Kui was satisfied, but Li Bai shook his head: "There are already two Li Bais among the foreign students. The teachers have to distinguish us as Little Li Bai and Big Li Bai."

    So Wei Ming thought of another name for him: "Li Aiguo," which sounded particularly Chinese.

    Li Aiguo and Li Kui bought tickets on site and stood at the back since there were no seats.

    Because it was an animation, besides childish university students, many teachers had brought their children. The students gallantly gave the front seats to the children.

    After settling in the front row, the Xi-Le siblings saw their neighbor's brother Shu. Xizi greeted him across several people: "Hello, Brother Shu!"

    Six-year-old Pu Shu coldly rolled his eyes, thinking, "Do you have the ability to compete with me in English? My dad's a foreign student."

    "Are you OK?" Pu Shu replied.

    Terrible, it was an all-English dialogue! His skills were so strong. Xi felt outmatched and could only look up and count the lights to hide his embarrassment.

    When the lights dimmed and the screen brightened, the children finally quieted down.

    The story of "Nezha Conquers the Sea Dragon" should be familiar to everyone. This film was China's first color widescreen animation, completed by the Shanghai Animation Film Studio in a year and three months.

    Although short, only 65 minutes, completing it in just over a year was already highly efficient in the animation film industry.

    The main reason for this speed was the studio's system of concentrating resources on major projects. When making this film, they didn't need to consider costs and returns.

    The advantage was pursuing excellence, producing works of art that could be passed down through generations.

    The disadvantage was that once the state stopped funding and required self-sufficiency, the studio would collapse.

    The things passed down from our ancestors don't have to remain unchanged. Compared to ancient mythological versions, the studio reduced Nezha's "naughty child" characteristic, making his actions more reasonable and more sympathetic.

    However, the theme of "resisting patriarchy and authority" was still a bit deep for children.

    When Nezha punished the Dragon King's third son for the people's sake, the children cheered enthusiastically.

    Later, when Nezha slit his throat, returning his bones to his father and flesh to his mother, Le covered her eyes, unable to bear watching, while Xi's eyes reddened with anger.

    This scene would later be used by a rock band as their logo, symbolizing rock's spirit of rebellion.

    After the show, leaving the dining hall, Xizi was still indignant, seemingly wanting to fight with his father.

    So for harmonious father-son relationships, perhaps "Ne Zha" with its father's love and son's happiness would be more appropriate.

    However, it would be more than a decade before the first 3D animated masterpiece "Toy Story." Now was the era of 2D animation.

    Li Aiguo and Li Kui also came over to chat with Wei Ming. They thought the visuals were great and imaginative, a different kind of beauty from Disney. Due to language issues, they didn't fully understand the story but planned to rewatch it in a couple of years.

    They also invited Wei Ming to visit the international student dormitory at Shao Garden sometime and left their English names.

    Chinese students couldn't enter Shao Garden without accompanying residents; they had to ask the doorkeeper to call someone to receive them.

    By the time Wei Ming sent Xizi and Le Le home, Wei Ping'an and his wife had already stopped their activities, their faces expressing complete contentment.

    Wei Ping'an then remembered something else and pulled out an envelope to give him.

    "Hmm?"

    Wei Ming opened it to find several cards and photos.

    The photos were taken at Dashilan a few days ago, mainly featuring Wei Jiefang. They had just been developed and could be mailed back when writing letters.

    As for the cards...

    "Now that you're going to be a writer, I've arranged library qualification for you. These are library cards, five in total."

    Wei Ming looked delighted. He had been troubled by not being able to borrow books, only standing in the library to read.

    "Thank you, Uncle!"

    Wei Ping'an waved his hand: "Don't mention it. Just focus on your writing, try to achieve some success, then I can help you secure a permanent position."

    Thinking of this, he couldn't help but show a trace of pride. Previously, he had worried about being criticized by leaders for arranging this job, but if Wei Ming became a somewhat famous writer, wouldn't he be seen as recruiting talent for Peking University?

    Not only blameless but meritorious!

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    It was already very late when he returned to the dormitory. Wei Ming lay down directly, then Mei Wenhua ran in from the water room.

    "Wei Ming, I've already submitted my manuscript to 'Weiming Lake'!" He was showing off.

    Wei Ming's flat "Oh" was the biggest blow to him.

    Mei Wenhua suppressed his internal injury and asked again: "I wrote poetry. Have you finished your novel?"

    Wei Ming turned to face him: "I should complete it tomorrow."

    "Remember to submit it, to 'Harvest'!" Mei Wenhua, worried Wei Ming didn't know the address, specifically stuffed his purchased "Harvest" magazine to him, telling him to take it tomorrow.

    Wei Ming was very touched: "Wenhua, you're a good person. By the way, let's have lunch together tomorrow. My remuneration came, 20 yuan."

    Mei Wenhua: "..."

    Zhao Debiao pushed open the door: "Hehe, just waiting for your word!"
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    The next day, with half a day off, Wei Ming found a classroom and concentrated on completing the ending of his educated youth novel "Donkeys Five and Six," also correcting spelling errors.

    Over 50 pages of letter paper, a thick stack of about 40,000 words, considered a medium-length work, the perfect length for film adaptation.

    He wasn't fixated on "Harvest" for this novel. The key was getting it approved, receiving remuneration—real money! So he added a sentence at the end: "If not approved, please forward to the neighboring 'Stories Magazine' editorial department."

    They both seemed to be under Shanghai Literary Publishing House and had both resumed publication at the beginning of the year. "Harvest" was high-end; surely "Stories Magazine" wouldn't reject it?

    Time waits for no one, off to the post office now!

    He had already asked Brother Feng for directions. He knew the Long March Dining Hall—through the small alley beside it was a street called "Tiger Cave" with postal savings, stationery, clothing, and daily necessities.

    At the post office, he first sent his letter. The staff member, clearly a literary youth, exclaimed, "Sending to 'Harvest'! Submitting a manuscript?"

    "Yes."

    The other's expression was playful, seemingly saying, "Young man, you don't know how deep the water is."

    Coincidentally, Liu Zhenyun had also come to the post office on business. Seeing Wei Ming, he was extremely excited.

    He and classmate Little Wei were truly fated! Upon hearing Wei Ming was submitting to "Harvest," his feelings were complicated. He felt Little Wei was a bit immature, with eyes higher than his abilities. Oh my goodness!

    As a Chinese Department student, he only dared submit to unpaid student publications like "Weiming Lake." How could remuneration be so easily earned?

    After the staff member took the letter, Liu Zhenyun prepared to step forward for a casual chat, perhaps discussing their literary views.

    At this moment, Wei Ming handed over another form and his identification: "Please also withdraw some money."

    The staff member took it casually, then suddenly raised his voice: "A remuneration slip?!"

    Liu Zhenyun's movement immediately froze.

  

    When collecting manuscript fees, besides the remittance slip, one needed to prove their identity, so Wei Ming had to personally present relevant documents to withdraw the money, then send it back home through postal service, where Old Wei would collect it again.

    It was troublesome, but there were no other options at this time.

    The staff member examined everything for a while, confirming that the "Children's Literature" editorial department's remittance slip was genuine, and that Wei Ming's household registration page was also authentic, before beginning to process the paperwork. Their attitude was noticeably different now.

    While waiting, Wei Ming looked around idly, then spotted Liu Zhenyun smiling at him with narrowed eyes.

    "Oh, Brother Zhenyun, we meet again, what a coincidence!"

    "Little Wei, hello hello." Liu Zhenyun shook hands with Wei Ming rather formally—these were the hands of a writer who could earn remuneration!

    "Are you here to mail something?" Wei Ming asked.

    "To withdraw money," Liu Zhenyun specifically added, "but not manuscript fees, just living expenses sent from my family."

    Although he received 22.5 yuan of first-class stipend each month and was frugal, managing to have some surplus after covering food and drink, Beijing was expensive and not easy to live in. Books and social activities also required money, so his parents scraped together money from their tight budget and sent 50 yuan to him and his brother each semester.

    His brother, like him, had entered university in 1978 and was studying at Southwest University of Political Science and Law, a future grand judge.

    Since 50 yuan wasn't a small amount, and his parents feared he might be robbed on the way, they chose to send it by remittance.

    After chatting briefly, Wei Ming's money was ready. He pulled out another envelope with all the relevant information already filled in, containing photos, a letter, and a copy of the remittance slip: "Please send another remittance and mail this letter."

    Seeing Liu Zhenyun's puzzled look, Wei Ming explained: "I have enough money for myself. When I earn manuscript fees, I want to send them back to improve my family's situation."

    Liu Zhenyun felt utterly embarrassed. He was three years older than Wei Ming yet still relied on his family's support, while the other was already able to support his parents. What an enormous gap!

    Now, regarding Wei Ming's freedom to choose any major, Liu Zhenyun had no further thoughts—he deserved it!

    Liu Zhenyun gave Wei Ming a thumbs up: "Little Wei, you truly put me to shame. I'm just curious, being so outstanding, which department did you end up in?"

    Hearing this question, Wei Ming smiled: "What department? I'm not a Peking University student at all."

    "Ah, you're not? But my Uncle Wei said, said..."

    Seeing him stammer, Wei Ming smiled more broadly: "He said the leaders helped arrange something, right?"

    "Yes."

    "Yes, but not arranging which department, rather which unit at Peking University," Wei Ming formally introduced himself, "I'm currently a temporary security guard at Peking University, stationed at the South Gate."

    "Ah!"

    Liu Zhenyun's brain instantly crashed, unable to believe this answer.

    "Stop joking~" After a moment, he waved his hand with a smile, surely this was a joke.

    Wei Ming: "Why would I lie to you? In the future, if you use the South Gate more often, you'll see me. Just don't pretend not to know me."

    Liu Zhenyun: Could it be true? Could he just be a security guard? A security guard who could submit to "Harvest" and earn manuscript fees?!

    Liu Zhenyun really wanted to follow Wei Ming back to his dormitory to confirm, but he hadn't collected his money yet, and Wei Ming was already leaving.

    The four dormmates had arranged to meet for lunch at the Long March Dining Hall today.

    Although called a dining hall, it wasn't a school cafeteria but a state-run restaurant. In these days, there were no privately-run restaurants yet; the first one would have to wait until next year's Yuebin Restaurant.

    However, because of its proximity to Peking University, Peking University people affectionately called it the "Fifth Dining Hall."

    Returning the same way, Qiao Feng had already arrived. Although today was to celebrate Wei Ming's success, the host was the team leader.

    "You've already sent back the manuscript fees?"

    "Yes," Wei Ming said after sitting down, "I also submitted the second manuscript. We should hear whether it's accepted within half a month."

    "That long?"

    "Yes, after all, it's Shanghai, too far away. I shouldn't have been provoked by Mei Wenhua. How much better would it have been to submit to 'Contemporary' or 'October'? I could have gone directly to their editorial departments to ask about the status. If rejected, I could quickly submit elsewhere."

    Qiao Feng consoled him: "It's not a big deal to wait a bit. If it really gets accepted, as Mei Wenhua said, you'll be famous throughout the land!"

    Wei Ming actually wasn't confident, believing the probability of success was less than fifty percent.

    Although the original novel was published in "Harvest," that was more than twenty years later, and aesthetic preferences weren't the same.

    Plus, his version was a novel adapted from a film that was adapted from a novel, with a language style that would be considered very unconventional and novel at present, similar to Wang Shuo's mature period.

    He just didn't know if the current "Harvest" could accept this somewhat hooligan style.

    Shortly after, Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua arrived together. Everyone pooled their grain coupons first. Although Brother Feng was treating, everyone had to contribute grain coupons.

    The four ordered four dishes: stir-fried liver tips, braised fatty intestines, moo shu pork, and the most expensive dish called slippery tenderloin, costing 82 fen.

    The most expensive dish at Peking University cafeteria was only 20 fen! At this stage, the food at Peking University cafeteria wasn't particularly delicious, just edible. This place was different—the chef's skills were excellent, the seasonings rich, the oil abundant, and the portions generous.

    Although the four dishes and rice were already quite expensive, Zhao Debiao still stared fixedly at the beer behind the counter.

    How could Brother Feng not know what Biao was thinking? He recalled the scene in "Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils" where Qiao Feng and his three brothers drank together at the Shaolin Temple, feeling extraordinarily heroic and wanting to emulate it.

    So Brother Feng said: "You can drink, but those on duty this afternoon cannot."

    As it happened, Wei Ming was on duty. He smiled: "You guys drink then, I can't really handle alcohol anyway."

    So the three opened three bottles of Five Star beer and drank straight from the bottles. In a word: refreshing! The price was also impressive—three bottles of beer cost 1.2 yuan, directly elevating this meal to the five-yuan level.

    A veritable feast!

    After the meal, everyone felt their friendship had reached another level. Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua had both started calling him "Brother Feng."

    Zhao Debiao asked animatedly: "Brother Feng, when will you invite Sister-in-law over? We haven't met her yet."

    Mei Wenhua patted his chest: "That's right. Just say the word, and we guarantee we'll all disappear, not returning to the dormitory for a whole day."

    Wei Ming pretended to be innocent: "Why not return to the dormitory? Where would we go if not there?"

    Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua exchanged a glance, then burst into laughter.

    In their minds, they had firmly classified Wei Ming as a "pure big boy" who understood nothing.

    In reality, Wei Ming's current body was indeed pure, with his only sexual experience being wet dreams.

    Eighteen years old, quite restless indeed.
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    After the satisfying meal, Wei Ming returned to the dormitory, washed his face, changed into his uniform, and reported for duty.

    Standing at the gate post, he began to think about what to write next.

    He had already written about donkeys, should he write about cattle next?

    He had this idea partly because cattle and donkeys were the animals he had most contact with in the countryside. His understanding of these animals' habits far exceeded that of ordinary writers.

    Also, earlier, when he asked his roommates to tell him stories about educated youth, Brother Feng got excited and also told a story from his hometown in the Yimeng Mountains, about a farmer and an ox, which was reportedly widely spread.

    Later this story was made into a film, which Wei Ming quite liked.

    However, to write this story, he would need to learn the Shandong dialect from Brother Feng.

    For rural themes, adding some dialect elements would give the work more vitality.

    As he was thinking, it was nearly dark.

    With half an hour left before the end of his shift, several students walked out of the school.

    The classmates from the Chinese Department class of '78 were all complaining about Liu Zhenyun, who insisted on using the South Gate instead of the much closer East Gate.

    They had heard that Tsinghua was hosting a dance party today, so they had all dressed up nicely, planning to make friends through dancing.

    To get to Tsinghua, one could just exit through the East Gate. Taking the South Gate was indeed a detour.

    But Liu Zhenyun had a glib response: "I just wanted to practice my dance steps along the way. I don't want to embarrass Peking University."

    Just as they reached the South Gate, Liu Zhenyun spotted a tall, thin figure. Coming closer, he could already see the person's profile.

    Only when he walked out did Wei Ming, facing outward, see him and smile in greeting: "Going out?"

    Liu Zhenyun hurriedly returned the greeting: "Yes, going to play next door. Carry on."

    At this moment, Liu Zhenyun's heart was in turmoil: He really is a security guard!

    Why did he feel a sense of regret, like "such a fine person, yet guarding a gate"?

    While Liu Zhenyun was feeling sorry for the talented Wei Ming, the female classmates beside him gathered around.

    "Liu Zhenyun, you know him!"

    "What's his name?"

    "How do you know each other?"

    Liu Zhenyun was surprised: "Why are you asking so many questions?"

    The women answered: "He's so handsome!"

    The regret and pity in Liu Zhenyun's heart immediately vanished. He doesn't deserve sympathy!

  

    Hengzhou region, Ping'an County, Henghe Li Commune, Gouzitun Production Brigade.

    Wei Jiefang had been back in the village for almost half a month. After the initial amazement and yearning, the villagers had lost interest in the stories about the super luxurious Quanjude Restaurant and meals that cost a hundred yuan.

    Well, he had added a bit of exaggeration to make Wei Ping'an appear more successful and to show the deep bond between brothers.

    At the moment, Old Wei was holding a small whip, driving a donkey cart loaded with pig feed he had put on credit from the neighboring village's workshop. It was a public-to-public arrangement; he was just running an errand.

    Who else could handle these animals as skillfully as he did? And it counted toward work points.

    "Hey, Uncle Wei~" Wei Jiefang quickly got off the cart when he saw a fellow villager, ready to chat again about his experiences in the capital.

    Uncle Wei reacted quickly, "Oh my, I have some beans boiling on the stove."

    With that, he turned and entered his courtyard, leaving Wei Jiefang at the door. You've told the same stories eight hundred times!

    After this disappointment, Wei Jiefang had to continue on his way. When he returned to the brigade headquarters, the accountant Old Jia called out: "Wei Jiefang, there's a letter for you."

    "Who's it from? Is it from my son who's a professor's assistant at Peking University?"

    Accountant Jia pushed up his glasses: "Ah yes, yes, yes, take the letter and go."

    Wei Jiefang didn't rush to open the letter on the spot. What if Old Jia wanted to read it? What if Wei Ming had written about his experiences guarding the gate at Peking University? That wouldn't be good.

    There probably wasn't anything important; perhaps his son had received the chili sauce he had sent.

    Wei Jiefang returned home and was surprised to find a visitor in the courtyard. Upon seeing the person, Wei Jiefang's expression soured.

    The visitor was very enthusiastic, offering his cigarette case: "Oh, Big Brother's back! Have a smoke~"

    This man was named Qi Kexiu. He had come to the area as an educated youth more than ten years ago, married a woman named Fan Chunhua, and put down roots in Gouzitun, becoming a substitute teacher at the village primary school.

    Fan Chunhua was the daughter of Wei Jiefang's uncle, his cousin.

    Although the two families were related, Wei Jiefang didn't like Qi Kexiu because he flaunted his Beijing identity and was extremely pretentious.

    And as everyone knows, a village can't accommodate two pretentious people.

    After Wei Jiefang returned to the village and told his stories, others were shocked and extremely envious, giving him plenty of emotional validation.

    Only Qi Kexiu would calmly blow out a smoke ring and say: Quanjude is an antique from the last century. Didn't your brother take you to Old Mo's? What? You don't even know about Old Mo?

    Then he would tap his cigarette ash, curl his lips slightly, and say no more.

    And the villagers' admiring gazes would all shift to Qi Kexiu.

    It made Wei Jiefang so angry!

    Despite his dislike, cigarettes were innocent. Wei Jiefang accepted the cigarette, and his wife Xu Shufen, who was tending the fire, immediately picked up a burning stick to light it for him.

    Wei Jiefang glanced smugly at Qi Kexiu, thinking: Do you have such a gentle and beautiful wife?

    Although Fan Chunhua was his cousin and more closely related by blood than Wei Ping'an, she was a shrew.

    Qi Kexiu was indeed hurt by this, but having a favor to ask, he could only endure the display of affection before him.

    "Big Brother, when are you going to the county town? Could you take me along?"

    "What for?"

    "To buy some books. You know how studious I am," Qi Kexiu said shamelessly.

    Wei Jiefang snorted: "Studious my ass. You're either reading comic books or those storytelling novels. They're not proper books at all. It was you who corrupted our Little Ming!"

    Thinking about Wei Ming's severe subject imbalance, Wei Jiefang felt a surge of anger. His son used to score full marks in both subjects when he was young.

    Qi Kexiu stood up: "Big Brother, that's unfair. Without all that extracurricular reading, how could Little Ming write essays so well? Don't I deserve some credit for that?"

    "What's the use of writing good essays!"

    "How can you say it's useless? Maybe Little Ming will become a writer someday." Qi Kexiu smiled, though the smile didn't look sincere.

    At this point, Xu Shufen lifted the pot lid and replied with gentle firmness: "If that day ever comes, we'll have to thank his uncle. Someone who couldn't even get into college himself, yet able to teach someone to become a writer."

    In 1977, the 30-year-old Qi Kexiu had also taken the college entrance exam, failing alongside Wei Ming.

    But he was completely unfazed by Xu Shufen's mockery, even praising her: "Hey, Sister-in-law, your millet porridge is so authentic. I could smell it from far away and immediately felt hungry. What dish did you make for lunch?"

    "What else could there be? Sichuan-Chongqing style, chili sauce fried with chilies."

    Qi Kexiu: "Uh......"

    He touched his backside; he couldn't handle spicy food, and his hemorrhoids hadn't healed yet.

    As they were talking, Wei Jiefang had already opened the envelope. First, he saw the photos and smugly tucked them into his pocket. Now he had physical evidence when telling others about the prosperity of Beijing.

    Then came two slips. Eh? These were... two remittance slips?!

    Remittance slips for twenty yuan?!

    Had the brat mailed back the money he had given him?

    No, that couldn't be right. Why would there be two slips?

    Finally, he read the letter, and then he fell silent.

    "Big Brother, say something. When are you going to the county town?" Qi Kexiu turned to look at Wei Jiefang.

    "This afternoon."

    "Haha, what a coincidence!" Qi Kexiu was happy to save on transportation costs. "What time? I'll wait for you at the brigade."

    "Kexiu, don't leave yet. My eyesight isn't good," Wei Jiefang stopped Qi Kexiu. "What does this slip say? I can't see it clearly."

    "What slip?"

    "The one Little Ming sent me. Read it to me."

    Qi Kexiu took it and looked: "'Children's Literature' Manuscript Fee Remittance Slip......"

    His heart suddenly pounded violently, and then he heard Wei Jiefang let out a great shout as he ran into the house: "Shufen! Our son has become a writer! He's become a writer, hahaha!"

    "What happened?" Xu Shufen wiped her hands.

    Then Wei Jiefang told her the contents of the letter word for word. In his hand was the actual remittance slip that could be used to withdraw money.

    "This is our son's first manuscript fee, twenty yuan in total. And he wrote it in just one night—twenty for one night. How much would that be in a month! Isn't that amazing?!"

    "Ah, really?!" Xu Shufen was so excited her eyes reddened, and she became increasingly happy.

    Their son had left home alone, and she had been worried about his future in Beijing all this time. Now they could finally see a glimmer of hope.

    Seeing Qi Kexiu still in a daze, Wei Jiefang took back the copy of the manuscript fee slip from his hand: "Little Ming said to keep it as a memento. The first time is the most meaningful. No matter how many manuscript fees he gets in the future, none will compare to this one, right?"

    "Ha, right, right, but only twenty..." Qi Kexiu tried to resist, thinking: Twenty yuan and you're showing off this much?

    Wei Jiefang didn't give him a chance, interrupting directly: "Kexiu, Little Ming really should thank you as his uncle. Why not stay for a meal?"

    Xu Shufen also said: "Yes, I've made some non-spicy dishes today. His uncle should join us."

    "No, no, Chunhua has already prepared food. I'm going, I'm going, no need to see me out."

    How could Qi Kexiu fall into the trap? If he stayed, he would surely be injured by Wei Jiefang's showing off!

    Wei Jiefang watched Qi Kexiu's retreating figure with disappointment. In the afternoon, he had to deliver noodles from the brigade to the county supply and marketing cooperative, so he went to Qi Kexiu's home first thing.

    His cousin Fan Chunhua said: "He left early this morning to take the bus to town. Big Brother, what did you say to Kexiu? He kept smoking when he came back, littering the ground with cigarette butts, and his voice was hoarse when he left."

    Hearing Fan Chunhua say this, Wei Jiefang felt great: "I didn't say anything. Chunhua, let me tell you something."

    "What is it?"

    "Your nephew, my son, might become a great writer!"

    "Huh?"
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    Because he still had to go to town, Wei Jiefang only had time to share the good news with Fan Chunhua. He would announce it to all the villagers point by point after he returned.

    Entering town, after delivering the noodles, he immediately ran to the post office and successfully withdrew the money, specifically requesting, "I want it in one-yuan notes."

    The 20 bills in his hand felt substantial, like a huge sum.

    Afterward, he sent a letter to Wei Ming, encouraging him to keep up the good work and climb the literary peak, using their Ping'an County fellow villager Sun Li to motivate him.

    Finally, Old Wei visited his daughter at the county's No. 1 High School.

    His daughter Wei Hong was 13 this year, having just entered her first year of high school, and returned home once a week.

    A 13-year-old high school student wasn't uncommon in this era. She had started primary school at 6, in a five-year system.

    At 11, she entered junior high school, in a two-year system.

    Now high school was also a two-year system, meaning she could enter university at 15.

    "Dad, has something happened at home?!" Wei Hong was somewhat panicked, her small face pale, though not from fear—she naturally had fair skin.

    She would be going home in two days; what good could come from her father's visit now?

    "Indeed, something has happened," Wei Jiefang laughed. "Something wonderful!"

    "Dad, calm down. You're scaring me."

    "Sorry, your dad got a bit carried away. Sorry, sorry." Then he handed Wei Ming's letter to his daughter for her to read.

    Wei Hong's first reaction was disbelief. Earning money by writing novels? Was this really her dull-witted brother?

    Then Wei Jiefang showed her the copy of the manuscript fee slip.

    This time, Wei Hong was thoroughly impressed by her brother's talent.

    "I always said my brother was outstanding and different from a young age. One look and you could tell he wasn't an ordinary person!" Wei Hong was visibly pleased; the 13-year-old girl was floating with pride.

    Then she suggested: "To celebrate Big Brother's successful publication, why don't we split this manuscript fee?"

    "What are you thinking? Split it? At most, I'll give you five yuan."

    "Thank you, Dad, and my distant brother!" Wei Hong's bottom line was actually three yuan.

    Three yuan would be enough for her to buy many study guides!

    As it happened, that day her Chinese teacher had assigned an essay with the prompt "My XXX."

    This was right up Wei Hong's alley. She immediately wrote the title: "My Brother Is a Writer!"

  

    Besides standing guard and registration, security personnel at Peking University's various gates were also responsible for mail delivery.

    Letters with specific addresses were given to dormitory gatekeepers; those without were kept at the gate for people to collect. If no one claimed them for a long time, they would ask departments if anyone was named XXX, telling them to hurry up and get their mail.

    That day, a security guard at Peking University's East Gate saw a letter addressed to "Peking University South Gate."

    This was interesting—specifically addressed to the South Gate. Could it be for a security guard? Looking at the name, it really was.

    Wei Ming, the face of Peking University's campus security team, nicknamed "Wei the Gate God," who told great stories and was very popular.

    He had originally planned to deliver it personally when returning to the dormitory, but just then Mei Wenhua cycled past.

    "Hey, Mei Wenhua, there's a letter for Wei Ming. Can you take it back?"

    "Where's it from?"

    "Let me see... Shanghai, 'Harvest' Editorial Department. What's that?"

    Mei Wenhua snatched it, his entire face turning red.

    His mind had only one thought: Impossible! Absolutely impossible! Although he didn't know exactly what Wei Ming had written, it had only taken him a week to complete it with hardly any revisions. If this could catch "Harvest's" eye, then "Harvest" had no standards!

    Who doesn't spend a month or two revising and polishing after finishing a novel? Even Cao Xueqin reviewed "Dream of the Red Chamber" for ten years and revised it five times!

    Suddenly, Mei Wenhua thought of a possibility—a rejection letter!

    Yes, that must be it. "Harvest" was a literary magazine giant. Even if they didn't like it, they would politely send a rejection letter with some encouraging words, like "you're actually a good writer, but we're not a good fit" or something similar.

    The more Mei Wenhua thought about it, the more convinced he became, and his bicycle pedaled faster and faster, full of motivation.

    When he rushed back to the South Gate, Zhao Debiao was on duty.

    "Biaozi, where's Wei Ming?"

    "In the dormitory. What's up?"

    Mei Wenhua waved the letter in his hand: "'Harvest' sent a letter. Want to check it out together?"

    Zhao Debiao: "Damn, that's my Brother Ming! Wait for me, Old Zhao, cover for me for a bit. I'm going back to the dormitory."

    "One oil stick for breakfast."

    "Hey, you old man... fine, fine, fine!"

    At that moment, Wei Ming and Qiao Feng were sitting face to face at the table, discussing Yimeng Mountain dialect.

    The novel he was currently writing was nearing its end. Each completed page had to be verified by Brother Feng to ensure the dialect usage was correct.

    Of course, it couldn't be written entirely in dialect. Many dialect words couldn't be written down, and many terms would be too unfamiliar to other Chinese people, creating reading barriers. So as long as the "flavor" was right, it was acceptable.

    Just then, Zhao Debiao burst through the door like a heavy artillery shell, shouting excitedly: "Brother Ming, your letter, a letter from 'Harvest' magazine!"

    Mei Wenhua added: "I brought it back for you from the East Gate."

    Qiao Feng sat up abruptly, slapping the table: "What did I tell you? Little Wei, you're no ordinary fish in the pond!"

    Wei Ming: "It came in just ten days? That's faster than I expected."

    Mei Wenhua thought: Of course it's fast for a rejection—just a glance to decide.

    "Open it quickly, let us broaden our horizons too," Mei Wenhua urged.

    Wei Ming took the envelope, felt it, and smiled: "It's so thin, not a rejection."

    Mei Wenhua's heart skipped a beat: Ah, would a rejection letter include the returned manuscript? He had never submitted anything, so he didn't know. But wasn't it possible that they found the manuscript so worthless that they just threw it away? That must be possible, right? Mei Wenhua prayed in his heart: Please don't be an acceptance letter, please don't be an acceptance letter, even if I have to treat Wei Ming to dinner! Qiao Feng said from the side: "Little Wei, read it to us."

    So Wei Ming began reading aloud: "Comrade Wei Ming, hello: Your manuscript has been read. Although 'Donkeys Five and Six' is educated youth literature, the story is innovative, neither conformist nor vulgar. The language style is particularly refreshing, making readers both amuse and marvel. However, some plot points seem overly hasty and may need further discussion and consideration. Please come to the 'Harvest' Editorial Department in Shanghai to discuss revision matters. The editorial department will provide accommodation. Remember to keep your train tickets for reimbursement. Also, we are not affiliated with 'Stories Magazine.'

    —Li Xiaolin."

    Zhao Debiao asked: "Does this mean it's accepted?"

    Wei Ming: "Yes, but it needs some revisions. I'll have to go to Shanghai."

    Zhao Debiao: "Damn! Shanghai, the ten-mile foreign settlement, the great Shanghai!"

    Qiao Feng smiled: "And it's free. They're covering everything!"

    Wei Ming asked Qiao Feng: "Brother Feng, can the school give me this time off? Things are busy lately."

    Starting yesterday, the Fourth National Games had officially begun in Beijing and would continue for half a month.

    Peking University's temporary worker team was so well-staffed that some would be dispatched to help maintain order during the event. A few days ago, Qiao Feng had mentioned that it would be best not to request leave for the next half month.

    Qiao Feng waved his hand: "We have so many people, we won't miss just you. Besides, this is a tremendous opportunity for you. The leaders will definitely approve! By the way, you should inform Director Wei first."

    "Of course."

    Wei Ming sighed. If he had known, he would have submitted to a Beijing magazine. In these days, going to Shanghai meant twenty-some hours on a hard seat, which was deadly!

    "By the way, Wenhua, I haven't thanked you yet. Thanks for getting my letter, and for recommending 'Harvest.'" Wei Ming turned to look at Mei Wenhua.

    Mei Wenhua: Ahh! Kill me and torture my soul!

    He forced a smile: "It's nothing, just what I should do. Uh, I have something to attend to. You all carry on."

    Mei Wenhua quickly left this heartbreaking place, then thought of the May Fourth Literary Society's "Weiming Lake" and of that big sister.

    He had submitted even earlier than Wei Ming. The distant "Harvest" had already replied, but those in the same school hadn't notified him yet. How inefficient!

    What, were they even more pretentious than "Harvest"? Mei Wenhua prepared to find that big sister and get to the bottom of this.
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    Wei Ming changed his clothes and went to the office building with Qiao Feng. Along the way, Brother Feng said: "When you return from Shanghai, I'll transfer you to patrol duty."

    "Hehe, that would be great!" Lately, more and more female university students had been coming to the South Gate specifically to see him, even some from neighboring Tsinghua, which was ridiculous.

    After knocking on the door of room 404, Wei Ping'an smiled when he saw Wei Ming: "I was just about to look for you. I have good news."

    "What good news?" Wei Ming casually closed the door behind him.

    Uncle Ping'an took a brand-new magazine from his drawer: "The September issue of 'Children's Literature' is out. Your aunt asked me to bring you a copy. Take a look."

    Wei Ming came closer and saw it was a 16mo magazine with a color-printed cover showing two little girls in ballet tutus. The entire magazine had some weight to it.

    He turned to the contents page. In the [Fairy Tales/Folk Stories] column, his "The Toothless Tiger" was listed first, author "Wei Shenme," and the page number was also among the first.

    Behind it was another familiar name.

    "Black-Black on Honesty Island"—Zheng Yuanjie

    He hadn't expected that the future Fairy Tale King's debut work would also be published in this issue. They had actually debuted as rookies in the same period.

    So who would get the title of "Fairy Tale King" in the future? Wei Ming didn't read it in detail right away. He closed the magazine: "I'll read it slowly when I get back."

    "By the way, you don't usually come upstairs to see me. Do you have something to discuss today?"

    "Yes, I have good news and bad news. Which would you like to hear first..."

  

    Wei Ming was playfully teasing Wei Ping'an.

    Wei Ping'an smiled: "I'm the kind of person who prefers bitterness before sweetness, so tell me the bad news first."

    "The bad news is, I can't come to your house for dinner this weekend."

    This was indeed bad news for Wei Ping'an, who had been counting on Wei Ming to help with the children, so that he and his wife could have time to engage in life's great harmony.

    "Why? You think your aunt's cooking is bad?"

    Wei Ming shook his head: "The reason is the good news—I need to go to Shanghai."

    As he spoke, Wei Ming handed over the acceptance letter from "Harvest." A thousand words weren't as effective as direct evidence.

    After reading the letter, Wei Ping'an examined the envelope again, making him parched. He gulped down a whole mug of tea, not even spitting out the tea leaves.

    Though he hadn't studied literature, he was well aware of "Harvest's" standing in the literary world. It was essentially equivalent to Old Ba's position in today's literary circles—a holy land that countless writers aspired to reach!

    Those who wrote novels all considered it an honor to be published in "Harvest."

    The editor who wrote to Wei Ming, Li Xiaolin, was Old Ba's daughter and the recognized future successor as Editor-In-Chief.

    From her words, Wei Ping'an could see that his nephew had created a remarkable masterpiece! Finally, Wei Ping'an leaned back in his chair, full of regret: "Uncle has let you down. If I had known you had such talent, I should have arranged for you to work in an office!"

    However, arranging an office job would have been more difficult and would have invited much criticism. He hadn't even considered this option at the time, feeling that he had subconsciously underestimated Wei Ming, which made him feel guilty.

    Wei Ping'an quickly added: "But rest assured, once your novel is published in 'Harvest,' I'll definitely make this happen for you!"

    Wei Ming hurriedly said: "Uncle, please don't. I quite like my current job. Brother Feng just said he'd transfer me to patrol duty."

    "But how can patrol duty be better than working in an office? You'll be an intellectual worker in the future!"

    Wei Ming smiled: "Writing novels is already intellectual work. Working in an office also requires brain power, even cunning sometimes, which is mentally exhausting. Patrol duty just requires moving your legs. It not only balances labor and rest but also exposes me to more people and events, which helps accumulate material."

    Another reason was: could the sensation caused by a Peking University clerical staff writing novels compare to that of a Peking University gate guard?! From a marketing perspective, maintaining his current persona would be more beneficial for spreading his fame and generating public discussion, and could even establish him as an idol for contemporary working-class youth! Wei Ping'an felt that a writer's thinking was indeed different from ordinary people, and he didn't insist.

    "Fine, fine, fine. Do whatever you want. But when the time comes, I'll definitely propose to Human Resources to give you a permanent position and settle your household registration. As for housing, don't think about it yet—even your Team Leader Qiao hasn't been allocated housing after so many years."

    Yes, poor Brother Feng.

    Wei Ming was already very satisfied: "Solving the household registration issue would be great."

    As for housing, if the work unit didn't provide it, he would find his own way. Although buying a house was difficult now, with money, difficulties could always be overcome.

    As he was thinking, Wei Ping'an began flipping through his notebook, then smiled and slapped the table: "How about buying you a ticket for the day after tomorrow?"

    "That works."

    "But I'll give you another task," Wei Ping'an said. "Professor Qu Yude from the Chinese Department is going to Shanghai for a conference. You'll be arranged on the same train. Remember to look after her. She's Professor Jin Kaicheng's wife and has had cancer before, so her health isn't good."

    As the director of the General Affairs Department's Comprehensive Office, Wei Ping'an was aware of virtually all matters, big and small, at the school. He had merely heard from Professor Jin about his concerns for his wife traveling alone, and had made an exception to upgrade Professor Qu to a soft sleeper compartment.

    In universities, generally only professors or associate professors over 50 years old were entitled to this treatment. Professor Qu was currently an associate professor in her forties.

    Wei Ping'an told Wei Ming: "You aspire to be a writer, so maintaining good relations with the Chinese Department is definitely the right move."

    The Chinese Department might not train writers, but it trained literary critics!

    And in literature, besides readers' reviews, industry guidance mattered. Having someone vouch for you made you formidable.

    Wei Ping'an was actually paving the way for his nephew in advance.

    What Wei Ming cared most about was: "Will Professor Qu and I be in the same compartment?"

    Hearing that Professor Qu would be in a soft sleeper compartment, Wei Ming had some fantasies.

    Wei Ping'an: "Of course not. Stick to your hard seat. The conditions for soft sleeper compartments are very strict. Even I can't get one."

    He had the rank but not the age.

    "What about hard sleeper?" This journey would take about a day and a night. Even if the waist could endure it, the buttocks couldn't.

    Wei Ping'an smiled: "If you can bear the price of a hard sleeper, I can buy you a hard sleeper ticket. But as I understand it, for manuscript revision trips like this, the magazine only reimburses hard seat tickets. The price difference has to be covered by yourself. From Beijing to Shanghai, a hard sleeper is about 20 yuan more than a hard seat."

    Wei Ming immediately said: "Hard seat, let's go with hard seat. I love hard seats!"

    20 yuan—that's the money from one fairy tale! That wouldn't do!

    However, for a day-and-night journey, Wei Ming felt he needed to make some preparations.

    "Uncle, can I use your sewing machine?"

    "You know how to use a sewing machine?"

    "I don't. Do you?"

    "I don't either. Your aunt does."

    In these days, almost no woman didn't know how to use a sewing machine, even if they didn't own one.

    "Then we'll wait until she gets off work. Also, I'll need some old clothes that aren't being used, and some cotton."

    Wei Ping'an looked at him suspiciously. It was midsummer—was he preparing for winter clothes? Next, Wei Ming went to the Security Department to request leave, starting from the day after tomorrow, for an uncertain number of days.

    Initially, the leader didn't agree. After all, the National Games needed manpower. Even if you were Wei Ping'an's nephew, you couldn't drop your responsibilities at this time.

    But when Wei Ming produced the acceptance letter from "Harvest" magazine, the leader immediately changed his tone: "Little Wei, sit down, let's talk..."

    After expending much saliva, Wei Ming finally left the office building. Since it wasn't yet his shift time, he went to the library.

    On the train, without a phone, only reading could pass the time. He needed to find some books to take along.

    Additionally, he wanted to find Professor Qu Yude's works, so they would have something to talk about. By the way, what conference was she attending? Also, since they weren't in the same compartment, how was he supposed to take care of her?
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    At the same time, Zhang Dening, an editor from the fiction section of "Beijing Literature and Art," returned to her beloved alma mater.

    She had graduated several years ago and was now back at her alma mater mainly to solicit manuscripts.

    Not from famous professors, but from students.

    Don't underestimate these students. Chen Jiangong from Chinese Department Class of '77 had already published works in several well-known literary journals nationwide. Another classmate, Huang Beijia, had already published her own collection of short stories.

    There was a saying about the "Five Talented Women" in Chinese Department '77, and Huang Beijia was just one of them. The others, like Zha Jianying and Cen Xianqing, were also very talented. They were all her potential contributors.

    Chen Jiangong was the lead figure in Chinese Department '77 and had previously submitted articles to "Beijing Literature and Art," so Zhang Dening went to find him first.

    In current university dormitories, men and women could freely enter each other's buildings, except in summer, when people wore less and the first thing they did upon returning to the dormitory was to undress.

    It was mid-September and quite hot, so Zhang Dening stopped a male student and asked him to call Chen Jiangong downstairs.

    Liu Zhenyun was particularly enthusiastic: "Okay, I'll go right now."

    Although Zhang Dening was an editor and a senior, Chen Jiangong was even older than her.

    "De Ning, you're now chasing manuscripts all the way to the men's dormitory?" Chen Jiangong came over with a smile, with Liu Zhenyun still following behind.

    "No choice. 'Contemporary' is rising, and authors around Beijing are all submitting to them. I can only turn to my juniors for help."

    "Contemporary," which had launched in July this year, had just released its second issue, but had quickly gained popularity with new works by writers like Shi Tiesheng, Ma Shitu, and Qin Mu. Its circulation was already approaching that of the long-established "Beijing Literature and Art."

    This put tremendous pressure on the editorial department of "Beijing Literature and Art," prompting Zhang Dening to come directly to solicit manuscripts.

    "You just published a new article in 'Flower City.' Do you have any more in stock?" Zhang Dening asked.

    "I really don't."

    "What about Huang Beijia and your other classmates?"

    "As far as I know, they probably don't. Recently, they've all been busy with the launch of 'Weiming Lake,' including me. Although I've written some articles for 'Weiming Lake,' they probably don't meet your standards."

    Zhang Dening quickly asked: "Oh, is 'Weiming Lake' coming out? When?"

    When she was studying at Peking University, the long-established May Fourth Literary Society had been shut down due to political movements. The revival of the literary society happened after the new generation of Class of '77 students entered the university.

    "They're working on the layout now. It should be available early next month."

    Zhang Dening: "Please save a copy for me."

    "Of course."

    "Think of some other ideas for me. Do you have any thoughts? Or can you recommend someone with good writing skills?" Zhang Dening hadn't given up.

    Nearby, Liu Zhenyun wanted to say: Me! I'm good too! I can also write novels! "Got it!" Chen Jiangong finally noticed Liu Zhenyun and pointed at him: "This is Liu Zhenyun, from Chinese Department '78..."

    At this moment, Liu Zhenyun almost wanted to kowtow to Chen Jiangong. Indeed worthy of being the leader of their Chinese Department—from now on, you're my brother! Chen Jiangong continued: "Zhang Manling in his class is quite good. She's an educated youth from Yunnan with rich life experience. She had published before entering university. To be honest, I think her abilities are not inferior to mine, and I heard she's recently writing a novella."

    Liu Zhenyun: ......

    "A novella, that's great! That's exactly what I need!" Zhang Dening said excitedly. "Where is she?"

    Chen Jiangong looked at Liu Zhenyun.

    Liu Zhenyun reluctantly said: "At this time, Big Sister should be at the 'Weiming Lake' editorial office."

    Zhang Dening grabbed Liu Zhenyun's arm: "Junior, would you show me the way?"

  

    Liu Zhenyun happily accepted this task, as he could continue promoting himself along the way.

    "Actually, I also enjoy writing articles. There's one of my short stories in the first issue of 'Weiming Lake.'"

    "Oh~" Zhang Dening stared at the tall young man before her, "When we get to the editorial office, I must take a look."

    Liu Zhenyun smiled even more brightly—this was exactly what he wanted.

    Although he might not yet have the ability to be published in "Beijing Literature and Art," becoming familiar with their editor and having her remember his name would certainly be beneficial.

    Zhang Dening then asked Liu Zhenyun about other writing talents in their class.

    Liu Zhenyun was forthcoming, holding nothing back. Besides Big Sister Zhang Manling, he also introduced Beijing native Little Dai (Dai Jinhua) and poet Old Xiong (Xiong Guangjiong), among others.

    He even shared some gossip about the Class of '79.

    "They say Wang Youqin from Chinese Department '79 is this year's national liberal arts top scholar. I'm merely a provincial top scholar. For someone to score highest in the entire country, how impressive must they be? Truly, there's always someone better..."

    "Oh, so Junior, you're a provincial top scholar! I'm impressed."

    Liu Zhenyun: "Oh my, how did I let that slip? It was just luck, not worth mentioning, not worth mentioning, haha~"

    Liu Zhenyun spoke humorously, with a peasant-like craftiness. Zhang Dening was also good at conversation, and the two chatted happily as they walked.

    Liu Zhenyun felt he was getting closer and closer to the day when he would earn manuscript fees!

    Upon arriving at the "Weiming Lake" editorial office, Liu Zhenyun immediately introduced Zhang Dening to everyone.

    Huang Beijia and others immediately came forward; they were all old acquaintances.

    Then Liu Zhenyun introduced his classmate Old Xiong, who served as the Editor-In-Chief of "Weiming Lake," and Zhang Manling, the main target of Zhang Dening's visit.

    Zhang Dening first chatted with Huang Beijia and other old friends from the class of '77, inquiring about their recent creative work. Indeed, it was just as Chen Jiangong had said.

    Then she moved to Zhang Manling's side and had a detailed conversation with this senior schoolmate who was actually older than her. She felt this woman definitely had substance.

    However, Zhang Manling's creative progress was slow. Although she had been writing for several months, this novella of tens of thousands of words had only reached about ten thousand words.

    This left Zhang Dening somewhat disappointed.

    Just as she thought her trip to Peking University had been in vain, a remarkable man appeared! ~ After leaving the South Gate, Mei Wenhua first went to the female dormitory to find his "big sister" from the same compound.

    He couldn't find her, as she was said to be in the study room.

    At the study room, he found her roommate, who informed him that she was at the "Weiming Lake" editorial office.

    So after several inquiries, he found his way there.

    "Qing Qing, someone's looking for you," said someone who had guided Mei Wenhua.

    "Sister Qing Qing, how's my poem? Is it good?" Mei Wenhua headed straight for the girl with the most impressive chest in the room.

    Mi Qing, seeing Mei Wenhua appear here still in his security guard uniform, looked displeased. How had he found this place, and without even changing his clothes! A while ago, she had encountered this guy, who had pestered her with chitchat to get closer. Fortunately, he hadn't been wearing his uniform then.

    She had merely inadvertently revealed that she worked at the "Weiming Lake" editorial office, responsible for soliciting manuscripts, and this guy had insisted on submitting to her to help boost her performance.

    They were from the same compound, and did he think she didn't know how many times these kids had crushed on her! However, considering they were from the same compound and their parents knew each other, Mi Qing didn't pour cold water on him and let him write.

    But the result? What a piece of garbage!

    Ah! Oh sea! All water! Oh stallion! Four legs! She had already forgotten exactly what he wrote, but it was roughly at this level. This definitely couldn't be submitted!

    "Wenhua, I'm sorry, your poem didn't pass. Keep trying," Mi Qing pulled him aside, feeling embarrassed and just wanting to get rid of him quickly.

    However, Mei Wenhua, who had just been provoked by Wei Ming, couldn't accept this outcome for a moment.

    "It didn't... pass?"

    "That's right, it didn't pass."

    Mei Wenhua refused to give up: "Then, can I talk to your Editor-In-Chief? He might not have understood the implications and deeper meaning in my poem. Actually, I'm of the Misty Poetry school."

    Novels need plot, structure, and characters, but modern poetry? He saw that what others wrote was similar to his own—incomprehensible, irregular—so why were they great poets with girls throwing themselves at them! Editor-In-Chief Xiong Guangjiong stepped forward: "Friend, I'm also a poet. Which poem did you write?"

    "'Brilliant Sunshine'!"

    Xiong Guangjiong had initially wanted to seriously discuss poetry with him, but upon hearing this title, he didn't want to say another word.

    He directly took a paper from the desk and said: "This is a poem by a Class of '79 freshman, which is also our minimum standard for acceptance. You can see the difference between you two."

    Mei Wenhua glanced at it, his expression disdainful: "This Zha Haisheng's writing is just average."

    Xiong Guangjiong was certain that this person simply had no aesthetic appreciation for poetry. He said directly: "Qing Qing, your friend—please see him out."

    Mei Wenhua contemptuously threw Zha Haisheng's piece back on the table: "Then give me back my original manuscript."

    "What original manuscript?"

    "Shouldn't you return the original manuscript when rejecting it? You people don't recognize talent, but maybe others will. I still want to submit it elsewhere!" Mei Wenhua boasted, unwilling to lose face.

    Feeling that she was already being equated with this idiot in her classmates' minds, Mi Qing finally couldn't take it anymore:

    "It's already been thrown away. Why keep it? No one would want it. Please leave!"

    Mei Wenhua: "That's not necessarily true. Major magazines have very peculiar tastes. I can submit it to 'People's Literature' or 'Beijing Literature and Art.' Maybe they'll accept it."

    Suddenly, someone laughed.

    "What are you laughing at?" Mei Wenhua looked over. If she hadn't been a girl, he would have taught her a lesson long ago.

    "Sorry, I just thought of something funny."

    "What's so funny? Tell me clearly." Mei Wenhua persisted.

    The girl had no choice but to point at Zhang Dening, who was preparing to slip away: "We actually have an editor from 'Beijing Literature and Art' here."

    Zhang Dening: While drama might be entertaining to watch, it's not so pleasant when you're caught in it.

    She had wanted to leave when she heard "Beijing Literature and Art" mentioned, fearing exactly this situation.

    "No, no, no, I'm from the fiction section, not the poetry section. Besides, this comrade's work is already missing, right?"

    Mei Wenhua breathed a sigh of relief. That's right, fortunately it was missing. If he were rejected again, how could he keep guarding the gate? He might as well stoke furnaces instead, blackening his face so no one would recognize him.

    But as luck would have it, a boy suddenly pulled out a crumpled piece of paper: "'Brilliant Sunshine,' hey, it's here! Not lost!"

    People immediately started stirring things up: "Read it aloud!"

    "Yes, let us also appreciate this masterpiece!"

    The person even asked Mei Wenhua's permission: "Should I read it? Sister Zhang can listen too?"

    Mei Wenhua said with forced bravado: "Read it! Remember to read with feeling."

    "Ah!

    
      Sun!
    

    
      My day, oh!
    

    
      Why do you never have insomnia? Is it because you don't have someone you like?
    

    And I, a melancholy handsome man..."

    At this point, the whole room erupted in laughter.

    This laughter was full of restrained mockery, like daggers stabbing at Mei Wenhua.

    And one of those daggers was particularly sharp and poisoned.

    A boy whispered to someone beside him: "Just a gatekeeper, yet he wants to write poetry, even wants to get published..."

    In this era, occupational discrimination was rare, as many people might have engaged in less dignified work before entering university, but that didn't mean it didn't exist at all.

    Especially between the elite of Peking University and temporary security guards, although they shared the same campus and maintained outward politeness, an invisible barrier always remained.

    This hurtful remark infuriated the typically timid Mei Wenhua, causing him to lose control.

    He interrupted the person reading the poem and, with bloodshot eyes, pointed at the group of Peking University elites who were mocking him: "What's wrong with being a gatekeeper? A gatekeeper can publish in 'Harvest'! Can you? Can you?!"

  

    Seeing that everyone present was stunned by his outburst, Mei Wenhua couldn't help feeling smug, even a bit like a petty person who had gained an advantage.

    He pointed at them one by one, from Mi Qing to Editor-In-Chief Xiong, and even Liu Zhenyun hiding behind Zhang Dening.

    "You Peking University talents, each and every one of you, including Chen Jiangong who isn't here, none of you have published in 'Harvest,' right? Yet you dare look down on this and that, truly underestimating heroes of the world. I spit on you!"

    He spoke with righteous indignation, with an expression of disdain for associating with these people, feeling like Gang Leader Qiao from "Demi-Gods."

    Mei Wenhua had expected these people to lower their heads in shame, but after a brief silence, they actually started laughing again.

    They were all high-quality individuals who generally wouldn't laugh unless they really couldn't hold it back.

    Mi Qing directly showed contempt on her face: "You? Publishing in 'Harvest'? I think you're having delusions."

    Those who had been covering their mouths and chuckling now laughed even louder, with some even holding their stomachs.

    Mei Wenhua was stunned and quickly said: "I didn't mean me! I meant my dormmate. His novel has already been approved by 'Harvest,' and they even wrote to invite him to Shanghai for revisions!"

    Everyone still didn't believe him, and the laughter continued.

    Seeing their reaction, Mei Wenhua was furious. Was his word so weak?

    "Stop laughing, be serious! This brother of mine has already earned manuscript fees. He's very impressive!"

    To save face and prove that gatekeepers could also be talented, Mei Wenhua became Wei Ming's enthusiastic promoter.

    "He's truly a genius writer. He finished his first short story in one night, submitted it without a single revision, and it was accepted. And this time, he completed a novella in just one week. The editor at 'Harvest' praised him to the skies in the letter!"

    Everyone still looked incredulous. Seeing their expressions, Mei Wenhua finally felt the enormous communication barrier caused by status differences—they didn't believe a single word he said.

    At this point, someone even suggested that if this security guard continued making trouble, they would call security.

    In this situation, Mei Wenhua felt extremely wronged, his eyes reddening.

    Just as he was about to leave this heartbreaking place, he suddenly heard someone call "Wait!" And it was two voices!

    Liu Zhenyun and Zhang Dening exchanged glances, having spoken in unison.

    Liu Zhenyun quickly said: "You go first."

    "Alright," Zhang Dening looked at Mei Wenhua, "This colleague of yours writes so quickly, completing a novella in a week. Does he have any unpublished works now?"

    Surprised that someone actually believed him, Mei Wenhua was overjoyed. This editor had true vision!

    "Yes, yes, he's writing a novel about cattle. His previous one was about donkeys, now he's writing about cattle, and it's almost finished. Trust me, you won't be wrong. He's very talented, much stronger than these Peking University Chinese Department students who are famous in name only!"

    Zhang Dening: "Uh, actually I also graduated from Peking University's Chinese Department."

    Mei Wenhua: "......"

    "Senior, don't believe him. This person is full of nonsense."

    "Yes, yes, he obviously isn't honest."

    "Sister Ning, I know you need manuscripts, but you can't be desperate."

    "It's fine, there's no harm in going to see," Zhang Dening then looked at Liu Zhenyun, "Little Liu, did you want to say something?"

    Liu Zhenyun had just one question: "Comrade, is your colleague named Wei Ming?"

    Mei Wenhua's eyes widened behind his glasses, and he quickly stepped forward to grasp Liu Zhenyun's hand: "You've heard his name?"

    Liu Zhenyun was made a bit uncomfortable by this guy's behavior but still nodded: "We know each other."

    Hearing that Liu Zhenyun actually knew such a person, everyone was surprised.

    The girls in his class also realized: "Liu Zhenyun, is it that South Gate security guard you know?"

    "The tall, handsome one comparable to Takakura Ken?"

    "No, even better looking than Takakura Ken!"

    "I think Zhenyun mentioned he's called Wei Ming, which pairs well with our 'Weiming Lake.'"

    Liu Zhenyun nodded and spoke fairly: "If this comrade is talking about Wei Ming, then he's absolutely right. I personally witnessed him submitting to 'Harvest.' I'm not sure if it was accepted, but he had already earned manuscript fees before. He's a very capable, talented young man with a promising future."

    "Oh right," he remembered something else and added, "Comrade Wei Ming's English is good enough to converse fluently with foreign students." Although he hadn't heard it himself, he boasted anyway.

    Hearing this, the whole room fell silent, including Mei Wenhua.

    Mei Wenhua thought: That Wei Ming, not telling me he can speak foreign languages, doesn't he consider me a brother! Seeing Liu Zhenyun's proud expression at knowing Wei Ming, Mei Wenhua, unwilling to be outdone, quickly said: "That's right, our Wei Ming is such a low-key genius. He's skilled in novels, fairy tales, foreign languages, and poetry is no problem for him. He can even write screenplays and lyrics!"

    Just keep boasting—after all, novels and screenplays are similar, and poetry and lyrics aren't that different. But it made him sound extremely versatile, someone you'd really want to meet.

    Zhang Dening was completely energized, never expecting that such a great talent was hidden among Peking University's temporary workers!

    She grabbed Mei Wenhua's arm: "Let's go, hurry, take me to meet this Mr. Wei!"

    The "Weiming Lake" Editor-In-Chief Old Xiong quickly patted Liu Zhenyun, telling him to follow: "Ask if your friend would be willing to submit to 'Weiming Lake.'"

    After the three of them left, those remaining on the scene were silent for a moment, then someone started, and an enthusiastic discussion about Wei Ming erupted.

    As they talked, it turned out that quite a few people had noticed the tall, handsome security guard at the South Gate, but they hadn't imagined that beneath such a beautiful exterior, there was such a talented soul!

    However, Mei Wenhua's group didn't find Wei Ming at the South Gate; they were told he had left and hadn't returned.

    But they did meet Team Leader Qiao, who, as the leader of the campus security team, confirmed that what Mei Wenhua said was true.

    "Yes, he's already requested leave and is about to go to Shanghai."

    Liu Zhenyun had to leave temporarily, but Zhang Dening, after finding out Wei Ming's working hours, decided to wait.

    About an hour later, Wei Ming returned carrying several books.

    Even without anyone pointing him out, Zhang Dening guessed it must be him.

    Sure enough, he stood out like a crane among chickens!

    "Yes, I'm Wei Ming. Comrade, you are?" Wei Ming still didn't know what was happening.

    Zhang Dening first introduced herself and her background, then concisely explained that she had heard he was writing novels with considerable success, earning "Harvest's" favor, so she wanted to solicit manuscripts for "Beijing Literature and Art."

    Hearing someone actively soliciting his work, Wei Ming was happy. Face-to-face communication with an editor could greatly increase the acceptance rate and provided room to negotiate remuneration.

    Although "Beijing Literature and Art" couldn't compare with "Harvest" and "People's Literature," it had a long history.

    This publication, later renamed "Beijing Literature," had Old She as its first Editor-In-Chief and was the birthplace of Cao Yu's work "Thunderstorm." At this stage, its reputation was still above newcomers like "Contemporary" and "October," so it certainly wasn't a step down.

    "I'm sorry, but I'm about to start my shift, and I'm not used to letting others see unfinished work."

    "When do you think you'll finish it?"

    Wei Ming thought for a moment: "Tomorrow."

    Zhang Dening smiled: "Good, then I'll come back tomorrow!"

    Zhang Dening would return tomorrow, but Liu Zhenyun came that evening, along with boys and girls from his class who wanted to meet the great talent certified by "Harvest." Some even wanted to test his English skills.

    Unfortunately, their timing was bad. Wei Ming was off duty and not in the dormitory.

    At that moment, Wei Ming was at Uncle Ping'an's home, directing his aunt on the sewing machine, with Ping'an, Xi, and Le watching...

  

    Upon returning home and hearing her husband talk about Wei Ming's situation, Lu Xiaoyan was initially confused.

    What? Wasn't Little Ming a fairy tale writer? How did he get into serious literature?

    If it was just a hobby, that would be fine, but how did "Harvest" take an interest in him? What would China's children read in the future?

    After all, as everyone knows, writing serious literature carries more prestige, fame, and social status, while children generally only remember characters from stories, not who wrote them.

    To reassure his aunt, Wei Ming repeatedly emphasized: If your magazine didn't only accept one piece from me per issue, I wouldn't even bother writing serious literature. I'm actually very optimistic about children's literature! This was his honest feeling. Thinking about the future writer wealth rankings, bestselling authors would come and go in waves, but Zheng Yuanjie and Yang Hongying would remain steadfast in the top five, earning millions in royalties annually from their old books, occasionally reaching the top.

    This showed that creating excellent children's literature brands could sustain one for a lifetime, and children's literature could shape children's souls from the root, which was very meaningful.

    Therefore, Wei Ming would definitely not abandon the pen name "Wei Shenme," and was willing to invest more energy in children's literature.

    Hearing Wei Ming say this, Lu Xiaoyan happily dismantled Xi and Le's childhood clothes and small quilts to make that thing, that "neck pillow" for Wei Ming.

    According to Wei Ming's instructions, she sewed a long strip of fabric into a long tube, sealed one end, turned it inside out, then stuffed it with cotton, making it moderately firm.

    Finally, she sealed the other end and attached a string to each end.

    "How do you use this thing?" Lu Xiaoyan asked, holding her creation.

    Wei Ming took it, placed the neck pillow around his neck, tied the strings, encircling his neck.

    Then he leaned against the wall: "This way, even on the train, I can relax my neck a bit."

    "Oh, let me try." Wei Ping'an was very interested.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Uncle, you and Aunt both work in offices. Sitting for long periods isn't good for your health. You could use one too."

    Wei Ping'an tried it: "Hey, it's pretty good. Xiaoyan, you try it."

    Afterward, Wei Ming proposed some improvements, such as using two pieces of fabric, one longer than the other, to form a nearly U-shaped pouch, then stuffing it with cotton for better results.

    Lu Xiaoyan understood immediately and began experimenting. The next day, she had her husband wear the U-shaped neck pillow to the office.

    When Wei Ming returned to the dormitory, the small room was already full of people.

    Because many Chinese Department boys and girls had come looking for him, making quite a commotion, the news that he wrote novels and had been invited by "Harvest" to Shanghai for revisions had spread throughout the campus security team.

    Everyone now knew that Wei Ming was not only good at telling stories but also at writing them—a super genius even the talented Chinese Department students couldn't match!

    Wei Ming thought he would receive waves of flattery and adulation.

    Unexpectedly, what they cared about most was: "Before you leave the security team, hurry up and finish the 'Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils' story! Otherwise, who will we turn to?"

    "Yes, yes!"

    "You absolutely can't leave it unfinished!"

    Wei Ming didn't know whether to laugh or cry: "First, I definitely won't be leaving the security team anytime soon, and this story will be finished in two more days. Don't worry, I'll definitely finish it before going to Shanghai!"

    Before going to bed, Wei Ming told another segment, then fell asleep holding the "Children's Literature" magazine.

    The next morning, his roommates left the room to him, allowing him to concentrate on completing the final part of "Two Cows."

    This time, it seemed longer, around 45,000 words. He wasn't sure what price "Beijing Literature and Art" would offer.

    In the afternoon, he had to stand guard. About an hour before his shift ended, Zhang Dening arrived.

    "Oh, I seem to be disturbing your work. Should I find a place to wait for you?"

    "Wait for what?" Brother Feng suddenly appeared. "Little Ming, entertain Editor Zhang first. Let Mei Wenhua take your post for a while."

    Mei Wenhua had no complaints this time. He was eager for Wei Ming to publish more articles and become famous. If Wei Ming had face, then they as security guards would have face!

    He was counting on Wei Ming to help retrieve his lost dignity.

    The security guards' dormitory was a bit messy, so they found a spot beside the May Fourth Sports Field. Wei Ming presented his new work "Two Cows."

    "Two Cows" might sound unfamiliar, but what about "Bullfighting"?

    Add keywords like Director Guan Hu and Huang Bo's Golden Horse Award-winning performance, and probably more people would have heard of it.

    This was originally a legend widely circulated in the Yimeng Mountains. "Bullfighting" was created based on this, but Wei Ming felt the name was somewhat obscure, while "Two Cows" directly pointed to the core.

    "Can I take it back to read?"

    "You're not reading it here?"

    "I need to read in silence."

    "Then can I go back?" He was leaving tomorrow and still needed to pack.

    Zhang Dening: "Can we talk about your previous work? I'm very curious about what story moved 'Harvest.'"

    "Alright, to summarize briefly, it's a story about an educated youth battling two donkeys." Those unfamiliar can watch the movie "We'll See," starring Wen Zhang.

    Two donkeys? Zhang Dening looked at the two cows in her hand. This handsome youth seemed to like writing about livestock.

    Wei Ming: I can't help it, I have life experience.

    While explaining "Donkeys Five and Six," Wei Ming even demonstrated as he spoke, especially the male protagonist's long monologue to Black Five's brother Black Six, which made Zhang Dening want to slap the table in excitement.

    This was definitely an interesting work, worth savoring, though unfortunately not for their "Beijing Literature and Art."

    When Wei Ming described how Black Six, avenging his brother, transformed into a donkey meat sandwich, with only a charred skeleton remaining, Zhang Dening couldn't help feeling a sense of melancholy.

    What a spirited donkey! But she clearly sensed that the donkeys in Wei Ming's story weren't merely donkeys.

    They seemed to represent a certain type of person.

    Without seeing the original text, this remained just Zhang Dening's speculation.

    "Comrade Wei Ming, let's stop here for today. It's a pleasure to meet you. I believe this novel won't disappoint me. I hope we can collaborate frequently in the future."

    Wei Ming spoke directly: "That will depend on your publication's sincerity."

    "Sincerity? Are you referring to remuneration?" Zhang Dening asked uncertainly.

    "Yes." Wei Ming was candid.

    "Ah, you're so mercenary." Zhang Dening teased. Nowadays, writers emphasized literary integrity and were ashamed to discuss money.

    Wei Ming sincerely replied: "Since childhood, my mother told me that poor children mature early. My parents are farmers who dig food from the soil. Their health isn't good, and I have a younger sister who needs schooling. I'm sorry if I've embarrassed you."

    Now Zhang Dening couldn't laugh anymore. This already tall young man even seemed towering in her eyes.

    She also spoke seriously: "If the work is truly good, I'll definitely argue with the leadership on your behalf."

    "One more thing, can you arrange for publication as soon as possible? I urgently need money."

    "Well..."

    Wei Ming said: "The 'Harvest' piece won't be published until November at the earliest. If you can beat them to it, this would be my debut work."

    Zhang Dening understood his meaning. If Wei Ming truly soared in the literary world, then as the platform for his first published work, "Beijing Literature and Art" would have the credit of a talent scout!

    However, this month was definitely too late; October would be the earliest.

    She nodded, agreeing.
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    Back at the dormitory, Zhao Debiao was wearing Wei Ming's neck pillow, leaning against the wall.

    "Brother Ming, this thing works well. I'll have my mom make one for me too."

    His mother worked at the street clothing factory, so it wouldn't cost anything.

    "Always thinking about yourself. What about Brother Feng, and Wenhua?"

    Mei Wenhua hadn't expected to be included. It was worth standing guard for him and helping promote him.

    At Qiao Feng's reminder, Wei Ming's story show "Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils" finale began.

    Soon, their dormitory was full. The door was left wide open, allowing those who couldn't squeeze in to bring chairs and sit outside. Familiar people shared cigarettes, making the room seem like a fairyland.

    Just as Wei Ming was describing how the Central Plains martial arts heroes and the Great Liao Emperor's army were confronting each other, while Duan Yu and Xuzhu had captured Yelü Hongji with their formidable martial arts.

    Liu Zhenyun suddenly pushed through the crowd: "Little Wei, so this is where you live? Are you having a class meeting?"

    Cutting the chapter here would invite lightning strikes.

    So Wei Ming quickly pulled Liu Zhenyun over: "Brother Zhenyun, sit on Biao's bed first. I'm almost done here."

    Wei Ming didn't even have time to introduce Liu Zhenyun. Wasting time now would risk Liu Zhenyun's ancestors being cursed.

    He continued, describing how the three coerced Yelü Hongji to swear to withdraw his troops and never invade the Song dynasty during his lifetime.

    "With his life in their hands, Yelü Hongji had no choice but to agree.

    So he issued an imperial decree, had the horns sounded, and prepared to return to his capital.

    At this point, he looked back at Xiao Feng and sneered: Lord Xiao, you've rendered such a great service to the Song dynasty. High positions and rich rewards await you.

    Xiao Feng said loudly: Your Majesty, Xiao Feng is a Khitan. I once swore brotherhood with Your Majesty, but today I have threatened you, becoming a great sinner against the Khitan. I am neither loyal nor righteous. How can I face the world hereafter?

    Saying this, he raised the two broken arrows in his right hand, exerted his internal energy, and thrust his right arm back. With a 'poof' sound, he stabbed them into his own heart."

    Wei Ming narrated and gestured. Thanks to his years at the Beijing People's Art Theatre, although he had never been a real actor, his expressive abilities were quite good.

    All the listeners gasped "Ah," as if the broken arrows had stabbed into their own chests.

    So painful! So distressing! Zhao Debiao anxiously asked: "Xiao Feng isn't dead, is he?"

    Wei Ming sighed: "He died."

    "Ah!"

    "What!"

    Just as the audience was about to rise in protest, Wei Ming pressed his hands down: "Let me finish, there's more~"

    They thought there would be a twist, but there wasn't.

    Wei Ming then described how Ah Zi gouged out her eyes to return them to You Tanzhi, then embraced Xiao Feng's corpse and jumped off the cliff to follow him in death.

    And how, on the way back to Dali, Duan Yu's group encountered the insane Murong Fu, with only A'bi accompanying him.

    Only then was the story complete.

    Of course, Wei Ming wasn't narrating the newly revised version. Wang Yuyan ultimately became Duan's wife. Duan Yu, the protagonist from the beginning, married three "sisters" and inherited the throne of Dali, becoming the biggest winner.

    His dreamlike success somewhat diluted Xiao Feng's tragic coloring.

    But when people dispersed and reflected on the story, they would realize that the character most difficult to accept, most unforgettable, was still the supremely loyal Xiao Feng, caught between Song and Liao, who ultimately sacrificed his life.
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    "Brother Zhenyun, what did you think of the story I just told?" Wei Ming asked.

    By now, he had led Liu Zhenyun away from the smoke-filled dormitory, back to the surface.

    "Heroic and righteous. Although it's popular fiction, it must be a good story," Liu Zhenyun praised.

    However, after he reads more Jin Yong martial arts novels, his evaluation would be different.

    "Did Brother Zhenyun come looking for me for something?" Wei Ming got to the point.

    Liu Zhenyun coughed twice: "I, I'm here to solicit a manuscript for 'Weiming Lake' magazine. After hearing about your achievements, the editorial department feels that having Wei Ming's work in 'Weiming Lake' would definitely enhance it greatly."

    Wei Ming pondered briefly: "Normally, I should agree since you're asking, Brother Zhenyun..."

    Although he knew this would typically be followed by a "but," Liu Zhenyun already felt honored.

    However, Wei Ming took an unexpected path. He gritted his teeth: "Alright, I was actually preparing a novella for 'Contemporary,' but I could give it to you at a discount."

    Now it was Liu Zhenyun's turn to be embarrassed. Their student magazine didn't pay for manuscripts. Even when they invited Mr. Mao Dun to write a title, they didn't offer remuneration.

    "Oh, you don't have a budget for remuneration," Wei Ming feigned realization, then reluctantly said, "It's indeed inappropriate to discuss money with students, but you understand, I'm from a rural area. These manuscripts are all for earning money to support my family."

    Before Wei Ming could finish, Liu Zhenyun hurriedly said: "I understand, I understand."

    If his manuscripts could earn money, he definitely wouldn't want "Weiming Lake" to take advantage of him for free. On this point, Liu Zhenyun, also living in financial constraints, absolutely stood with Wei Ming.

    "Novels may not be suitable. Do you have any previous poems? Just a small one would do." Liu Zhenyun lowered his requirements significantly.

    Wei Ming asked: "Are there any theme requirements?"

    "Actually, there aren't many requirements. Of course, it's best if it's about ideals, beliefs, courage, or love."

    Wei Ming shook his head: "Then I don't have any. The poems I write are all about cattle, sheep, mules, horses, and the like, all written when I was young. I'm not very satisfied with them either."

    Seeing Wei Ming say this, Liu Zhenyun didn't press further: "Anyway, I consider you a friend now. It's an honor to know you. You're welcome to visit our dormitory in the future. Most of us are country boys; I think they'd welcome you."

    Old Xiong, brother, I've tried my best.

    Then Liu Zhenyun gave his dormitory number.

    Wei Ming nodded and added: "Modern poetry emphasizes inspiration and emotion. When I feel inspired, I'll definitely consider your 'Weiming Lake' first for the poem I write, for free."

    "Haha, it's a deal!" Liu Zhenyun continued, "Free isn't appropriate, and money is also awkward. When the time comes, we'll have each girl from the editorial department treat you to a meal."

    Liu Zhenyun smiled and turned to leave. After just a few steps, probably seven steps, he heard from behind: "Holy shit, I've got it! Got it, got it!"

  

    Liu Zhenyun immediately dared not move, fearing he might frighten away Wei Ming's inspiration.

    At this moment Wei Ming asked him: "Do you have paper?"

    Liu Zhenyun was startled: Paper? Could it be you need to poop?

    Wei Ming continued: "And a pen, quick, write it down, it's slipping away! Hurry!"

    "Oh, oh!" Liu Zhenyun was extremely grateful that, in order to record those fleeting moments of inspiration, he always carried a fountain pen and a small notebook.

    Then Wei Ming began reciting poetry, and Liu Zhenyun initially thought it would be just a short segment. Unexpectedly, as he kept writing, fifteen minutes passed!

    His hand speed could barely keep up with Wei Ming's oral speed. This was actually a long poem! It took several pages to write it all down! And Wei Ming completed the creation of this poem in one breath, almost without pause!

    After reciting, Wei Ming brushed off a non-existent sleeve, leaving behind the words "Work done, remember the treat," then drifted away, without changing a single word.

    What an elegant style of a renowned scholar!

    Liu Zhenyun watched in amazement, knowing this was a realm he could never reach.

    On the way back to the dormitory, he kept his head down looking at the small notebook, his eyes never leaving it for a moment. Each line struck him with awe, leaving his heart unable to calm for a long time.

    Entering Building 32, he accidentally bumped into "Strong Brother" from the Law Department Class of '77, fortunately, he was easy-going.

    The male students of the Chinese Department lived on the third and fourth floors. Liu Zhenyun's dormitory was Room 406. The most distinctive feature of their dormitory was "earthiness"—most students were from rural areas, down-to-earth, hardworking, and focused on learning.

    Before entering the dormitory, he encountered Junior Luo Yihe from Chinese Department '79, who also liked to write poetry.

    Although Little Luo was from Beijing, he had followed his parents working in rural Henan since childhood.

    So he got along well with Liu Zhenyun: "Hey, Senior, what are you looking at with your head down?"

    "Looking at a treasure!" Liu Zhenyun smiled. "Little Luo, don't you like poetry? Come in and appreciate it with us."

    "Who wrote it? Old Xiong?"

    After entering the room, Liu Zhenyun announced: "I've got a poem by Wei Ming."

    By yesterday, the name "Wei Ming" had become known to almost everyone in the Chinese Department.

    "Ah, not a novel? I like novels," Old Tian said.

    Little Yang in the dormitory said: "Don't read it yet, I'll call Old Xiong. He's been running around several times."

    So Liu Zhenyun still didn't open the notebook, refusing all pleas from others.

    Soon, Xiong Guangjiong arrived, not just by himself, but bringing several seniors from Chinese Department '77, such as Gao Xianjun, Huang Ziping, Su Mu, and Liang Zuo.

    Old Xiong patted Liu Zhenyun's shoulder: "Little Liu, you're impressive. It's a poem, right?"

    "Yes."

    "You read it."

    "Alright."

    Liu Zhenyun cleared his throat and solemnly said: "'Ideals,' by Wei Ming.

    Ideals are stone, striking sparks of fire; Ideals are fire, igniting extinguished lamps; Ideals are lamps, illuminating night paths; Ideals are paths, leading you to dawn."

    Xiong Guangjiong nodded, finding it interesting. This kind of structured parallel format wasn't popular nowadays; everyone preferred poetry without rules.

    However, to achieve this beginning-to-end connected style without being trite actually required great skill. Wei Ming had clearly achieved this, and with great momentum.

    This wasn't the end. Liu Zhenyun continued: "In eras of hunger and cold, ideals are food and warmth; In eras of food and warmth, ideals are civilization.

    
      In eras of chaos, ideals are stability.
    

    In eras of stability, ideals are prosperity."

    Wow, another structurally balanced passage, using anadiplosis rhetorical technique. Although the words were plain and ordinary, they pointed directly to humanity's most fundamental aspirations.

    "Little Liu, let me read a part." Xiong Guangjiong was itching to try, taking the small notebook from Liu Zhenyun.

    "Ideals are like pearls, one bead connecting to another.

    
      Spanning past and present, stringing the future, endless glistening light.
    

    
      Beautiful pearl necklace, the backbone of history.
    

    
      Ancient illuminating present, present illuminating future, ancestors illuminating descendants.
    

    
      Ideals are a compass, guiding ships' direction; Ideals are ships, carrying you to distant seas.
    

    
      But sometimes ideals are the arc where sea meets sky.
    

    Visible yet unreachable, tormenting your progressive heart."

    After reading, Xiong Guangjiong was thoughtful and asked: "Who else wants to read?"

    The youngest, Luo Yihe, took the notebook.

    "Ideals make you smile as you observe life;

    
      Ideals make you stubbornly resist fate.
    

    
      Ideals make you forget early graying hair;
    

    Ideals keep you innocent despite white hair."

    He had only read four lines before someone impatiently snatched it away.

    The short, slightly plump Liang Zuo read in a serious Beijing accent: "Ideals are alarm clocks, shattering your golden dreams;

    
      Ideals are soap, washing your selfish heart.
    

    Ideals are both a gain, And a sacrifice."

    Immediately someone else took the notebook:

    "If ideals bring you honor, That's merely their by-product,

    More often they bring the loneliness of being misunderstood, Laughter within loneliness, bitterness within laughter."

    The next person recited while waving his arms:

    “Ideals often bring misfortune to the kind-hearted; Ideals help the unfortunate find hope in desperate situations.

    Ordinary people become great through ideals; Those with ideals are 'Humans with a capital H'!"

    Section by section, stanza by stanza, emotions kept rising. The entire room fell into a somewhat fanatical atmosphere. Even the student who had said he liked novels recited a passage with great enthusiasm.

    This impromptu poetry recitation relay attracted attention from surrounding dormitories, and everyone gathered around.

    Because the poem was long, everyone took turns, finally returning to Liu Zhenyun.

    Only the last page remained, and he would close it.

    "Ideals bloom, peach and plum trees bear sweet fruit;

    
      Ideals sprout, elm and poplar trees provide dense shade.
    

    Please mount the steed of ideals, whip and begin your journey from here, The road is at its springtime best, the sky's sun shines brightly."

    Those around murmured the final line "The road is at its springtime best, the sky's sun shines brightly."

    Then erupted in enthusiastic, sustained applause that seemed capable of lifting the dormitory roof.

    A Class of '78 student asked: "Who wrote this poem? It's so good! I feel my whole body filled with strength after hearing it!"

    "Magnificently grand, truly an epic!"

    "I also feel inspired, warm all over, eager to throw myself into the construction of the Four Modernizations right now!"

    A dormmate of Liu Zhenyun said: "It was written by Wei Ming, the South Gate security guard, and his novel is about to be published in 'Harvest'!"

    "This person is so talented, this poem is so good. Please pass it around so we can copy it!"

    "Yes, I want to copy it too. I want to paste it on my wall!"

    The resourceful Luo Yihe had already taken out paper and pen, beginning to write feverishly.

    At this point, Liu Zhenyun calmed everyone down, as he had more to say: "Fellow students, fellow students, please allow me to tell you about the creation process of this poem. Wei Ming is even more talented than you imagine!

    Originally I was soliciting manuscripts for 'Weiming Lake' from him. At first, he refused because he wanted to submit his novels to magazines to earn fees to supplement his family's income. So I said, then write a poem, just a short one.

    He said writing poetry requires inspiration and passion, and he didn't have anything on the theme I wanted.

    So I said goodbye, but guess what happened?"

    As everyone was anticipating the continuation, he tactically took a sip of water, then slowly said:

    "I had just walked seven steps, just seven steps! Not one more, not one less, when I heard Wei Ming call me. He said: Holy shit, I've got it, got it, got it! Then, he asked me to take out paper and pen. Fortunately, I had them. He recited, I recorded, in one breath, without pausing, and finally without changing a word, he drifted away."

    "Wow!" The whole room was in an uproar, including Luo Yihe who was copying the poem. His jaw almost hit the floor.

    This poem, coupled with this story, was unbeatable, damn it! "Is it true?" someone questioned. Although Cao Zhi of ancient times could compose a poem in seven steps, Cao Zhi was a strong contender for the first genius of all time!

    And that was a five-word poem of a few dozen characters, while Wei Ming's was roughly calculated to be about 600 characters! Such a long poem poured out without a draft? That's too divine! Facing some people's doubts, Liu Zhenyun vowed: "I stake my head on this, every word is true!"

    Seeing Liu Zhenyun's conviction, most people believed him.

    Xiong Guangjiong stepped forward: "Although we cannot create such work, I believe geniuses exist in this world. Wei Ming is clearly a genius beyond our reach. I've decided, this poem will be in the first issue of 'Weiming Lake'!"

    "Ah, hasn't the layout already been finalized?" someone asked.

    As the Editor-In-Chief of "Weiming Lake," Xiong Guangjiong seriously replied: "This 'Song of Ideals' is like earnest advice from a wise elder to us young university students. Every word is a pearl, every sentence a truth. If it can be placed in the inaugural issue of 'Weiming Lake,' it will surely inspire more of the younger generation, not just Peking University people, but all of China's youth. I think this is extremely meaningful."

    Liu Zhenyun raised his hand: "I agree!"

    Xiong Guangjiong: "Good, then remove your short story and leave the space for 'Ideals.'"

    Liu Zhenyun: "Huh?"

  

    Old Xiong was just teasing Liu Zhenyun. His short story wasn't removed; since they added a poem, they would remove another poem instead.

    So a poem by the still immature Zha Haisheng, a Class of '79 Law Department freshman, was removed.

    Old Xiong even wanted to place Wei Ming's poem in the preface position. They had already invited Professor Xie Mian and Professor Hou Renzhi to each write an article. Since they could have two prefaces, why not three?

    "Alright, you can copy it. I have something to attend to." After someone finished copying "Ideals," Liu Zhenyun immediately took the original and ran out.

    He ran to the neighboring Building 31, where Chinese Department female students lived. Actually, almost all liberal arts female students lived there. He wondered if his Junior Sister...

    Since it was still summer, Liu Zhenyun didn't go in. He had someone call down the "Five Talented Women" from Class of '77, who were all part of the "Weiming Lake" editorial department.

    "Senior Sisters, good news, good news!"

    Then Liu Zhenyun recounted how Wei Ming had a burst of inspiration and composed "Ideals" in seven steps, captivating the women completely.

    "Where's the poem, where's the poem!"

    "Let us see it quickly!"

    Liu Zhenyun opened his small notebook: "Look from here, it's all in the back."

    "Ideals are stone..." Zha Jianying began reading, and everyone listened in rapture.

    Wang Xiaoping and Zha Jianying both loved poetry. When Zha Jianying had read halfway, Wang Xiaoping took over, completing the second half.

    When the final line concluded, Huang Beijia led the applause. Everyone felt that although the poem couldn't be called a masterpiece, it was definitely an inspiring work of excellence, the strongest voice needed in this era!

    And with the premise of being composed in seven steps, calling it a "masterpiece" wasn't excessive.

    Wang Xiaoping and Zha Jianying even wanted to recommend it to "Today" magazine.

    Li Zhihong, the president of the May Fourth Literary Society, had already begun copying it. Liu Zhenyun said: "Didn't you all say you wanted to meet Wei Ming? He's my brother. I persuaded him, and he finally agreed to have dinner with you all. Don't get too excited yet..."

    Liu Zhenyun paused and said: "But there are two conditions. First, he wants to dine one-on-one. Second, you need to treat him; he won't pay."

    "Since we want to meet him, it's reasonable for us to treat," said Cen Xianqing, the class monitor of Chinese Department '77.

    The others also felt it was fine and appropriate.

    Liu Zhenyun's face revealed a sly smile of accomplishment. Tomorrow he would also tell the girls in his class, giving them a chance to treat Wei Ming to a meal.

    How much money he had saved for him! No less than manuscript fees! While "Ideals" was spreading like wildfire through Peking University's male and female dormitories, multiplying from one to two, two to four, four to eight, Zhang Dening, who had returned home and settled down, was reading the novel "Two Cows."

    "Old Ancestral Grandfather! Old Ancestral Grandfather! Where are you?"

    The text opened with the protagonist "Niu Er" shouting in confusion.

    But Zhang Dening didn't know what he did, didn't know the time background, only knew he was terrified.

    His village was eerily silent, until—

    A mass grave appeared! Niu Er's identity also became clear. For unknown reasons, he was a fortunate villager who had escaped a Japanese massacre.

    Next, Wei Ming provided a very detailed description of this mass grave, so detailed that it made Zhang Dening physically uncomfortable.

    The more detailed he wrote, the stronger Zhang Dening's hatred for the Japanese grew, and she also worried about whether it could pass censorship standards.

    He provided a very detailed and cruel description of a woman whose pants had been pulled down, exposing white thighs, with particular mention of a silver bracelet on her wrist, suggesting some hidden story.

    Afterward, Niu Er escaped from the mass grave, zigzagging until he heard an infant's cry.

    However, what finally appeared before him wasn't an infant, but a cow that had been drugged and was almost mute.

    And it was a "strange cow" that was part black, part "yellow."

    The film version began a flashback at this point, but Wei Ming used insertions, gradually inserting past events into Niu Er's escape with the cow.

    Just from this beginning, Zhang Dening felt the author's skillful writing. Not only was the structure good and the imagery strong, but the word choice was also bold. A raw, powerful energy hit her face, giving the article tremendous force.

    As for the portrayal of Niu Er, in just a few strokes, Zhang Dening could clearly feel how different he was from similar characters in the past.

    He was too, too, how to say it, too authentic. From his speech to his behavior, including those little sordid thoughts in his mind, Wei Ming hadn't made any modifications or beautifications. It was as if he had directly brought a man from rural Shandong in the 1940s before her, so real! She could almost smell the livestock scent he carried from years of raising cattle.

    Brilliant! Based on this beginning alone, he had already surpassed over 90% of current well-known writers. Indeed, the younger generation was formidable!

    As long as there was no ideological decline later, this manuscript would definitely be accepted, and as the headline feature! She continued reading. The storyline gradually became clear. It turned out that the Eighth Route Army, due to relocation, was forced to leave a dairy cow donated by an international organization to the village. The villagers marveled at the size and milk production of the foreign cow.

    But fearing repercussions, no one in the village dared to raise it, so they used a drawing method (mixing green beans with red beans) for all the village men to draw lots.

    Finally, a woman called "Nine" drew the lot for the cowardly Niu Er, drawing the task of raising the dairy cow.

    Because he was unwilling, the Old Ancestral Grandfather decided to marry Nine, this disobedient woman from another village, to Niu Er. Only then did Niu Er "reluctantly" agree.

    The relationship between the two evolved from initial unwillingness to gradually developing a hint of affection, but they soon encountered a massacre.

    Niu Er finally mustered the courage to remove the silver bracelet he had given to Nine from her wrist and cover her with a piece of clothing.

    He transferred all his feelings for Nine to the dairy cow, hanging the silver bracelet on its nose as a nose ring, naming it "Nine," treating its throat, and scrubbing off the yellow paint from its body, revealing a beautiful black and white cowhide.

    But after just one night of panic, the damn Japanese came again!

    One man with one cow—Zhang Dening's heart was suspended with concern for the fate of the protagonist and the main bull.
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    At this moment, Wei Ming was lying on his dormitory bed, envisioning what he should buy first after receiving the remuneration for his two novellas.

    People were still coming and going in the dormitory, colleagues still immersed in the afterglow of "Demi-Gods and Semi-Devils," discussing with each other.

    Mei Wenhua expressed: "Although Hero Xiao Feng is admirable, if I had a choice, I'd prefer to be Duan Yu or Xuzhu."

    The dormitory then launched into a discussion about whether Duan Yu or Xuzhu had a better life.

    The discussion of "better life" mainly focused on women.

    Though Duan Yu had Wang Yuyan and three other sisters, Xuzhu had Meng Gu, the Four Beauties (Mei, Lan, Zhu, Ju), and all the girls of Lingxiao Palace!

    Indeed, everyone preferred this theme, wishing all beautiful women could belong to themselves.

    When Qiao Feng announced lights out, with only the four of them left, Zhao Debiao raised a question: "Brother Ming, will you continue telling us martial arts stories when you return?"

    In the darkness, Wei Ming smiled: "Of course."

    "Then what do you plan to tell next?" Zhao Debiao asked excitedly.

    "I need to think about it~" Wei Ming considered: Flying snow across the sky shoots the white deer, laughing book divine knight leans on the green lovebirds. Should he tell the "Condor Heroes" trilogy, or "Smiling Proud Wanderer," "The Deer and the Cauldron"?

    Actually, "Ode to Gallantry" wasn't bad either.

    Or perhaps Stone Breaking Sky with Shi Po Tian traveling to Linghu Chong's time? Wei Ming thought wildly about many things, but didn't consider new works.

    For more than half a month, he had been writing day and night for a better new life, almost ruining his hands, and his mind was a bit rigid.

    During this trip to Shanghai, he needed to recuperate well.

    They say Shanghai's coffee is nourishing.

    Early the next morning, after breakfast, Wei Ming waited at the South Gate with his luggage. Brother Feng, Biao, Mei Wenhua, and others stood nearby to see him off.

    Soon, a Red Flag sedan that had driven out from campus picked up Wei Ming. His colleagues enviously watched the car drive away; most of them had never ridden in a sedan in their lives.

    Wei Ming had originally thought he would take the bus to the train station, but Uncle Ping'an told him the school would send a car for him and Professor Qu.

    "Mainly for Professor Qu; you're just lucky, kid," Master Liu laughed.

    Driver Liu Wenjie was an old hand, a native Beijinger whose mouth never rested, and who was well-informed. He knew exactly about the relationship between Wei Ming and Wei Ping'an.

    He first drove to Weixiu Garden, where Professors Jin Kaicheng and Qu Yude were already waiting by the roadside with their suitcases.

    Wei Ping'an had also brought Xizi and Le Le to see Wei Ming off.

    After the car stopped, Wei Ming quickly got out to help Professor Qu with her luggage, and then Wei Ping'an introduced them to each other.

    Then Uncle Ping'an gave some instructions, basically about taking care of oneself and taking care of Professor Qu.

    "I've already contacted Shanghai Literary Publishing House. They'll arrange for you to stay at the same guesthouse," he then slipped him several national grain coupons, "I don't travel, so I don't need them."

    Xizi was more concerned about whether Brother Ming could break through his mom's blockade and bring back even one White Rabbit candy.

    He didn't dare say it directly in front of his dad, so he took out a White Rabbit milk candy wrapper and pitifully licked it.

    Wei Ming understood. He likes White Rabbit candy wrappers—buy!

    As for Le Le, Wei Ming knew she loved music and had shown exceptional musical talent from an early age, so he had already decided what gift to bring her.

    Music should be accompanied by instruments—he'd buy a whistle.

    Without waiting for Master Liu to urge them, Wei Ming said goodbye to his relatives.

    After watching the car drive away, Wei Ping'an first took Xi and Le to kindergarten. When he entered his office, a subordinate from the General Office immediately handed him a paper with a poem.

    "'Ideals'? I'm not interested in modern poetry."

    "Director, this was written by your nephew. It's swept across the campus overnight. Someone posted it at Triangle Ground, and now all the students are copying it!"

    Wei Ping'an straightened up: "I can already feel the overflowing talent before even reading it! Good, good!"

    After reading this poem that had passed through several hands, Wei Ping'an's heart remained unsettled for a long time. Now he had just one thought: shouldn't such a positive, high-quality poem be published in Peking University's school journal!

  

    Wei Ping'an certainly couldn't have imagined that Wei Ming's ability to recite this poem so fluently was mainly thanks to him.

    After retirement, Uncle Ping'an enjoyed writing calligraphy. A small-script "Ideals" was his masterpiece.

    He gave it to Wei Ming when he started his company, and it hung in his office. Wei Ming looked at it when he arrived at work and when he left, until he could recite it backward and forward.
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    In the car, Wei Ming sat in the front passenger seat, leaving all the back space for Professor Qu Yude.

    She was in her forties, small and thin, a typical delicate woman from South of the Yangtze. It was said she was once a beauty of Peking University, and Professor Jin had put in great effort to win her.

    However, about a dozen years ago, she got nasopharyngeal cancer. Surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, plus being tormented by various political movements—after all this, though she escaped death, her vitality was severely damaged.

    In her forties, she looked like she was in her fifties, with unsightly purple spots on her face.

    Professor Qu's throat problems were more serious. Surgery made her speech unclear, sharp, and grating. She had just transferred back to Peking University from Normal University this year to teach folk literature. Due to her speech problems, many students couldn't hear clearly or simply skipped her classes.

    For this reason, although she was very curious about Wei Ming, this literary genius who had caught "Harvest's" attention at just 18, she didn't take the initiative to speak after getting in the car.

    But with more than an hour on the road, Wei Ming didn't want to neglect this professor too much, so he actively started a conversation.

    "Professor Qu, what kind of meeting are you attending in Shanghai?" Wei Ming turned to ask her.

    Professor Qu asked in return: "Have you heard of 'Stories Magazine'?"

    Wei Ming was startled. Before he could respond, Driver Liu Wenjie chimed in with a laugh: "Hey, that's an interesting name for a meeting."

    Wei Ming said: "If I remember correctly, Professor Qu, 'Stories Magazine' is a publication, right?"

    Professor Qu: "Correct."

    Master Liu scratched his ear: "I think I've heard of it, the one that tells stories, right?"

    "Please continue, Professor Qu."

    Professor Qu: "Shanghai Literary Publishing House is planning to hold the first national gathering of storytellers since the founding of the People's Republic. They've invited many story writers from all over the country, as well as scholars like us who conduct theoretical research in universities. Actually, this symposium is specifically for 'Stories Magazine'..."

    "Stories Magazine" was established in the early 1960s and had a relatively long history. It once had quite good sales, with hundreds of thousands of copies distributed per issue. With its easy-to-understand stories, it was deeply loved by the masses.

    Now it wasn't doing so well, with just tens of thousands of copies in circulation. Compared to many pure literary magazines, this was still high, but the magazine's investigation showed that most were purchased with public funds by various cultural units—they were zombie fans.

    Currently, the stories in "Stories Magazine" were ideologically correct, but not very readable; ordinary people didn't enjoy them anymore.

    When Wei Ming previously submitted to "Harvest," he had said that if it wasn't accepted, please forward it to "Stories Magazine."

    He had been too optimistic at the time. "Donkeys Five and Six" probably didn't meet the current submission standards of "Stories Magazine," as its style was a bit unorthodox.

    Following this topic, Wei Ming chatted with Professor Qu about her main field of folk literature. Master Liu also joined in; these authentic old drivers knew many folk stories.

    Professor Qu even encouraged him to write and submit to "Stories Magazine."

    But she didn't say this to Wei Ming, because someone who could submit to "Harvest" was already considered a literary figure, so why would they need to downgrade?

    However, Wei Ming had already started thinking about what to write for "Stories Magazine."

    To earn some pocket money, and to show the "Stories Magazine" editorial committee what a truly popular story looked like.

    He didn't put himself on such a high pedestal. As long as "Stories Magazine" paid well, paid promptly, and accepted manuscripts without delay, that was good enough. He would just use a different pen name.

    His real name for serious literature, two pen names—one for popular works, one for fairy tales.

    Walking on three legs, plan complete! At around ten o'clock, they arrived at Beijing Station.

    Wei Ming nimbly got out of the car and took Professor Qu's suitcase and his own bag from the trunk.

    Then he leaned against the window and asked Liu Wenjie: "Master Liu, is there anything you'd like me to bring back from Shanghai?"

    In these days, goods circulated slowly, and many scarce items could only be bought in the south.

    "Oh, how could I trouble you like that?"

    "It's no trouble at all. Just tell me, I'll make a note." Wei Ming even took out his fountain pen and small notebook, showing he was serious.

    As it happened, Master Liu did have something he really wanted to buy, something he had been thinking about for a long time.

    "I heard that Shanghai's Shen Gui Yang Rong tonic wine is amazing. After drinking it, you become really powerful," he lowered his voice, "how about you bring me a bottle~"

    "Is one bottle enough?"

    "Plenty, plenty. I'm actually quite powerful already!" Master Liu declared righteously.

    The key was that the stuff was expensive as hell—Maotai was seven yuan a bottle, while this was sixteen yuan! Even with Master Liu's high salary, he could only afford to buy one bottle to try.

    After saying this, he took out two hundred-yuan notes and stuffed them into Wei Ming's hand.

    Wei Ming was startled: "Is that for one bottle or a case?"

    "It's sixteen yuan a bottle. Use the rest to buy something for yourself."

    "No need, no need." Wei Ming certainly couldn't accept his benefits. Probably old Liu wasn't serious either. Later, he could put the remaining money in the wine box.

    It's unclear whether Master Liu learned about this wine from the Shanghai TV advertisement at the beginning of the year.

    Speaking of which, this Shen Gui Yang Rong tonic wine was considered the first television advertisement in New China, and it was the first time people realized the power of TV advertising, making it extremely significant in Chinese advertising history.

    "You're quite good at dealing with people." After Master Liu left, Professor Qu said with a smile. Although her voice was sharp, Wei Ming knew she was complimenting him.

    Wei Ming chuckled: "I also have a favor to ask."

    "What favor? The school car isn't something he can let you use just because you ask. There are rules. You might as well ask your uncle," Professor Qu said perceptively.

    Wei Ming: "I don't dare dream of using the car. I just want to learn to drive and get a license."

    "Oh? You also want to join the Peking University driving team." Professor Qu thought she understood.

    Nowadays, many writers were part-time, with another main occupation, since writing depended on inspiration and wasn't stable.

    Having a main job as a gatekeeper was indeed a bit lacking, but being a driver would be quite prestigious.

    After all, "stethoscope and steering wheel, personnel cadre and salesperson" were all very desirable positions in this era.

    Wei Ming didn't explain further. If he said it was to prepare for buying a car in a few years, she would tell him to wake up and stop dreaming.

    Before entering the station, they first had a simple noodle meal at a restaurant outside, then went in to wait for the train.

    Special Express Train No. 13, currently the fastest train in the country, in principle only needed 21 hours to reach Shanghai.

    Professor Qu's ticket was also in Wei Ming's hand. She was in soft sleeper car No. 1, while Wei Ming was in car No. 6, neither too far nor too close.

    Wei Ming helped carry her luggage, walking and talking: "Professor Qu, I'll come check on you every couple of hours. Just tell me directly if you need anything."

    "I'm not in my seventies or eighties, I can take care of myself. Don't trouble yourself. Instead, we can take turns using my berth. When you're tired, come to car No. 1 and lie down for a while."

    "Oh my, how could I do that?"

    "Why not? I can't lie down all the time. I need to move around too. It's settled."

    Wei Ming was quite pleased. He could use a soft sleeper, reducing some of the twenty-plus hours of torture.

    When they reached the waiting hall, there were no seats left. Professor Qu simply laid her suitcase flat and sat on it. It was quite sturdy.

    She asked Wei Ming: "Is your bag bulging with a day's worth of food?"

    Wei Ming laughed, taking out his neck pillow and putting it on: "This makes sitting more comfortable."

    After examining it, Professor Qu smiled: "This is good. I'll make one for my old Jin later."

    As they were chatting, a woman wearing a military green short-sleeved shirt passed in front of them.

    How to describe this woman? At first glance, she was stunningly beautiful. Looking more carefully, she became even more beautiful.

    She was of medium height, slender but not frail. Two short braids blurred her age, making her seem only eighteen or nineteen.

    Not only Wei Ming, but even Professor Qu's gaze was drawn to her, following her for quite a distance.

    She seemed to recall her own youth and sighed: "What a beauty."

    Wei Ming thought, of course, as the old saying goes, "North of the Yangtze River, Zhu Lin is the most beautiful."

    And this woman would also dominate South of the Yangtze.

    Wait, it seems she's on the same train as him! ......

  

    The girl was an actress from the Central Military Drama Troupe. After being busy for half a year, besides rehearsing for the troupe's plays, she had also been seconded to star in a film.

    She had been quite fulfilled, but without a moment's rest. Now she had finally received a short holiday before National Day and could return home to visit her parents and siblings.

    Oh, she was from Shanghai.

    Seeing no seats in the waiting hall, she directly went to be first in line, though she might have to stand for a while.

    She was carrying two bags that didn't look particularly light. The left one contained her clothes and personal items, while the right one held Beijing specialties she had bought for her family.

    But she wasn't afraid of fatigue. She had joined the educated youth movement in rural Jiangxi in her teens, then served as a cultural soldier for several years. She had endured hardship before; this was nothing.

    There was still more than half an hour before boarding, but after she stood at the head of the line, a long queue quickly formed behind her. Many men were craning their necks to look ahead, including married men and those with one foot in the grave.

    Wei Ming didn't join the commotion. What was the big deal about Gong Xue? They all looked so undignified.

    Yes, this woman was Gong Xue. Wei Ming was very confident in his eyesight.

    After all, she would rapidly become famous across the country in the coming years, then quickly fade from the screen. Though her works weren't numerous, she left an indelible memory and sense of regret for countless male youths born in the 60s and 70s—a goddess of her generation.

    Wei Ming had even bought her calendar. From January to December, all the months featured Gong Xue. He cleverly separated the twelve pages and posted them individually on his wall, instantly bringing vibrant life to his humble room.

    Fortunately, he hadn't done anything bad to her calendar, or meeting her would have been quite awkward.

    But she probably wasn't famous yet, otherwise the commotion would have been even greater.

    Just as he was thinking, Wei Ming saw a two or three-year-old girl darting out from the side, walking up to Gong Xue, then hugging her legs and unexpectedly calling her "Mama" with a tearful voice.

    With this cry of "Mama," Wei Ming seemed to hear the sound of many young men's hearts breaking.

    Gong Xue's face turned bright red. She hurriedly denied it while trying to comfort the child, her shy expression making her little face even more delectable.

    Fortunately, the misunderstanding was quickly resolved when a middle-aged woman who looked nothing like her and wore different clothes came over to take away her face-blind daughter, repeatedly apologizing.

    Shortly after this small episode, the gates opened, and passengers began to enter the platform.

    Wei Ming and Professor Qu lagged behind. At first, Wei Ming's gaze could still lock onto Gong Xue, but she soon disappeared into the vast crowd. It was unclear which carriage she had boarded.

    Wei Ming first escorted Professor Qu to the No. 1 soft sleeper carriage and settled her in. It was a small room for four people, with two upper and lower berths. Professor Qu was in an upper berth, and the other three passengers were older than her, with a strong leadership aura.

    Although professors, experts, engineers, and foreigners could also ride in this special carriage, there were clearly more cadres.

    Wei Ming's meticulous care touched Professor Qu. She asked him: "Little Wei, you haven't been to Shanghai before, right?"

    Wei Ming shook his head. He hadn't been to 20th century Shanghai, though he had visited several times in the 21st century—with its bright lights, alcohol, and revelry.

    Professor Qu said: "I'm half a Shanghai person. When we get there, just follow me. If there's anywhere you want to go, you can ask me."

    "That would be great!"

    She was from Zhejiang. Her father was a senior officer at the Bank of Communications in Shanghai. During the Republic era and early People's Republic, she had lived in Shanghai in affluent conditions, only going to Beijing for university when she grew up.

    So her "background" was considered quite poor. Coupled with her straightforward personality and firm refusal to write bad things about her teachers, she had suffered considerably in her youth.

    Only after the train started and all passengers were seated did Wei Ming leave. It hadn't been easy to traverse four carriages during the earlier chaos.

    Wei Ming left his bag here, taking only a shoulder bag and water bottle.

    Carriages No. 2 and 3 were hard sleepers, nearly full. There were still wealthy people in these days—a forty-yuan ticket was almost a month's salary for a bottom-tier worker.

    Wei Ming walked slowly, looking around as he went.

    Not there.

    Not her.

    Others were also looking at him, wondering what that thing around his neck was.

    Wei Ming even saw the little girl who had mistaken her mother at the boarding check, but still no sign of Gong Xue.

    By the time he reached carriage No. 6, he still hadn't spotted her. Forget it, she was just a dream lover after all. If they missed each other, so be it.

    After all, he had many dream lovers; who was she to count?

    Just as Wei Ming found his seat and was about to evict the fat comrade occupying it, the other person spoke first.

    "Young comrade, this seat is yours, right?"

    "Yes." Wei Ming showed his ticket.

    "Oh my, what a coincidence, we're also going to Shanghai. This is my partner. Could we possibly exchange seats? You go to carriage No. 10, and I'll take this seat." He took out his own ticket.

    Wei Ming didn't really want to switch. He was afraid Professor Qu might come looking for him and not find him, and carriage No. 10 was too far away.

    "Comrade, I'm really sorry, but I can't switch. I need to look after an elder in the sleeper carriage. Her health isn't good, and carriage No. 10 is too far." Wei Ming adopted an "it's not that I'm not being neighborly, the conditions just don't allow it" attitude.

    "I see," The reason was compelling, and the fat man sitting by the window had nothing more to say. "Then, wife, why don't you go to carriage No. 10 and see if someone there is willing to switch seats? Women are easier to talk to."

    So his wife left. The fat man seemed reluctant to move and even closed his eyes to enjoy the breeze. Wei Ming simply sat in his partner's seat, next to the aisle.

    A long journey, with only books for company.

    Wei Ming had brought five books, which should be enough: Mr. Jin Jin's "Jin Jin Fairy Tale Collection," edited by Aunt Xiaoyan and others.

    Lao She's less famous work "The Legend of Niu Tianci."

    Wang Meng's newly published novel "Long Live Youth."

    One volume of "Selected Works of Mao."

    And finally, the third part of "Morning in Shanghai," a novel serialized in "Harvest" more than twenty years ago.

    Wei Ming started reading "Morning in Shanghai" first. He had just read the first two parts in the library, so this was timely.

    It was a panoramic novel about the socialist transformation of capitalist industry and commerce, which would help him understand Shanghai.

    The third part didn't actually complete the story; there should be another part after it.

    Accompanied by the fat man's snoring, Wei Ming quickly became engrossed in the book.

    However, just as he was getting into it, he heard a crisp, gentle voice beside him.

    "Comrade, comrade~"

    Wei Ming looked up.

    The person was visibly startled, surprised by Wei Ming's youth and handsomeness. Then she apologetically said: "Comrade, your partner is waiting for you. Please go quickly."

    Wei Ming smiled at Gong Xue and asked: "Then what about your daughter? Are you just abandoning her?"

    Gong Xue was greatly embarrassed—that little girl really wasn't her daughter! She was a pure, unmarried maiden!

    "Just joking. You're not looking for me," People in this era had little sense of humor, and Wei Ming was afraid of making her cry, so he quickly nudged the fat man beside him. "Comrade, your partner has found a seat. Go reunite quickly."

    When he opened his eyes and saw Gong Xue's pretty face, only half the size of his partner's, the fat man was clearly dazed.

    Partner? What partner? Since when did I have a partner? Goodbye, my love!

  

    In the end, the fat man reluctantly moved, looking back repeatedly as he left, filled with lingering attachment and regret.

    He could have spent this journey with her!

    Seeing Gong Xue struggling with her luggage, Wei Ming acted the gentleman: "Let me help, I'm 183 cm tall."

    Gong Xue quickly did some mental math—wow, 20 cm taller than her! What did he eat to grow so tall?

    "Would you prefer the window seat or the aisle?" Wei Ming asked.

    "Either is fine, you choose first," she replied politely.

    "Then you take the window seat." Wei Ming chose the aisle seat, making it easier to visit the soft sleeper carriage.

    "Good, thank you," Gong Xue said after sitting down, then added, "Sorry about earlier, I thought you were that woman's partner."

    "No problem, though clearly that gentleman suits her better as a couple." They were both plump, quite rare in this era.

    "Yes, yes, those two look like a couple, and you two also look like a couple," teased a kindly, good-hearted, and smooth-talking elderly woman sitting across from them.

    With these two faces appearing together, who wouldn't call them a golden boy and jade girl, a match made in heaven?

    This joke had quite an impact on a young unmarried woman in this era. She frantically waved her hands: "Auntie, we don't know each other."

    The elderly woman smiled and asked Gong Xue: "What a pretty young lady, what's your name?"

    She hesitated: "I'm Gong Xue, why do you ask, Auntie?"

    "And you, young man?"

    "Wei Ming, the 'Ming' from 'tomorrow.'"

    The elderly woman clapped her hands: "Now you know each other!"

    Gong Xue felt both embarrassed and annoyed. She even suspected this woman might be Wei Ming's mother.

    But that couldn't be—this auntie surely couldn't have given birth to such a handsome son.

    Wei Ming hadn't expected the elderly woman to be such a wingman, he really wanted to become sworn siblings with her!

    Gong Xue admitted Wei Ming was very handsome, more handsome and taller than all the lead actors in their troupe, but he clearly looked like a kid—she didn't even know if he was twenty yet.

    Embarrassed by the elderly woman's comments, Gong Xue simply pulled out a magazine from her bag to read.

    Wei Ming first noticed Pan Hong on the magazine cover, then realized—oh, it's "Popular Cinema."

    He'd heard from colleagues that this magazine was currently sold out everywhere, hard to find.

    "Popular Cinema" had only resumed publication this year, featuring a different cover personality each issue. Chen Chong and Liu Xiaoqing had already been featured.

    Next year, when the long-suspended Popular Hundred Flowers Awards restart, this magazine's circulation will reach world-class heights, with even peak "Stories Magazine" having to step aside.

    And the young woman beside Wei Ming was actually a Hundred Flowers Film Queen selected by millions of public votes, from the era when the Hundred Flowers Award had its highest prestige.

    Gong Xue had left the conversation, and the elderly woman sat next to a middle-aged man sleeping by the window, so she focused her attention solely on Wei Ming.

    "Young man, at which station will you get off?"

    "I'm getting off at Magic City, Auntie. How about you?"

    Gong Xue's eyes inadvertently glanced over from her magazine—is he also from Magic City?

    "I'm getting off at Dezhou," the elderly woman said.

    Hearing she was from Shandong, Wei Ming immediately switched to Shandong dialect: "Dezhou braised chicken is unbeatable, tender and flavorful, really delicious."

    Gong Xue: So he's not from Magic City after all.

    The elderly woman was surprised: "Actually, I'm not from Shandong, I'm from Henan, going to Dezhou to visit my younger sister."

    "Oh, so you're visiting relatives, got it." Wei Ming immediately imitated Liu Zhenyun's Henan accent, making the elderly woman laugh heartily, showing no concern about maintaining her image in front of Gong Xue.

    "My husband is from Shaanxi."

    Wei Ming laughed, the elderly woman was treating him like a dialect encyclopedia.

    But he did have some language talent, and directly responded in Shaanxi dialect, making the elderly woman exclaim, "That's exactly it! That's just how my old man speaks!"

    Gong Xue was confused: What does this guy do for a living? How does he know every dialect?

    Her gaze fell on the book Wei Ming had placed on the table.

    The title wasn't important, but what mattered was the label on it that read "Peking University Library," along with a catalog number.

    Gong Xue, who had never attended university, immediately felt respect. So he's a Peking University student, no wonder he's so knowledgeable!

    "What kind of work do you do, young man?" the elderly woman asked with interest.

    Wei Ming: "I work at Peking University. To put it this way, even city leaders need my permission to enter the campus."

    "Oh, you're a gatekeeper?" the elderly woman hit the mark.

    Wei Ming clapped his hands: "That's right!"

    Gong Xue: He must be making this up. With his appearance and demeanor, compared to the old gatekeepers at her workplace, they're completely different styles.

    The elderly woman didn't see anything wrong with being a gatekeeper—in these times, having a proper job was something to be proud of, an iron rice bowl.

    "How long have you been working there?"

    "Less than a month, I'm still a temporary worker."

    "You must be a Beijing local then."

    "No, I'm from a rural village in Hebei."

    The elderly woman started making meaningful faces—you don't need to be so honest, kid.

    She had noticed that although the young woman pretended to read her magazine, her attention was clearly on the young man, and she had barely turned two pages all this time.

    Seeing Wei Ming wasn't playing along, the frustrated elderly woman turned her attention back to Gong Xue.

    "Young lady, who's that in the picture? She looks quite pretty."

    Gong Xue was a polite young woman, and replied: "Oh, that's Pan Hong, a film actress."

    The elderly woman: "Oh, a film actress? She's pretty, but compared to you, she falls short."

    Gong Xue blushed deeply: "Auntie, don't say that. She's very famous, I can't compare."

    "Why not? Young man, don't you agree with me?" The elderly woman gently kicked Wei Ming, signaling him to compliment her, and compliment her enthusiastically!

    Wei Ming was both amused and exasperated. This elderly woman was too persistent—was this her profession?

    Although in his heart he definitely thought Gong Xue was more beautiful, in this era, such a level of praise would be inappropriate and might trouble the recipient, after all, they were just passing strangers.

    So Wei Ming didn't answer directly, but said: "Perhaps Comrade Gong Xue is also a film actress."

    Gong Xue's hand holding the magazine suddenly trembled—this person had actually guessed correctly.

    The shrewd elderly woman caught this too, slapping her thigh: "Goodness, did young Wei guess right? Young lady, are you really a film actress?"

    Gong Xue felt a bit smug, but more embarrassed. She waved her hand: "No, no, how could I be considered a film actress? I've just... just been in a film, that's all."

    The elderly woman secretly kicked Wei Ming again, looking pleased with herself, as if to say: Auntie's got good judgment, she really is a movie star!

    No wonder she's so beautiful—you lucky boy!

    In this era, there wasn't an unbridgeable gap between film actors and workers—an eighth-grade fitter's income would far surpass a film actor's, though things would change in a few years when the performance market boomed.

    The elderly woman hurriedly asked Gong Xue: "Young lady, what films have you been in?"

    "Auntie, you wouldn't know even if I told you, it hasn't been released yet." Gong Xue answered with a smile, clearly having high expectations for this film.

    Seeing her enthusiasm for the topic, Wei Ming joined the conversation: "Are you an actress with Shanghai Film Studio?"

    Gong Xue shook her head, pointing at Pan Hong on the magazine cover: "She is, I'm not."

    Looking at the already famous Pan Hong on the cover, her eyes betrayed her disappointment.

    Pan Hong was a year younger than her, and also from Magic City. They had both applied to Shanghai Theatre Academy at the same time, but because the college entrance exams hadn't been reinstated and she had educated youth status, the commune wouldn't release her.

    After graduating from the Shanghai Theatre Academy, Pan Hong joined Shanghai Film Studio, not only starring in several films but also starting a family.

    "Will you continue to make films?" Wei Ming asked.

    Gong Xue: "If there's an opportunity, if someone asks me, I'm willing to try."

    Her greatest wish now was to become famous through this film, then be noticed by Shanghai Film Studio, get transferred there, and reunite with her family.

    "I think you'll definitely become famous. Since you're going back to Magic City, you could visit Shanghai Film Studio, there are many opportunities there," Wei Ming suggested.

    Shanghai Film Studio should be preparing "Romance on Lushan Mountain" right now.

    Wei Ming's words reminded Gong Xue that sometimes one shouldn't be too passive, but should take initiative.

    Besides, she did have some connection with Shanghai Film Studio. She had auditioned for the female lead in their film "The Younger Generation," but lost to Li Xiuming.

    However, she had met senior actress Zhang Ruifang through this, earning her appreciation. Shanghai Film Studio had wanted to keep her, but restricted by her educated youth status, the commune refused to release her, so she had to join the military, which the commune couldn't refuse.

    "Yes, you make a good point. Thank you for your suggestion, Comrade Wei Ming."

    "You're welcome, Comrade Gong Xue."

    As they addressed each other by name for the first time, Gong Xue, who was usually guarded around strangers, began to lower her defenses a little.

    "What time is it now?" Wei Ming asked Gong Xue.

    Gong Xue checked her watch: "Two-thirty."

    My, it had been that long already. He wondered if Professor Qu was doing alright, and he was feeling tired from sitting too.

    So he said to Gong Xue: "Comrade Gong Xue, could you watch my bag for me? I have an elder in the sleeper carriage, I want to check on them."

    "Oh, no problem." She agreed readily, and placed Wei Ming's bag inside.

    The bag was quite heavy. She took a peek and saw it was full of books.

    You're a Peking University gatekeeper, why are you reading so many books? Are you preparing for graduate studies?~ Gong Xue silently quipped.

    After a good half hour, Wei Ming finally returned.

    Gong Xue looked up—ah, why did he bring his "daughter" back with him!

  

    Wei Ming was holding a little girl in his arms, the same one who had hugged Gong Xue's leg and called her "mama" at the ticket checkpoint. Her skin was fair and she looked adorable.

    Gong Xue thought: How did he bring her over here? Kidnapping is illegal!

    Wait, why are railway police following behind? He couldn't really be...

    Just as Gong Xue was lost in wild speculation, the little girl started calling her "mama" again.

    Gong Xue covered her face. Not again!

    I'm tired, just end me now.

    Wei Ming laughed: "Child's mother, she's calling you."

    The Henan Auntie asked with concern: "Little Wei, what's going on?"

    The police officer behind explained: "Ma'am, this young man acted heroically and caught a child trafficker!"

    "Wow!"

    Everyone in the carriage heard this and cheered. Child traffickers were despicable and deserved to be hated!

    Gong Xue looked behind and saw the little girl's "mother" being handcuffed and escorted by a police officer.

    So she was the trafficker. Her hair was disheveled, clearly having been dealt with by righteous citizens.

    "Mama!" The little girl called out to Gong Xue again, insisting on finding her.

    The police officer suggested: "Miss, why don't you hold her and come with us for a moment?"

    Without hesitation, Gong Xue took the little girl and gently patted her back to comfort her.

    The group went to carriage number eight. The suspect was taken to another room for questioning. As the little girl gradually calmed down, Gong Xue handed her to a female officer.

    Then she quietly asked Wei Ming: "How did you know she was a trafficker?"

    The police officer in front smiled: "I'm curious too. How did you spot her?"

    Wei Ming: "I heard it. Her accent was different from the little girl's."

    Gong Xue thought: Just that?

    "Of course, that's not all. The little girl has particularly fair skin and was dressed cleanly and beautifully. In contrast, that woman couldn't possibly have given birth to such a pretty daughter."

    "Also, I remember when we first boarded, the little girl was sleeping. She was still sleeping when I passed by earlier. When I came back from carriage one, the little girl had just woken up, and the woman immediately tried to give her medicine. That's when I noticed their accents didn't match."

    "The little girl started crying, and I asked the woman what medicine she was giving. She said it was cold medicine, but I've never seen cold medicine like that. It looked like sleeping pills. So I tried to take the medicine away, and we got into an argument. As the little girl became more alert, she said she wanted to find her mother, and then you all arrived."

    The two police officers praised him: "Young man, you have strong investigative instincts. Where do you work?"

    "I work in Peking University's Security Department. Here's my work ID."

    They asked further: "Why are you going to Magic City?"

    Wei Ming took out another paper: "This is my unit's introduction letter."

    Traveling far from home was troublesome these days. Where you're from, where you're going, what you're doing—it's best to have your work unit provide documentation.

    The younger police officer asked Gong Xue: "And you, miss?"

    Gong Xue: "I'm a local from Magic City, going home to visit family."

    "I'm asking which work unit you belong to?"

    "Oh, you need to ask me too?" She started looking for her work ID.

    The young officer smiled: "Your boyfriend caught a child trafficker, you share in the glory. The child's parents will surely send thank-you letters to your work units."

    Gong Xue's hand paused, her face reddening: "Comrade, you misunderstand. He's not my boyfriend. We just met."

    At that moment, the officer holding Wei Ming's introduction letter exclaimed with surprise: "Young comrade, you're actually a famous writer!"

    Gong Xue thought: Writer?

    So the gatekeeper story was indeed a lie!

    Wei Ming: "No, no, how could I be considered a famous writer? I've just written some articles."

    Gong Xue thought: Strange, why does this line sound so familiar?

    "How can you say that? Your work has been published in 'Harvest'—that's extraordinary!" the middle-aged officer praised enthusiastically.

    What? "Harvest"? Ba Jin's "Harvest"?

    As a Magic City native, she knew the significance of "Harvest" all too well. Her father, mother, and older brother were loyal readers, never missing an issue.

    Gong Xue looked at Wei Ming as if seeing this mysterious young man for the first time.

    When Wei Ming noticed her gaze and turned to look at her, she quickly averted her eyes and handed her work ID to the police.

    "So you're with the Central Military Drama Troupe." The officer smiled with the camaraderie of military and police.

    After recording their work units, the two were free to go. The woman and little girl would get off at the next station for further questioning and repatriation.

    When they returned to carriage six, the enthusiastic auntie led the applause for Wei Ming. After they sat down, the auntie noticed she no longer needed to intervene—Gong Xue had started talking to Wei Ming on her own.

    "What works have you written? What's your pen name? Is it just Wei Ming?"

    Wei Ming answered honestly: "I previously published a fairy tale in 'Children's Literature' under a different pen name. For my other works, I used my real name, though most are pending publication—one in 'Harvest,' one in 'Beijing Literature and Art,' and one in Peking University's 'Weiming Lake' magazine."

    "'Children's Literature'? Wait a moment!" Gong Xue excitedly pulled out a magazine from her bag. "Is it in the September issue?"

    Wei Ming almost exclaimed "holy shit" out loud. What a coincidence!

    "I bought it for my nephew," she explained.

    Wei Ming pointed it out to her.

    "So 'Wei Shenme' is you!" Gong Xue smiled. "I decided to buy it for him exactly because I found this story."

    "Oh, does he love candy too?"

    "He absolutely adores candy. He's already got two cavities."

    The auntie thought: They're discussing family matters now. This is going well!

    "For a Magic City person to say someone loves candy, he must really eat a lot of it," Wei Ming teased.

    Gong Xue didn't take offense and asked about his creative experience.

    After discussing fairy tales and novels, upon hearing that Wei Ming also wrote poetry, she quickly took out a pen and a copy of "October" magazine.

    "Could I have a preview? I promise not to share it around."

    By this point, the poem "Ideals" had already spread from Peking University to Tsinghua, so it hardly mattered if it was shared further.

    Wei Ming wrote "Ideals" from memory in the blank title page of the "October" magazine.

    As he wrote, Gong Xue began reading. She grew increasingly impressed—the poem was not only well-structured and grand, but also had an appropriate theme that seemed perfect for formal recitation.

    Even without the "compose a poem in seven steps" backstory, the poem successfully conquered Gong Xue.

    Finally, she urged like a little girl: "Signature, I want your signature too."

    "Let me write you a 'To' inscription."

    Gong Xue, being from Magic City, understood some English, but this was the first time she'd heard the fashionable term "To inscription." Perhaps he had overseas connections?

    To Gong Xue: May your ideals never fade, but live on eternally.

    by Wei Ming

    Gong Xue declared: "I will treasure this."

    Then Wei Ming sighed: "Too bad all the books I brought belong to the school. Otherwise, you could sign my notebook. I believe you'll definitely become a nationally famous film star."

    Gong Xue not only readily agreed but also wrote a "To" inscription, wishing that Wei Ming's name would resound throughout literary circles!

  

    As darkness fell, they reached Dezhou Station, and the elderly woman across from them prepared to get off.

    Wei Ming personally helped her with her luggage and escorted her off the train. The two chatted pleasantly along the way, and she said: "When you get to Longdu Gorge in Luoyang, mention Lei Xiping and it'll help!"

    Throughout the journey through Hebei to Shandong, many passengers had disembarked but few had boarded. Previously people were standing in the aisle, but now not only were there seats for everyone, there were even empty spots.

    A man deliberately sat down across from Gong Xue, trying to strike up a conversation, but she remained cold toward him. She was only friendly with Wei Ming, after all, he was both a writer and a hero, and crucially, good-looking too.

    The dining car came by, and they both bought train meals that didn't require grain coupons and included vegetables and meat, though they were a bit pricey and luxurious.

    After eating, Gong Xue's water bottle was empty, so she took Wei Ming's bottle to help fill them both with hot water.

    This woman truly had warmth about her—Wei Ming wasn't even worried about her putting something in his water.

    After taking a sip of water, Wei Ming noticed Gong Xue had put down "October" and was now reading "People's Liberation Army Literature and Art."

    Eager to read the magazine, Wei Ming pointed and asked: "May I have a look?"

    "Here you go."

    Wei Ming glanced at the table of contents and turned directly to the screenplay "Bitter Love."

    Seeing what he was reading, Gong Xue showed interest: "Could we discuss this script after you've finished?"

    "This one? 'Bitter Love'?"

    "Yes."

    "Sure."

    This was a film script written by Bai Hua. Even though Wei Ming had lived in the countryside in the early 1980s, he had heard about the great debate surrounding "Bitter Love," which lasted nearly three years.

    The reason for his curiosity was that he had never seen the final film, and couldn't find any clips of it online.

    Simply put, this was a banned film with no chance of rehabilitation. Reportedly, the completed film was locked in a safe in the director's office at Changchun Film Studio, never to see the light of day.

    Gong Xue cared about this script because she knew it was a Changchun Film Studio project, and her film "Sacrifice Red" was also from Changchun Film Studio, so there was a connection between them.

    After Wei Ming finished reading, she asked: "Do you think I could play the daughter Xingxing well? My father is also a painter, and his experience is similar to the male protagonist's."

    She felt this role was perfect for her, as if tailor-made.

    Wei Ming thought about it—indeed, it was suitable. The male protagonist's daughter eventually leaves her homeland for love and goes abroad, which aligned with Gong Xue's later experiences.

    But Wei Ming said: "You'd better not take this film."

    "Why not?"

    Because I don't want you to waste your effort.

    Wei Ming asked instead: "How much do you know about this film?"

    "I think it's Director Peng Ning's project at Changchun Film Studio. He commissioned writer Bai Hua to create this script."

    Having been in the industry later on, Wei Ming knew more details.

    "You know Huang Yongyu, right?" he asked. Reincarnators liked to buy the "monkey stamps" he designed, only to forget about them after purchase.

    "Of course, the 'genius from Western Hunan,' a famous painter." Gong Xue's father was a painter, though far less famous, and she was well-versed in these renowned artists.

    "This script is adapted from his real experiences with his daughter," Wei Ming explained slowly. "Before the founding of the PRC, Huang Yongyu worked at Ta Kung Pao in Hong Kong..."

    At that time, one of Old Huang's colleagues at Ta Kung Pao was Jin Yong. After the founding of the PRC, Huang Yongyu's cousin Shen Congwen in Beijing wrote inviting him to return to the mainland to help build the motherland.

    Old Huang also asked Jin Yong to return, but Jin didn't. Later, Jin's father died.

    As for Old Huang and his cousin...

    "You understand now?"

    Gong Xue understood. Because of suspected overseas connections, her family had also suffered during that time, so she was always cautious, keeping a low profile.

    She had only focused on how well the role suited her, nearly overlooking the risks involved. After Wei Ming's clear analysis, she agreed it was better not to get involved.

    It wasn't that such topics couldn't be touched—similar "scar literature" and films had been springing up like bamboo shoots after rain in recent years, including some excellent works.

    However, some lines in "Bitter Love" were far too direct. One line was directly adapted from "Teahouse," which was acceptable for the Qing Dynasty and Republican era settings, but not for the present.

    There were supporters of the film—otherwise the script wouldn't have been approved for production despite criticism, even reaching the point where posters and release notices appeared in "Popular Cinema." But at the last moment, it was still stopped.

    It could only be said that two ideologies were competing through this film, with one side narrowly losing.

    But this period already represented the era when filmmakers had the greatest voice and highest degree of freedom.

    Gong Xue finally remarked with feeling: "You know so much!"

    By now it was midnight, and the carriage was quiet. The passengers looked exhausted but were forcing themselves to stay awake.

    Security on the train was limited, and the windows could be opened, so if robbers or thieves appeared, there would be no time to react.

    Seeing Gong Xue beginning to yawn, Wei Ming smiled: "Why don't you get some sleep? I'll keep watch."

    "Aren't you tired?"

    Wei Ming: "You sleep first, and when you wake up, we'll switch. Someone needs to watch the luggage."

    "Good, we'll take turns resting." Gong Xue was happy. She had originally thought she would have to endure the twenty-plus hour journey home alone, but unexpectedly met Wei Ming as a travel companion. Having company felt wonderful.

    After Gong Xue fell asleep, Wei Ming actually spotted some shifty-looking characters wandering through the carriage. When he saw one eyeing Gong Xue's bag, he glared at him, making him back off.

    The man showed his teeth, still trying to provoke him, so Wei Ming took out the brass knuckles Biao had lent him—the spiked ones—and the man immediately fled.

    If reason didn't work, Wei Ming did have some fighting skills.

    Sleep on the train was restless, and Gong Xue woke several times, but Wei Ming always insisted he wasn't tired.

    Until around three in the morning.

    "Where are we?"

    Gong Xue mumbled softly, with a gentle morning drowsiness.

    Wei Ming yawned: "Oh, next stop is Huijing. We just passed Bengbu."

    He was clearly struggling to stay awake, so they switched shifts, and Gong Xue started reading Wei Ming's book.

    When Wei Ming woke to the morning sun, the first thing he saw was a police officer.

    Last night's two railway police officers came over with another officer—good news, the interrogation results were in, and they came specifically to inform Wei Ming as a key witness.

    It turned out the child trafficker was a relative from the little girl's paternal grandfather's hometown who had come seeking help, hoping the girl's father could find her a job.

    But where in Beijing were there extra jobs? The man of the house allowed her to stay temporarily, doing housework and picking up the child, promising to arrange something when the situation improved.

    However, she was lazy and indolent, displeasing the lady of the house, who wanted to send her away.

    She was also dissatisfied with the family, wondering why other rural people could find jobs through city relatives while she couldn't.

    She felt the little girl's father was just brushing her off, unwilling to acknowledge her as his elder cousin, so she simply started stealing from the household, planning to leave with the goods.

    She didn't dare return to her home in Baoding and planned to head south to live freely.

    While stealing, she was accidentally spotted by the little girl. In a moment of panic, she took the child too, planning to sell her in some mountain village. She also took sleeping pills belonging to the lady's mother and had been feeding them to the child throughout the journey.

    Hearing this, Wei Ming couldn't help but twitch his mouth—how similar was this trafficker's experience to his own!

    The difference was that Uncle Ping'an had arranged a job for him, but even without that, he would never have stolen Le Le away.

    Le Le was so well-behaved, how could he bear to do such a thing!

  

    Wei Ming asked with concern: "Has the little girl gotten home now?"

    The police officer replied indignantly: "She's been picked up by her birth parents. It's a military family too—her father is a pilot. That trafficker was incredibly brazen!"

    Wei Ming and Gong Xue both sighed with relief. All hearts are made of flesh, and kind people can't bear to see families torn apart.

    The matter had finally reached a satisfactory conclusion, and the three officers saluted before leaving.

    After the train left Suzhou, only the final leg of the journey remained, and their separation entered the countdown.

    The train came from the west, passing through Kunshan and Jiading.

    Back in her familiar city, Gong Xue enthusiastically began introducing Wei Ming to locations on both sides of the railway.

    Magic City was quite dilapidated in this era. Only upon entering Putuo could one faintly see traces of the former "ten-mile foreign concession," but it still couldn't be called prosperous. Magic City wouldn't truly live up to its name until the 1990s.

    "Look, that river is called Suzhou Creek!" Gong Xue pointed out the window. Whenever she saw Suzhou Creek, it meant they were approaching the station.

    Wei Ming nodded. Seeing Suzhou Creek, he first thought of Brother Xun—oh, that Brother Xun whose surname was Zhou.

    The old master had spent his later years in Magic City and eventually passed away there. Descendants of Runtu had also secured a job at Brother Xun's memorial museum.

    Finally, the train stopped at Magic City Station in Zhabei District, more than an hour late, which was considered normal.

    Wei Ming and Gong Xue said their goodbyes in the carriage. He went to car number one to pick up Professor Qu, and afterward, they took the 104 bus to 675 Julu Road, the location of Magic City Writers Association.

    The editorial departments of "Harvest," "Magic City Literature," and the not-yet-resumed "Sprout" were all located here.

    As for "Stories Magazine," its headquarters was at 74 Shaoxing Road, together with Magic City Literature and Art Publishing House, not far away—less than a half-hour walk.

    After entering, they needed to go their separate ways. They left their luggage downstairs, and Wei Ming went upstairs to the "Harvest" editorial department.

    "Hello, I'm Wei Ming. I'm here to revise my manuscript," Wei Ming said to the editor closest to the door.

    "Wei Ming? The author of 'Donkeys Five and Six'? That talented Peking University student Wei Ming!" This editor had heard Wei Ming's name—apparently, this short story had gained some reputation in the editorial department.

    Wei Ming nodded in acknowledgment: "Though I wouldn't call myself talented."

    Then this Editor Guo brought Wei Ming to Li Xiaolin, a Shanghai Theatre Academy graduate in her thirties, of average height and appearance.

    "So he really is a college student," Li Xiaolin smiled and extended her hand toward an older editor sitting across from her. "Old Kong, I won."

    The older editor looked at Wei Ming in astonishment but still took out one yuan to hand to Li Xiaolin.

    Wei Ming called out just in time: "Wait, did you two place a bet about me?"

    Li Xiaolin: "Yes, we did."

    "What was the bet about?"

    The older editor named Kong said: "I guessed the author was a Peking University professor because the writing is very sophisticated—clearly the work of an experienced hand. But Xiaolin thought the writing was lively and bold, without any hint of staleness, so it must be a student's work."

    Li Xiaolin smiled: "The key point is that I hadn't heard of any Peking University professor named Wei Ming."

    Wei Ming also smiled: "But if neither of you guessed correctly, who should get the bet money?"

    The two editors exchanged glances, then looked Wei Ming over again.

    Editor Guo, who had brought Wei Ming over, laughed: "It should go to you, then."

    Neither editor objected, so Wei Ming revealed his identity.

    "I'm neither a Peking University professor nor a student. I'm just a temporary worker at Peking University," he formally stated. "Let me reintroduce myself: Wei Ming, security guard at Peking University's South Gate."

    All the editors present were stunned. This possibility had crossed someone's mind—there was speculation about whether he might be a non-teaching staff member at Peking University, since no department was mentioned, but it was dismissed as highly unlikely.

    And yet it was true!

    And he was even a temporary gate guard!

    So instead of discussing manuscript revisions, Li Xiaolin first inquired about Wei Ming's writing experience. What had inspired a security guard to write such a brilliant article? Was it idealism? Ambition?

    Wei Ming: It was poverty!

    Li Xiaolin: "You certainly didn't develop such good writing skills overnight."

    "I only wrote compositions before. After failing the college entrance exam, I didn't even have compositions to write anymore. Actually, this is my first attempt at fiction." Wei Ming explained.

    "Starting directly with a novella, and writing it so well! What books do you like to read?"

    "Whatever books I can get. I'm not picky, and I can't afford to be. I want to look at any paper with printed words on it."

    "Haha, what about favorite authors?"

    Wei Ming: "I particularly like Lu Xun and Lao She."

    Li Xiaolin wasn't upset that Wei Ming hadn't mentioned her father. She nodded: "Your work does indeed show Lu Xun's sharp satire and Lao She's Beijing-style humor."

    "So, Editor Li, can we discuss the manuscript revisions now?"

    "No rush. It's already past one o'clock. You must be exhausted after a day and night on the train. First, settle in at the Writers Association guest house. If you wait any longer, the guest house won't be serving food anymore. If you don't like what they serve, you can eat outside—there's a two-yuan daily allowance."

    Hearing about such a generous allowance, Wei Ming perked up: "Now that you mention it, I am getting hungry. I'll take my leave then."

    "Wait a moment," Li Xiaolin took out one yuan and placed it in Wei Ming's hand. "Old Kong lost, but I didn't win either. This is my share."

    Wei Ming smiled especially brightly. Earning two yuan right after arriving was a good omen!

    The atmosphere in Magic City was indeed more open. Editors in the capital, even if they made bets, probably wouldn't dare use real money—at most, they'd bet sunflower seeds or peanuts.

    After briefly meeting the "Harvest" editors, Wei Ming went downstairs, and immediately the editorial department erupted in discussion about him.

    Downstairs, a Writers Association staff member told Wei Ming: "Professor Qu was invited to lunch by the chief editor of 'Stories Magazine.' You can go to our Writers Association guest house to get settled and have a meal."

    Hey, that old Qu, getting invited to lunch without mentioning it to him.

    Wei Ming had no choice but to take all the luggage to the guest house by himself. His room was adjacent to Professor Qu's, both on the second floor.

    After dropping off the luggage, he hurried to eat, but indeed, almost everyone had left. He only saw a middle-aged woman with a refined demeanor having her meal.

    After getting his food, Wei Ming approached her table: "Hello, sister, are you also here to revise a manuscript?"

    "Yes," the woman replied. "Are you as well?"

    It wasn't that she looked down on Wei Ming, but he appeared too young—younger than her own son.

    "Yes!" Wei Ming replied cheerfully. "My name is Wei Ming. And yours?"

    "Chen Rong."

    Oh my goodness, so she was Chen Rong!

    Then the manuscript she was revising was most likely "Middle Age," which would help Pan Hong win her first Golden Rooster Best Actress award.

  

    Chen Rong was already 40 when she truly entered the literary world, though she was most famous for her children.

    She had two sons and one daughter.

    Her eldest son, Liang Zuo, was a famous screenwriter. Her second son, Liang Tian, was a famous actor. Her youngest daughter, Liang Huan, was a screenwriter and also the third wife of the renowned director Ying Da.

    While on guard duty, Wei Ming had seen both Liang Zuo and Ying Da before—one from the '77 Chinese Department, the other from the '79 Psychology Department.

    Crucially, during his years at the People's Art Theatre, he was also quite familiar with Song Dandan, who frequently complained about the Ying Da couple~

    "My apologies, I've read your 'Evergreen.' May I call you Teacher Chen?" Wei Ming said, as Chen Rong was also a middle school teacher.

    "No, no, just call me Big Sister. I started writing late, and people still call me a young writer," Chen Rong smiled, looking curiously at Wei Ming. "So I can call you Little Wei, right?"

    "Of course."

    "Did you just arrive today?"

    "Yes, how long have you been here?"

    "A week already, and I'm still not finished revising." She sighed, feeling a bit homesick.

    "Then it seems I was too optimistic—I was hoping to finish within five days."

    "Perhaps I'm just a rather indecisive person. By the way, where are you from?"

    "Hebei, I came from Beijing."

    "I also came from Beijing," Chen Rong felt an additional sense of closeness and asked, "Are you a university student?"

    "No, I work as a gatekeeper at a university."

    "Really?"

    "It seems my personal demeanor is indeed problematic—everyone's first reaction is to doubt my identity," Wei Ming said helplessly.

    Since he put it that way, Chen Rong had no choice but to believe him and asked further: "So which university do you work at?"

    "Peking University."

    "Peking University! My son is at Peking University!"

    "Which department? I might know him," Wei Ming asked, knowing the answer already.

    "Chinese Department, class of '77. His name is Liang Zuo—not very tall, a bit chubby, wears glasses, always smiling, and has a good temper," Chen Rong described her son, finally adding, "Not very good-looking."

    Wei Ming smiled: "I think I've seen him, but we're not acquainted. I've only been working there for a little over half a month, and I'm just a temporary worker."

    "You already have a story coming out in 'Harvest'—you don't need to worry about your future work. You definitely have a bright future ahead."

    "Haha, then I'll take your blessing, Big Sister."

    Chen Rong had finished eating. Afterward, she exchanged room numbers with Wei Ming, agreeing to help each other if they encountered any difficulties. They both stayed on the second floor.

    After finishing his meal and going upstairs, Wei Ming first took a nap, only making his second visit to the "Harvest" editorial department around four in the afternoon.

    Li Xiaolin brought out Wei Ming's original manuscript and her list of more than ten suggested revisions, the first of which concerned the title.

    "'Donkeys Five and Six'—you're trying to satirize educated youth as 'People Five People Six,' right?"

    "Yes, is satire not allowed?" He had deliberately changed the names of the two donkeys from Black Six and Black Seven to Black Five and Black Six in the original version.

    In this era, most educated youth literature portrayed this group's miserable rural life from their perspective. With so many such voices, Wei Ming wanted to write something different—to write about educated youth living in the countryside who stole and were despised by everyone.

    Both types of lives existed, with many real cases. However, most people who could write novels were returned educated youth. Their voice was loud enough, and what they wrote was naturally their own painful suffering, so this kind of work like "Donkeys Five and Six" was rarely seen at this stage.

    Li Xiaolin had immediately taken a liking to this novel, with one important reason being its fresh perspective, different from the popular educated youth literature of the day.

    However, she still advised against directly criticizing in the title: "It could exacerbate conflicts, especially since many young writers in the literary world today became famous through traditional educated youth literature."

    Wei Ming humbly accepted this suggestion and changed the title back to "Tale of Two Donkeys."

    Then came the sexual descriptions in the novel—donkey with donkey, man with woman.

    Wei Ming might have been influenced by northwestern writers like Jia Pingwa and Chen Zhongshi, with rather wild and primitive sexual portrayals.

    Perhaps in a few years it would be better received, but they had just started the Reform and Opening-up. Wei Ming was moving a bit too fast, and ordinary people couldn't keep up with his pace, so some aspects needed to be toned down. Several revision suggestions were because of that matter.

    After reasoned argument, some of the man-and-woman content was cut, while the donkey-and-donkey parts were preserved. These were his precious life experiences, countryside cold knowledge that urban people would never encounter in their lifetime.

    Have you ever seen those things dragging on the ground!

    The subsequent conversation touched on more core aspects of "Tale of Two Donkeys"—the oppression of individuals by the system, and the individual's resistance against the system.

    From this perspective, both the educated youth Ma Jie and the donkey brothers Black Five and Black Six were beasts of burden, worthy of sympathy. The greatest evil came from Production Team Leader Da Lian.

    This character had symbolic significance. When creating it, Wei Ming had drawn inspiration from Gouzitun Production Brigade Leader Zhao Chunlai, who was even more dictatorial and domineering than the film version.

    Li Xiaolin hoped Wei Ming would hide his intentions deeper, not making them so obvious.

    The other revisions were minor issues. This was what Li Xiaolin wanted to emphasize—not to erase the author's thoughts, but to protect them as much as possible, seeking a balanced approach.

    Wei Ming pondered: "Hmm, I'll think about it carefully."

    After discussing the necessary changes, Li Xiaolin began to praise: "Your novel is very dark humor, and your writing style is distinctive. It's similar to Lao She, but closer to the general public than his style. This Beijing-style humorous writing is very engaging—it wouldn't be surprising if many people start imitating your style in the future."

    Regarding the praise, Wei Ming just smiled, seemingly still contemplating how to make the revisions.

    "No rush. This should be your first time in Magic City, right? You can take some time to relax first—who knows, you might get inspired to create something else."

    "I'd rather work first. Editor Li, if I finish the revisions quickly, can it be arranged for publication in the November issue?" Wei Ming asked.

    "What's the hurry? Need money?"

    "That's part of it. Also, I don't have any representative works yet, so when other magazines request contributions, I'm embarrassed to ask for higher rates. 'Beijing Literature and Art' has also accepted one of my novellas, but I don't know if it will be published next month. It's quite troubling."

    "'Beijing Literature and Art' is a monthly publication, released at the beginning of the month, so their publication time will definitely be earlier than ours~"

    Li Xiaolin added, then suddenly realized: "You mean that when 'Tale of Two Donkeys' is published, you'll no longer be a newcomer, so the payment shouldn't be at the newcomer rate, right?"

    Wei Ming smiled honestly: "I don't really understand these things. Whatever you think is appropriate."

    Li Xiaolin couldn't help but laugh. From the moment Wei Ming unhesitatingly accepted those two yuan from the bet, she knew this young man wasn't the type to view money as dirt.

    Wei Ming thought to himself: If I had more money than I could spend, I would definitely view money as dirt.

    As she escorted Wei Ming downstairs, Li Xiaolin said: "I'll argue with the chief editor to give you a price worthy of this manuscript."

    "And try to publish it as soon as possible."

    "I know, I know. Go back and revise quickly." Li Xiaolin was both amused and exasperated.

    Back at the guest house, Wei Ming immediately spread out paper and began writing.

    Two hours later, someone knocked on the door.

    He opened it to find Professor Qu, who had come to get her luggage.

    "You're finally back. Here's the key, room 205 next door."

    Seeing Wei Ming's desk already set up, Professor Qu asked: "Already started revising?"

    "No, I wrote a short story," Wei Ming replied. "It's only about two thousand words. Later, could you help me submit it to 'Stories Magazine'? See how much money it might bring~"

  

    "How long did this take you to write?"

    "Just now, less than two hours."

    So fast for a man!

    Professor Qu was surprised and picked up the story Wei Ming had written.

    It was called "Such Is Love," about a young man who only cared about looks when seeking a partner.

    One day, he saw a beautiful ticket seller on a bus and wrote a full page love letter, slipping it onto the ticket seller's desk as he got off.

    Unexpectedly, the ticket seller threw the note out the window, where it was caught by a young man passing by. This young man thought the ticket seller was expressing interest in him.

    He began writing letters to the address provided, and soon the two were corresponding frequently, growing increasingly intimate.

    When they finally decided to meet, they discovered they were both young men.

    Professor Qu couldn't stop laughing while reading it. Although the story had almost no literary value and the logic was poor, it was genuinely amusing, especially the back-and-forth letters that both expressed love while deliberately keeping gender ambiguous to create misunderstandings—handled very cleverly.

    This would become a classic story in "Stories Magazine" two years later and was one of the first stories Wei Ming encountered when he first read "Stories Magazine" in his previous life. It left a deep impression on him, and later the story was even selected for a university textbook.

    Wei Ming didn't care about the meager payment. He just wanted to establish a good relationship with "Stories Magazine," hoping to publish longer popular literature pieces in this nationally circulated publication in the future.

    "Popular Cinema" might have higher circulation during awards season, but "Stories Magazine" had stronger monthly average circulation.

    Professor Qu agreed to help: "But are you sure you want to write popular stories when you're a rising star in literary circles?"

    Wei Ming shrugged: "Writing an excellent novel is difficult. Stories have lower literary requirements. I need to earn more royalties—at worst, I'll use a different pen name."

    Professor Qu appreciated the boy's honesty. Later, they went downstairs for dinner and met Big Sister Chen Rong again, so Wei Ming introduced the two women.

    They were of similar age, both women, both female intellectuals and teachers. They quickly hit it off, leaving Wei Ming no chance to interject.

    However, from their conversation, Wei Ming learned that Big Sister Chen also went out sightseeing during the day and only returned to write in the evening. Professor Qu recommended some interesting places to visit, as she returned every year during holidays despite living in Beijing.

    After dinner, Wei Ming immediately began revising his manuscript. He was incredibly quick, completing most revisions in a single evening—he was truly a revision genius!

    Professor Qu's meeting would last about a week. At this pace, he would certainly finish before her. No, he needed to slow down. After all, his Peking University salary would still be paid without counting as absence, plus he received a two-yuan daily allowance here. If he were shameless enough, he could spend a whole year revising!

    So after the free breakfast the next day, Wei Ming went out to wander, experiencing local customs and the spirit of the times.

    Although the Reform and Opening-up policies had originated from Beijing a year ago, Beijing hadn't changed much. Magic City, however, was bustling with activity—many buildings under construction, and people, especially young women, dressed more fashionably.

    Besides pedestrians and bicycles, taxi services seeking customers could be seen everywhere on the streets.

    These weren't four-wheeled taxi cars but three-wheeled motorcycles that locals called "frog cars" or "turtle cars."

    There were also more cars than in Beijing, as Magic City brand automobiles hadn't yet disappeared.

    Perhaps Wei Ming hadn't spent much time in the city center in Beijing, while now he was in Huangpu, the core area of Magic City.

    Seeing a department store by the road, Wei Ming remembered he needed to buy something for Driver Liu, so he went in to ask. They didn't sell Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine.

    Could this tonic wine be selling so well that it was in short supply?

    Seeing his handsome appearance, the female salesperson explained further: "It was popular briefly when the TV commercials first came out, but later because of the high price, fewer people bought it, so we stopped stocking it. You'd better check a pharmacy."

    It made sense to buy Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine at a pharmacy.

    "Oh, thank you."

    Later, Wei Ming found a pharmacy nearby and finally located it—fifteen yuan, even cheaper than what Driver Liu had heard.

    The bottle was transparent with simple packaging, printed with the product name and manufacturer: Magic City Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2.

    Wei Ming wasn't in a hurry to buy and started chatting with the pharmacy salesperson: "So expensive—a month's salary would only buy one bottle."

    Hearing Wei Ming say this, the saleswoman's enthusiasm diminished significantly. What use was good looks without earning money?

    She said: "Then maybe you should think about why you earn so little."

    Surprisingly, on such a hot day, she could speak such cold words.

    Wei Ming wasn't offended and continued asking: "I guess not many people buy this wine?"

    "During festivals and holidays there are quite a few. It's a prestigious gift," the salesperson replied.

    But Wei Ming could clearly sense she wasn't very confident in her answer.

    When was the next major holiday?

    Oh, National Day, in ten days, and Mid-Autumn Festival fifteen days later.

    Giving gifts during Mid-Autumn Festival was an old tradition.

    With only about ten days left, if it were truly a popular product, they should have stocked up by now. But the salesperson had pulled out a single bottle from the bottom shelf, indicating this product was past its prime selling period.

    After leaving, Wei Ming noticed Swiss Rado watch advertisements covering the wall opposite—something absolutely unseen in Beijing.

    Wei Ming recalled Li Xiaolin's suggestion to explore Magic City more, saying inspiration might strike.

    Hey, inspiration had indeed come! He now had an idea that might be an interesting topic, and not too lengthy—something he could complete during his revision period.

    Since he had nothing else to do, after paying, he hailed a "frog car."

    "Driver, please take me to Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2!" Wei Ming said grandly.

    Seeing the driver's exaggerated smile, Wei Ming knew he'd made a mistake!

    He quickly jumped off and added: "How much is it?"

    "Not much, just two yuan."

    Wei Ming backed up two more steps: "Sorry, I didn't bring enough money. I'll take the bus instead... Don't have one-fifty either... What? One yuan is fine too..."

  

    Even one yuan seemed expensive to Wei Ming, but for eighty cents, he reluctantly decided to try the experience.

    The journey was indeed quite far, almost ten kilometers. The driver sped along, taking shortcuts, turning left and right, but it still took more than half an hour.

    This Magic City driver wasn't very friendly. When Wei Ming tried to chat about Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine, the driver said he had never bought or tried it, and then had nothing more to say.

    This wouldn't do—what kind of taxi driver knows nothing?

    "201 Danba Road, this is it." The driver dropped him off and immediately turned around to leave, showing no attachment to their eighty-cent relationship.

    Wei Ming looked at the sun—it was lunchtime. Unfortunately, he couldn't eat the free lunch at the guest house; this meal would be on his own dime.

    There was a state-run restaurant right outside the pharmaceutical factory. With several factories nearby, business was quite good.

    He ordered a steamer of buns and a bowl of millet porridge, costing two liang of grain coupons and thirty fen in cash.

    While waiting for his food, Wei Ming noticed a table of men and women in work uniforms nearby. He looked twice at one of the girls.

    It wasn't because she was pretty, but because her uniform had "Magic City Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2" written on the back.

    After finishing his meal, Wei Ming waited at the entrance of the Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2. When the female worker finished her lunch and walked by, he immediately approached her: "Hello, comrade."

    "Hello, comrade. Can I help you?"

    "It's like this—I'm a writer from Beijing, and I want to write a story about the Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine from earlier this year. Could you take me inside for an interview?"

    Magic City residents equally looked down on all outsiders, but Beijingers could be a slight exception.

    The female worker, who introduced herself as Jiang Yungui, enthusiastically replied: "No problem, but is this really worth writing a story about?"

    "Of course, anything and everything can be turned into a story." Not only could it be written as a story, someone had even made it into a movie.

    Wei Ming registered at the security gate and smoothly entered the factory.

    Little Jiang had quite a sense of ownership, introducing Wei Ming to the glorious achievements of their Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2 along the way.

    Magic City Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2 didn't just produce Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine—it was only a minor product in their line.

    Tablets, powders, syrups, oral solutions, capsules, ointments—this Chinese medicine manufacturer had it all. Their flagship products included Compound Danshen Tablets, Yinqiao Detoxifying Tablets, and Huatuo Plaster.

    Even among medicinal wines, they had more than one type. There was also a Wannianchun Wine, which truly had kidney-strengthening effects.

    Afterward, Little Jiang took him to the medicinal wine workshop.

    As the production area was restricted, Wei Ming met Director Wang of the medicinal wine workshop outside.

    "Hello, Director Wang. I'm a writer from Beijing looking to create a story about Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine. I'd like to learn more about this medicinal wine from you. Sorry for the intrusion."

    Director Wang was in his forties or fifties and appeared troubled, but in those days, the title of "writer" still carried weight. He mustered his energy and began introducing the effects of Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine.

    "Our ingredients include ginseng, longan, wolfberry and other Chinese medicinal herbs. Ginseng replenishes qi, longan replenishes blood, so our Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine is a medicinal wine that replenishes both qi and blood. It's very suitable for older people with weak qi and blood. You're a writer, so you must have read 'Dream of the Red Chamber,' right?"

    "Of course."

    Director Wang Zhenxu continued: "The Ginseng Nourishing Pills that Lin Daiyu often took in 'Dream of the Red Chamber' work on similar principles as our Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine—they're both especially nourishing."

    Wei Ming smiled: "Daiyu was so young and still needed such medicine—she must have been truly frail."

    It seemed the rumors about Daiyu being strong enough to uproot willow trees were probably false.

    Director Wang continued: "Though medicinal wine is good, it shouldn't be consumed in large quantities. We recommend only 20-30 milliliters per serving, no more than twice a day. After all, taking too much tonic when you're weak isn't beneficial."

    Wei Ming, poor at math, calculated quickly in his head and finally understood—oh, half a liang each time, not exceeding one liang per day.

    No wonder it wasn't selling well now. Wine that couldn't be drunk freely wouldn't have high sales. With "medicine" coming first, medicinal wine was ultimately not wine.

    But calculating this way, one bottle would last only ten days, making it three bottles a month, or 45 yuan—equivalent to an ordinary worker's salary. Being unaffordable would also limit product sales.

    So besides supplying high-income groups who needed tonics, this wine could only rely on temporary popularity to become a hot-selling item. Once the trend passed, sales would naturally settle down.

    Everyone was poor now. Unless people's overall income increased significantly and a relatively wealthy population emerged, there wouldn't be room for products like Brain Platinum to survive.

    Wei Ming also brought up the television commercial from earlier in the year, saying that's how he learned about this wine.

    In his previous life, Xu Zheng had told the story of the Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine advertisement in a short film called "The Prophetic Duck" in "My Country, My Parents." From Director Wang, he learned a somewhat different truth: the medicinal wine had always sold well and wasn't overstocked, though it did sell out after the advertisement.

    After leaving Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2, Wei Ming planned to visit Magic City Television Station to learn about the story behind the advertisement placement, which was the missing part from "The Prophetic Duck."

    As soon as Wei Ming left, Director Wang immediately sought out Sales Department Head Liang Lu. With so much inventory still piled up in the workshop, could he sell it or not?

    The television advertisement had been so effective that he, as director, had impulsively increased production. After the hype died down, buyers returned to rational thinking, and they failed to open markets outside the region. Now they were truly overstocked!
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    At the same time Wei Ming was leaving Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2, a beautifully dressed but exhausted Gong Xue returned home.

    Her sister Gong Ying, three years younger, immediately came to greet her: "Sister, how did it go? What did Shanghai Film Studio say?"

    Gong Xue sighed: "They said there's a new film called 'Romance on Lushan Mountain' with a female lead role perfect for me, but unfortunately, they've already chosen the actress."

    "Who is it? Chen Chong?"

    Two years ago, Director Xie Jin's "Youth" had made lead actress Chen Chong famous. Recently, she had been selected by Beijing Film Studio to star in a film called "Little Flower" with Tang Guoqiang as the male lead and Liu Xiaoqing in a supporting role.

    She was only 16 then, and now just 18.

    Gong Xue immediately thought of Wei Ming, who was also eighteen. Ah, why was she thinking of him?

    "It's Zhang Yu," she told her sister.

    Gong Ying immediately said: "She's not as pretty as you."

    "Don't say that. She's very beautiful too. It's just that she belongs to Shanghai Film Studio, and with similar qualifications, Shanghai Film Studio naturally prefers to use their own people." Gong Xue had no choice but to accept this.

    Gong Ying hugged her sister: "Never mind. Since they won't use you, why don't you come with me to sketch tomorrow?"

    She was currently learning painting from their father. In their family, both their father and older brother were painters, and the sisters also had interest and talent in this area.

    Gong Xue nodded: "Sure, let me ask Mom if I can borrow her camera."

  

    After leaving Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2, Wei Ming took the bus all the way. After leaving the TV station, he hit the rush hour, and the bus was extremely crowded, forcing him to stand the entire trip.

    He was starting to miss the frog car driver.

    Upon returning, Wei Ming immediately threw himself into a new creative project, setting aside the manuscript revisions for now.

    Writing furiously, Wei Ming went downstairs for a meal, deliberately avoiding the peak dining hours. After eating the leftovers alone, he returned to his room to continue.

    As he was writing, someone knocked on the door.

    "Who is it?"

    "It's me."

    Professor Qu.

    Opening the door, he found not only Professor Qu but also a refined young man beside her.

    Professor Qu introduced him: "Little Wei, this is Comrade He Chengwei, Deputy Editor-In-Chief of 'Stories Magazine.'"

    "My goodness, Editor He, you're already an editor at such a young age?" Wei Ming shook hands with him.

    He Chengwei was 29 years old but already the actual helmsman of "Stories Magazine." Due to his youth, he only held the deputy position. Later, based on the magazine's brilliant achievements, he would also serve as the director of Magic City Literature and Art Publishing House, becoming a powerful and influential figure.

    Wei Ming invited them in, and He Chengwei explained his purpose—he had come to deliver the payment.

    "Such Is Love" was about two thousand words. He Chengwei took out an envelope containing 15 yuan, calculated at the highest rate of seven yuan per thousand words, even a bit more.

    But receiving payment before publication, and having the deputy director personally deliver it, was quite unusual.

    Then He Chengwei honestly explained what had happened that day.

    "The meeting we held today was a storytelling session. Storytelling masters from various regions brought new stories, but our editors and several experts weren't very satisfied."

    Professor Qu added: "They were all clichés, so I thought of your story and had one of the storytelling masters present it."

    The result needed no explanation—the story won enthusiastic applause. Even among all stories ever published in "Stories Magazine," this one was worth mentioning.

    Everyone unanimously agreed that it was the most excellent and mature story of the day, and it provided inspiration for their creative approaches.

    He Chengwei learned from Professor Qu that the story's creator was a future star in literary circles, from Peking University like Professor Qu, a young writer invited by "Harvest" to revise a manuscript.

    Only 18 years old and already publishing a novel in "Harvest," and from Peking University—his future achievements would be limitless, certainly a pillar of the literary world!

    Such a figure willing to contribute to their "Stories Magazine" was clearly a gesture of humility, touching in its sentiment!

    So He Chengwei immediately took 15 yuan to personally deliver to Wei Ming—any more would violate regulations.

    Incidentally, he also wanted to hear Wei Ming's views on the development of "Stories Magazine."

    An author who could write such a good story must know what readers want.

    "What do they want? Good stories, of course." Wei Ming stated the obvious, then further elaborated his viewpoint.

    "We all grew up listening to stories, most of which we remember to this day, and will likely continue to tell our descendants. The advantage of stories is that they can be passed down orally, giving them more lasting vitality—in this way, they're more down-to-earth than novels."

    He Chengwei was hearing the phrase "down-to-earth" for the first time and found it very vivid.

    Wei Ming: "Therefore, the stories 'Stories Magazine' needs must inherit the strengths of folk tales, using forms that our Chinese people enjoy, portraying characters with a plain style. The structure should be bright and concise, the story complete and coherent, with plots preferably developing in a single line, and using short sentences as much as possible."

    He Chengwei recalled Wei Ming's "Such Is Love" and found it perfectly matched these criteria, especially the "using short sentences as much as possible" point, which made the reading experience much more comfortable than those literary works that barely broke paragraphs for entire pages.

    "Regarding subject matter, I also have some suggestions—diversity. Take 'Such Is Love' as an example. Recent issues of 'Stories Magazine' probably don't have stories specifically themed around romance, right?"

    He Chengwei nodded. Indeed, editors feared that romantic content would be criticized, but Wei Ming's piece itself was a critical satire of incorrect views on love and marriage, which made it appropriate.

    Wei Ming said: "To capture the most readers, it's best if each issue includes romance, family affection, officialdom, mystery, humor, horror, and foreign stories. This way, even if readers don't like all the content, they'll feel they've gotten their money's worth due to the variety. Additionally, you can increase reader repurchase rates by cross-serializing novellas, fostering subscription habits."

    This later became the stable style gradually formed by "Stories Magazine"—with so many stories, there was always one to suit you.

    After listening, He Chengwei felt enlightened. What insight, truly profound insight!

    He chatted with Wei Ming for over an hour, feeling he had gained greatly. He sincerely invited Wei Ming to attend their discussion meeting the next day.

    Wei Ming politely declined, pointing to his desk: "I've suddenly had inspiration for a novel and am at a crucial point in my creation."

    "Oh, I'm so sorry to disturb you. Let's leave it at that for today. Thank you very much for your generous guidance, Comrade Wei Ming. May I have your Beijing contact number? It would be more convenient for future exchanges."

    "Of course." Wei Ming left the phone number for Peking University's South Gate.

    He Chengwei added, "We'll arrange to publish your 'Such Is Love' in the upcoming November issue. We also welcome your continued contributions—we're willing to offer the highest level of payment."

    It would be difficult for Wei Ming to get top-tier payments from publications like "Harvest" and "Beijing Literature and Art," but contributing to "Stories Magazine" was like punching below his weight. He Chengwei was willing to pay top dollar to set an example for other story creators.

    "Sure," Wei Ming agreed. "However, I'd like to use a pen name for my works in 'Stories Magazine.'"

    "Huh?" He Chengwei had hoped to promote the magazine using Wei Ming's name once he became famous in literary circles, but now he wanted to use a pen name.

    Fearing misunderstanding, Wei Ming added: "It's my creative habit to use different names for different styles of work."

    Professor Qu commented from the side: "That's right. You may not know that Little Wei is also a children's literature author. He uses another pen name for those fairy tales—Wei Shenme."

    "My goodness, sir, you're so talented!"

    He Chengwei was even more impressed—able to write serious literature, children's literature, and interesting stories for common people. Was there anything he couldn't do?

    For the new pen name, Wei Ming thought for a moment: "Let's call it Wei Kuangren."

    He Chengwei thought: No wonder he's such a brilliant young man, even his pen name is so bold.

    Wei Ming explained: "I really admire Lu Xun, especially 'A Madman's Diary.'"

    "I see."

    Wei Ming also liked Lao She, especially "Rickshaw Boy." Between Wei Kuangren and Wei Xiangzhi, he decisively chose the former.

    After seeing Editor He off, Professor Qu asked Wei Ming: "Your creative urge is really strong. What are you writing now?"

    Wei Ming smiled: "A short story."

  

    "I plan to write a Magic City story this time. I might need your help with some local dialect and slang, Professor Qu, since you're a local."

    "Oh, what type?"

    Wei Ming thought for a moment: "I suppose it's reform literature."

    Reform literature was a fresh concept. Compared to educated youth literature, scar literature, and reflective literature, reform literature was younger, pioneered by Jiang Zilong's short story two months ago.

    Of course, it was currently the only representative work of this genre, but the waves it stirred were no less significant than other literary movements. "Factory Director Qiao" had almost become synonymous with reformers.

    Although from Wei Ming's future perspective, "The Story of Factory Director Qiao Taking Office" had its historical limitations, its influence would persist for the next few years, followed by film and television adaptations.

    Moreover, Jiang Zilong later became the chairman of Tianjin Writers Association and vice chairman of the Federation of Literary and Art Circles. His glory in the latter half of his life was essentially built on this short story.

    Currently, "The Story of Factory Director Qiao Taking Office" was at the height of its popularity. Professor Qu had naturally heard of and read it. Concerned that Wei Ming was chasing trends, she advised: "You've never worked in a factory. Why write reform literature?"

    The model of "The Story of Factory Director Qiao Taking Office" had deeply influenced the works of later writers like Li Guowen, Gao Xiaosheng, and Ke Yunlu. "Taking office" and "factory" had almost become distinctive labels of reform literature.

    Moreover, current reforms primarily targeted state-owned factories, so Professor Qu's thinking wasn't surprising.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Who says reform literature must be about factories? I'm writing about ducks."

    "Ducks?"

    "Yes, 'the duck knows first when the river water warms in spring.' In the wave of reform, those perceptive ordinary people are equally worthy of attention. I plan to approach it from this angle."

    Wei Ming's previously written "Tale of Two Donkeys" and "Two Cows" hadn't followed existing creative styles and patterns. Naturally, when writing reform literature, he hadn't intended to follow the "Factory Director Qiao" template either.

    Hearing Wei Ming's explanation, Professor Qu nodded with a smile: "Now I'm looking forward to it."

    "Don't worry, you'll be the first to see it when it's finished. There will certainly be many imperfections that need correction from a local like you."

    Soon, Big Sister Chen Rong also learned about this.

    "What? You're starting a new novel while revising your manuscript?!"

    Wei Ming shrugged: "I've almost finished the revisions. To wait for Professor Qu and return to Beijing together, I can only find something to delay my progress. Besides, this is already the second one."

    What kind of talk was this? Was this acceptable?

    Big Sister Chen Rong quickly finished her meal and hurried back to her room to revise her manuscript. She also hoped the three of them could return together—this feeling could be described as "competitive pressure."

    Before leaving, she said: "Let me see it before you submit it."

    She had already read Wei Ming's "Tale of Two Donkeys" and felt she had gained a lot. Both she and Wei Ming were young writers, but Wei Ming's fiction techniques were skillful and sophisticated, with many innovations, as if he had been practicing writing since birth.

    After another two and a half days, Wei Ming finally completed this 15,000-word short story, titled "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," and immediately showed it to Professor Qu for review and revision.

    "Don't you also have a novel called 'Two Cows'?"

    "Yes."

    Professor Qu laughed: "Donkeys, cows, ducks—what's next, horses or mules?"

    I could write about mules and horses, Wei Ming thought. In his previous life, he had also been a beast of burden for 40 years before becoming a boss.

    "I'll note down these two topics. Let's talk about ducks first." Wei Ming urged, and Professor Qu began reading.

    Wei Ming adopted the story template of Xu Zheng's "The Prophetic Duck," starting with elementary school student "Little Wang's" essay "My Father," using a father-son story to introduce the main plot.

    In Little Wang's essay, his father's various amusing money-saving tactics were displayed. These detailed descriptions were very typical of Magic City men. Making phone calls and hanging up precisely on time was especially authentic—Professor Qu said she had truly met such people.

    This father's visions of the future were also quite remarkable: telephones without wires, trains running without wheels, many bridges across the Huangpu River, skyscrapers in Pudong, drinking coffee as casually as water, and so on.

    Because of this, he earned the nickname "The Prophetic Duck." "The duck knows first when the river water warms in spring" was a phrase he often used, and he himself was the duck who first felt the temperature change in the tide of reform and opening-up.

    Little Wang's essay also revealed that because of his outstanding performance, Old Wang was promoted to Sales Department Head of Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2, which introduced the problem of unsold medicinal wine, setting the stage for another display of Old Wang's wisdom.

    To promote the medicinal wine, he and his son performed an embarrassing routine on the bus that made Professor Qu burst into laughter. He tried many methods, all ending in failure, until he accidentally heard the word "advertisement."

    In China, advertisements had disappeared for many years. The previous view held that advertising was a product of capitalism, using false information to deceive consumers. While there were indeed many such advertisements, advertising also played an essential role in commercial activities.

    Last year, Tianjin Daily took the lead in establishing an advertising department and released New China's first commercial advertisement in early January, introducing Tianjin toothpaste brands including "Blue Sky" with the slogan "Everything tastes delicious," marking the beginning of print media advertising.

    In other words, the concept of advertising only emerged in China in 1979, but the Wang Department Head in the story thought even further ahead—he wanted to create what didn't yet exist: television commercials!

    Next, Wei Ming detailed the birth process of China's first television commercial. Apart from the fictional protagonist, he used real people from reality. During his field research, Wei Ming took notes, filling several pages.

    What surprised Professor Qu was that this short story even included illustrations.

    "You can draw too?"

    "A little, just a little."

    Being a Level 3 Art Technician was no joke. Wei Ming had seen the later-lost master tape of the Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine advertisement at the TV station and drew a four-panel comic based on his memory while writing the story. He planned to mail it together with the manuscript, hoping it might be used.

    Professor Qu continued reading. Although the advertisement was completed, whether it could be broadcast became an issue, as there were no relevant regulations.

    In the novel, Wei Ming added the character Director Zou. In reality, a television station manager named "Zou Fanyang" withstood pressure to allow the advertisement to air successfully—this was the missing part in the film "The Prophetic Duck."

    The ending was naturally happy for all: the unsold medicinal wine was bought up by Magic City citizens, resolving the factory's crisis.

    At the end of the article, protagonist Department Head Wang strolled along the Huangpu River, seeing a group of ducks.

    While other ducks still hesitated, one bravely jumped into the Huangpu River, first enjoying the freshness of the river water and the delicacy of fish and shrimp.

    He related this to himself, and then elevated it to a grand view of reform and opening-up. The sentence "The brave are the first to enjoy the world" served as the best annotation for those pioneers of the reform era~

  

    After reading the short story, Professor Qu said: "Just fix some minor details and it's ready for publication."

    "Sure, go ahead."

    After the revisions, Wei Ming also showed it to Big Sister Chen Rong, who had many feelings. Writing novels truly required talent!

    Her own talent was somewhat lacking, not glimpsing the doorway until age 40. She wondered when her eldest son, who also loved literature, would find his way in.

    "I've also almost finished my revisions. We've been cooped up writing for days. Why don't we go out and have some fun tomorrow?"

    Professor Qu said: "Count me in. I don't have any meetings tomorrow."

    Professor Qu also mentioned that she had borrowed a camera from her family and could take photos for everyone.

    "And it's color photos, too."

    Hearing this, Wei Ming became excited. He had never even had a color photo taken!

    In fact, he didn't have many black and white ones either. His family was poor, and taking photos was almost always for important occasions. Before coming to Beijing, he had appeared in fewer than ten photos, with only one solo portrait.

    "Tomorrow's matters can wait till tomorrow. Let's talk about where to submit this. Where should I send such a small article?"

    "This piece might be challenging for 'Harvest'—not because it's not good, but because 'Harvest' is the stronghold of serious literature, and this story is too cheerful. Plus, you already have a piece waiting at 'Harvest,' so they won't publish another of yours anytime soon. But 'Beijing Literature and Art' or 'Magic City Literature' shouldn't be difficult," Chen Rong said.

    Professor Qu smiled: "He's already in line at 'Beijing Literature and Art' too. Actually, I think we should consider newspapers."

    "Newspapers?"

    "Yes." Professor Qu went to her room and brought back a copy of "Wenhui Daily."

    "Wenhui Daily" was one of Magic City's top newspapers, with a current circulation of about 500,000 per issue and a very long history. It had been shut down several times for its anti-Japanese stance and opposition to civil war, then restarted.

    At one point, it had spun off a Hong Kong "Wenhui Daily." Though now no longer affiliated, they shared the same origin. Hong Kong's "Wenhui Daily" and "Ta Kung Pao" were the two major left-wing newspaper giants in Hong Kong.

    In recent years, besides promoting policies, "Wenhui Daily" had published some weighty literary works. "The Scar," which named scar literature, was first published in "Wenhui Daily."

    Moreover, "Wenhui Daily" was one of the earliest major newspapers to support commercial advertising, with an consistently open and inclusive editorial stance.

    It was precisely because of "Wenhui Daily's" position on advertising that Professor Qu felt submitting to them would guarantee acceptance.

    "And didn't you say you needed money? 'Wenhui Daily' publishes daily, so they might arrange it more quickly."

    Wei Ming accepted Professor Qu's suggestion: "That's it then!"

    To avoid middlemen taking a cut, he borrowed a bicycle from the guest house and went directly to submit his manuscript to "Wenhui Daily" in person, leaving both his Beijing address and the guest house phone number.

    Then the next day, Wei Ming, Professor Qu, and Big Sister Chen began their one-day tour of Magic City.
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    Beijing, Peking University.

    Zhao Debiao counted the days—how long had Brother Ming been gone? Oh, four days now.

    Without Brother Ming, time seemed to crawl. Even Mei Wenhua wasn't as lively as before.

    At this moment, though physically at his post, his heart had flown with Wei Ming to Magic City, to the martial arts world of Jin Yong.

    Suddenly, he saw Mei Wenhua dressed smartly, pushing his bicycle, about to go out. His hair was slicked down with oil, clearly having used Sidankang hair cream.

    "Melancholy pretty boy, just finished the night shift—where are you off to?" Mei Wenhua's poetry draft had been taken back by Zhao Debiao and circulated among colleagues, earning him the nickname "melancholy pretty boy."

    Mei Wenhua flipped his hair: "There's a poetry recitation at Yuyuantan Park today. I need to attend!"

    "Seriously? You still haven't given up on poetry?" Biaozi laughed.

    "I'm not writing poems, just reciting. My voice is actually quite good," Mei Wenhua said. "Besides, we have Wei Ming's 'Ideals,' right? Once this poem comes out, it will definitely dominate the event!"

    He'd known Wei Ming wrote poetry, but hadn't expected it to be so good!

    Compared to those obscure poems that made him think "I could do that too," Mei Wenhua felt that Wei Ming's structured, rhythmic poetry that rolled off the tongue had real technical merit.

    Mei Wenhua thought that while the poem was still only circulating at Peking and Tsinghua Universities and hadn't spread far, he would definitely show off. He'd say it was created by his little brother.

    He'd heard that students from the Film Academy would also be attending the event—future actors, especially actresses. Perhaps he could even get some contact information from them, making friends through poetry.

    He wouldn't hoard these contacts, of course. He'd share with Wei Ming one for one, with Biaozi one for one, with Brother Feng one for one.

    Hehe~

    Mei Wenhua rode away, leaving only a string of silver-bell-like laughter.

    Just as he left, Liu Zhenyun arrived.

    This guy had been coming almost three times a day lately. What could he do? The girls were all waiting to be "received."

    "Brother Wei isn't back yet?"

    "Not yet. It'll be at least a week," Biaozi replied.

    Liu Zhenyun could only leave disappointed. After walking just a few steps, he saw senior classmate Zha Jianying's group, who seemed to be in a great mood.

    Cen Xianqing even told Liu Zhenyun: "Our protest was successful!"

    Originally, the school journal had decided to publish the poem "Ideals" tomorrow, but when the "Weiming Lake" editorial department found out, several female editors led a protest: We discovered it first, how could you steal our right to publish it first!

    Finally, a consensus was reached—the school journal would publish "Ideals" in the October 1st National Day issue.

    Coincidentally, the first issue of "Weiming Lake" would also be officially released that day, making it a dual publication debut.

    Liu Zhenyun shared in their joy, then quickly ran off with the excuse that he "needed to attend an 8 AM class."

    After he left, the girls remembered they still hadn't arranged to have dinner with Wei Ming.

    But no matter—they were going to Tiger Cave to shop, and would pass by the South Gate where they could ask Wei Ming's colleagues.

    However, when they approached the South Gate, they saw from a distance two people in military uniforms, one old and one young, carrying something.

    Only after getting closer did they understand what was happening.

    These two were from a military compound—an old Red Army veteran and a current Air Force serviceman.

    A few days ago, the old man had fallen ill, and the whole family was at the hospital caring for him. Unexpectedly, thieves were difficult to guard against at home, and this military brother's daughter had been taken by a distant relative with the intention of selling her to a mountain village.

    Fortunately, they met Wei Ming on the train. With his eagle eyes, he immediately spotted that the trafficker was suspicious. With his intelligence and courage, he successfully subdued the trafficker and rescued the little girl.

    The female university students listened in astonishment, their eyes shining. Wei Ming was truly amazing, and their desire to treat him to a meal grew even stronger.

    Seeing that Wei Ming hadn't returned, the military man said: "Then we'll come back in a few days, bringing the child and her mother. Our whole family should have come, but after the incident, her mother fell ill from the shock. If it weren't for Comrade Wei Ming, I really don't know what we would have done!"

    Zhao Debiao accepted the gifts with a silly grin. After seeing them off and dealing with the chattering female students, he immediately called Qiao Feng to share the good news.

    After hanging up, Qiao Feng ran directly to Wei Ping'an's office to report in person.

    "Good! Excellent!"

    After listening, Wei Ping'an excitedly slapped his desk repeatedly. Hadn't tomorrow's school journal canceled "Ideals"? Then replace it with this story—right now!

    He'd already thought of a title: "Peking University Guardian, Criminal Nemesis—Wei Ming!"

    Wei Ping'an was skilled at writing articles and had often written for leaders before. This time, he also planned to write it himself.

    He had no choice—this nephew was bringing him so much honor. Even if he didn't recommend it, the school would probably compete to give him a permanent position.

    However, he didn't fully understand the situation, so he called the Magic City Writers Association, intending to ask Wei Ming directly about the details, and also to check whether the manuscript revisions were going smoothly, if publication was confirmed, and when he would return home~

  

    Wei Ming hadn't received his salary yet, nor the payment from "Harvest." Fortunately, he had the 15 yuan from "Stories Magazine" and the daily two-yuan allowance; otherwise, he would have had to borrow money to go shopping.

    They first went to Magic City Great World.

    This place was once acclaimed as the "First Club of the Far East," having enjoyed a glorious period. Vendetta, love, betrayal—many stories from the old era happened here.

    Now it had been renamed "People's Amusement Park," instantly losing its deadly aura. How could Xu Wenqiang have a bloody battle with Ding Li at People's Amusement Park? It didn't sound right.

    It would probably be changed back in the late 1980s.

    Here, there was food, entertainment, and theaters for drama or comedy shows. Crosstalk didn't have much market here, not even compared to pingtan storytelling.

    Of course, shopping couldn't be missed. The department store offered a dazzling array of products. Wei Ming carried his bag, planning to buy gifts for Xile here.

    At noon, they left Great World, having bought some items and filled their stomachs.

    Wei Ming was trying many Magic City specialty snacks for the first time. In his previous life, he had always eaten at big restaurants when visiting Magic City, rarely experiencing these local specialties.

    Although the food here tended to be sweet, Wei Ming could adapt, after all, he could handle both sweet and savory.

    At Great World, Professor Qu also took individual photos of Wei Ming, with only one group photo of the three, as they had to trouble a passerby to take it.

    Afterward, they went to Yu Garden. Although this Ming Dynasty garden hadn't fully restored its former glory, such classical gardens were still ideal for photography.

    Wei Ming offered to take a photo of Professor Qu and Chen Rong together. Initially, Professor Qu was skeptical.

    "You know how to take photos too?"

    Not just know—call me Professor Wei!

    Wei Ming, holding the classic Seagull 4A camera, said: "You'll see how good I am when the photos are developed. Too bad you didn't bring scarves."

    Middle-aged women couldn't take photos without scarves, just as Shijiazhuang couldn't be without authentic Anhui beef noodles.

    Wei Ming professionally directed them to find angles and strike poses, even attracting other passersby.

    Although the specific results couldn't be seen yet, Wei Ming looked very professional. Young couples even specifically asked him to take their photos, allowing Wei Ming to fulfill his fantasy of being a master photographer.

    When he had money in the future, he would definitely buy a camera!

    Although Yu Garden was now open to the public, the adjacent City God Temple was still in disarray with nothing worth seeing.

    So they went directly to Magic City's most famous attraction, the Bund.

    Turning from People's Road, they saw the Bund. Across the Huangpu River was the yet-undeveloped Pudong.

    There was no Oriental Pearl Tower, Jinmao Tower, or World Financial Center on the other side yet. In ancient times, this area had been a salt field; looking now, there were some small factories, but nothing resembling prosperity—it still belonged to rural areas.

    Wei Ming imagined that if he acquired a piece of land in Pudong now, perhaps there would be a "Wei Ming Prime" in the future.

    The three walked forward, passing Bund No. 5, Bund No. 12, all the way to Bund No. 18.

    Because of that song, Wei Ming was a bit curious about this place. In his previous life, there had been many luxury boutiques inside.

    Now, it was called "Spring River Building," housing units like the Magic City Aquatic Products Bureau.

    Next to Bund No. 18 was the renowned "Peace Hotel," with over 70 years of history.

    It was still a hotel now, but quite expensive, mainly serving foreign guests and overseas Chinese.

    The buildings here all had distinctive features. The three took many photos, mainly with Wei Ming photographing them.

    There was also a Lovers' Wall at the Bund. Wei Ming had brought a young woman here in his previous life. There wasn't much to see, really. In this era, places for dating were extremely scarce. Home definitely wasn't an option, and parks were occupied by elderly people. Thus, a flood-prevention wall at the Bund became a place where young couples lingered.

    Over time, it earned the name "Lovers' Wall"—a measure born of necessity.
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    Gong Ying was also curious about the Lovers' Wall: "I wonder if our brother and older sister ever came here when they were dating."

    She insisted on dragging her second sister to see the excitement. Gong Xue said helplessly: "It's just couples—what's there to see? Are you still going to sketch or not?"

    "I need to pick a good spot too. This will do." Gong Ying chose a location, first contemplating the river for a long time without feeling inspired, then turning around to prepare to draw the old buildings across the street.

    Gong Xue faced the river, enjoying the breeze. Her audition for Shanghai Film Studio's "Romance on Lushan Mountain" had failed. After returning to Beijing, she wondered if there would be opportunities at Beijing Film Studio. Becoming famous at Beijing Film Studio and then attracting attention from Shanghai Film Studio for a transfer back was also an option.

    As she was thinking, Gong Ying nudged her.

    "Sister, there seems to be a tall guy looking at you over there."

    "How do you know he's not looking at you?" Gong Xue smiled and turned her head, then saw Wei Ming with two older women.

    Wei Ming waved at her. At first, he just thought she looked familiar, but it really was her!

    Magic City was huge, yet also small.

    "Sister, you know him?" Gong Ying's gaze shifted between the two, as if sensing something special.

    Wei Ming strode over with his long legs.

    "Oh, Little Ying, let me introduce you. This is a friend I met on the train, Comrade Wei Ming, a writer from Beijing. This is my sister, Gong Ying."

    Her willingness to acknowledge Wei Ming as a friend made him very happy.

    "A writer?" Gong Ying curiously examined Wei Ming, who seemed excessively young. "Do you have any works?"

    Wei Ming: "The Toothless Tiger."

    "Ah, you wrote that fairy tale~" Gong Ying had read it to her nephew before. But her sister had met the author of an article from the magazine she bought on the train? Was he sure he wasn't a con artist? The probability seemed too small!

    Knowing what Gong Ying was thinking, Gong Xue added: "Comrade Wei Ming's other novel will soon be published in 'Harvest.'"

    "What! 'Harvest'?" Gong Ying was shocked by this name. Was it the same "Harvest" that her father, mother, and older brother revered like a bible? This sounded increasingly implausible. Sister, are you sure you haven't met a con artist? Be careful—you may be poor, but you're beautiful!

    At this point, Professor Qu and Big Sister Chen also came over. They hadn't expected Wei Ming to have friends in Magic City, and such beautiful ones at that.

    Wei Ming briefly introduced the sisters to them, then said: "This is Professor Qu Yude from Peking University, and this is writer Chen Rong from Beijing. We're all staying at the Writers Association guest house and came out for a stroll today since we had free time."

    These two women, with their age and demeanor, seemed legitimate and convincing. The sisters politely greeted them, and Gong Ying basically believed them.

    Seeing Gong Ying with her sketchpad, Wei Ming didn't disturb them further, chatting briefly before leaving.

    As soon as he left, Gong Ying immediately asked: "Sister, how old is that writer?"

    "I don't know~"

    "Really don't know? I think he's at most twenty-one or twenty-two."

    "Who cares."

    "Well, where is he from? Who else is in his family? How much does he earn per month......"

  

    Magic City Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2.

    Sales Department Head Liang Lu was currently worried. With the National Day and Mid-Autumn Festival holidays approaching, there was no movement from retailers and pharmacies in various channels.

    It hadn't been like this during the Spring Festival period. Back then, they had eagerly called him "Brother Six" trying to secure stock.

    Thinking about the backlog of inventory in the medicinal wine workshop, Liang decided to place more advertisements in the media.

    This time, he chose "Wenhui Daily," which had a large circulation and nationwide influence.

    Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2 had a wide range of products and was considered a major advertiser. Department Head Liang was already a regular here.

    Upon entering, he first saw several editors gathered around reviewing manuscripts. After greeting them, he went to find Director Chen of the Advertising Business Department.

    When Director Chen heard that Department Head Liang wanted to advertise the once-popular Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine from earlier in the year, he suddenly remembered a manuscript that had been circulating in the editorial department that morning.

    "I read a short story that I think would be more effective than ten of your advertisements."

    "Huh? What? A short story?" Department Head Liang was puzzled.

    Director Chen immediately left his office and brought back a stack of papers, with someone calling after him, "Director, hurry back, we haven't finished reading yet."

    "Here, this one, 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.' It's about your factory's medicinal wine. It's quite interesting, with a fresh perspective."

    Director Chen wasn't responsible for manuscript review, but he enjoyed reading. This manuscript had become popular in the editorial department today, so he had taken a look. It was indeed substantial and, crucially, aligned with current policies—a very promising piece.

    Department Head Liang confusedly accepted the manuscript and was immediately captivated from the first paragraph.

    The subsequent mentions of "Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2" and "Sales Department Head" gave Liang the illusion that "This... this couldn't be about me, could it?"

    However, the male protagonist's surname was Wang, without a given name, simply called Old Wang, Department Head Wang, or the Prophetic Duck. Sometimes his wife called him "bastard."

    Liang Lu thought: Not me, not me, it must be about Director Wang Zhenxu.

    As he read deeper, Department Head Liang was increasingly moved. He hadn't expected someone to turn their factory's television advertisement story into a novel, and such a well-written one at that, even connecting it to reform and opening-up.

    This had such depth!

    When he reached the final passage—the brave little duck being the first to jump into the Huangpu River, swimming freely, eating fish and shrimp, and the protagonist saying, "The brave enjoy the world first"—at that moment, as the boldest young department head at Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2, Liang Lu was struck to the core.

    He said to Director Chen: "Good, this is brilliantly written!"

    Just as Director Chen was about to agree, Department Head Liang added: "We really don't need any additional advertising. This short story alone is enough!"

    Director Chen: "......"

    My mouth! I said too much!

    However, Department Head Liang also had a request for Director Chen: "Could this short story be published as soon as possible?"

    "Well, about that..."

    "Nanjing Road tonight, my treat."

    Director Chen smiled: "I'll discuss it with the Editor-In-Chief."

    "By the way, what's this writer's name? Where is he from?" Liang Lu asked.

    "Seems he's from Beijing. He left a phone number for the Writers Association guest house."
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    After leaving the Lovers' Wall, Professor Qu and Big Sister Chen Rong couldn't stop inquiring about Gong Xue's situation. Women's gossip knows no age boundaries.

    Wei Ming shared what he was supposed to know and didn't mention what he shouldn't.

    Chen Rong: "No wonder she's so beautiful—she's really a film actress."

    "It must be quite difficult for a young girl to leave her home behind~" As a Shanghai native who had migrated to Beijing, Professor Qu sighed.

    They walked north along the Bund when Wei Ming suddenly realized: "I think 'Wenhui Daily' is not far from here."

    He had been there once yesterday when submitting his manuscript and remembered it—149 Yuanmingyuan Road, also called Hami Building or Shami Building, with offices in front and printing presses in the back.

    Chen Rong encouraged him: "Why not go and check if they've accepted it?"

    Professor Qu also said: "It's on Yuanmingyuan Road, right? I remember it's just around the corner."

    In his own story, Wei Ming had written that the brave enjoy the world first. Although only a day had passed, and they might not have seen his manuscript yet, it wouldn't hurt to try.

    Perhaps he would be the first to enjoy it.

    After going upstairs, Wei Ming found the editor from yesterday.

    "What? It's already been approved? And will be published soon?"

    Wei Ming dazedly signed his name and received his payment from the "Wenhui Daily" finance office.

    When he came down from upstairs, he had an additional 65 yuan in his hand—a huge sum!

    Equivalent to more than three months of his salary!

    Five yuan was for his four-panel illustration. Drawing illustrations and comics was quite profitable in this era.

    His high school classmate Liu Rulong's grandfather was a famous comic artist, earning ten yuan per page, making him the wealthiest single elderly man in their area.

    The remaining 60 yuan was for the short story—15,000 words at a rate of 4 yuan per thousand words.

    Newspaper rates were typically lower than magazines, but the advantage was quick payment. This price was relatively high, especially for an unknown newcomer—recognition of the manuscript's quality.

    Both women were genuinely happy for Wei Ming. Professor Qu said: "Didn't you always want to buy a watch?"

    Big Sister Chen Rong smiled: "How could you? As soon as Little Wei has money, you're encouraging him to spend it. It would be better to save it for his future wedding."

    Professor Qu countered: "He has two more novellas coming up. What's wrong with enjoying himself a little now? Besides, a watch is also important for getting married."

    Chen Rong thought she had a point. The "three turns and one sound" (watch, bicycle, sewing machine, and radio) were basic requirements. In Beijing, for those wanting to get married, these were just the minimum configuration—some families were already demanding televisions.

    Big Sister Chen added: "But I don't think a watch is a necessity. It would be better to buy a bicycle first."

    "A watch is also important because time is priceless."

    "But with a bicycle..."

    Seeing the two sisters about to argue over how to spend his payment, Wei Ming couldn't help but laugh: "Before we talk about buying a bicycle or a watch, what about the ration coupons? I don't have any coupons~"

    Although with the right channels, one could buy watch coupons with money, or even watches that didn't require coupons, with just over 60 yuan in hand, Wei Ming didn't have many options.

    So the matter was temporarily put aside. Wei Ming thought about finishing the revisions to "Tale of Two Donkeys" quickly, being brave once more, and requesting an advance payment from Editor Li.

    That way, with more money, he wouldn't need to consider whether to buy a bicycle or a watch first—he could have both!

    After wandering around all day, Professor Qu was tired, so they headed back.

    Upon returning to the guest house, the sweet young service attendant said: "Writer Wei, you have a phone call from Beijing, from Wei Ping'an."

    "Thank you. What time is it?" Wei Ming asked the time, confirming that Uncle Ping'an should still be at work, and called back.

    Behind him, Professor Qu whispered to Chen Rong: "See? A watch is important~"

    Chen Rong: "......"

    On the phone, Wei Ming detailed his experience capturing the child trafficker and answered several questions from Uncle Ping'an.

    Wei Ping'an laughed heartily: "Good job, my boy! You can expect a commendation when you return!"

    At this point, Wei Ming bravely asked: "Uncle, what kind of reward will I get?"

    "What do you want?"

    Wei Ming: "Coupons, I want coupons!"

  

    Wei Ming nervously watched Li Xiaolin's facial expressions.

    Only when she turned to the last page, read the final line, and revealed a satisfied smile did the weight lift from Wei Ming's heart.

    One important reason he later stopped being a screenwriter and became a boss instead was that he'd had enough of investors ordering him to revise scripts—possibly making ten revisions only to hear: "Let's go with the first draft."

    Damn it!

    Writing novels was much better. After all, it was your own work, and editors shared responsibility, so they had to be accountable for the piece. If they were overly critical, you could always switch to another magazine.

    After reading everything, Li Xiaolin said: "I have no issues with it. To save you another trip, let's have the Editor-In-Chief look at it now."

    Wei Ming was surprised: "The old gentleman is here today?"

    Li Xiaolin nodded, and then brought Wei Ming to the Editor-In-Chief's office. An hour later, Wei Ming emerged.

    Not only had his manuscript been approved, but he also held a copy of "Rebirth" personally signed by Old Ba.

    After Wei Ming said, "I love your novels the most, Old Ba," the elderly man happily selected one of his works from the bookshelf, signed it, and presented it to this rising talent with words of encouragement.

    The title "Rebirth" had a special significance for Wei Ming, who carried a great secret.

    After leaving her father's office, Li Xiaolin hummed to Wei Ming: "I'm definitely going to tell him that your favorites are Lu Xun and Lao She."

    Wei Ming: "Among living authors, I love Old Ba's novels the most—no problem there."

    Although Wei Ming had flattered the old man, Li Xiaolin still caringly said: "The novel is scheduled for publication in the November issue. Though our rule is to pay upon publication, I can apply for early payment for you."

    Wei Ming hadn't even asked, yet Li Xiaolin had already brought this up.

    He excitedly grasped Li Xiaolin's hands: "Editor Li, thank you so much! You're a good person!"

    Li Xiaolin: "Just remember to submit more manuscripts to 'Harvest' in the future."

    "Rest assured, I'll definitely save my best work for 'Harvest' and give the average ones to other magazines."

    Li Xiaolin couldn't help but smile: "Hmph, that sounds nice. Come on, sign this."

    As Wei Ming was about to sign, Li Xiaolin revealed something: "The national payment standards for manuscripts might increase next year. If you're willing to wait until next year for publication, you'd probably receive more."

    Hearing this, Wei Ming didn't hesitate at all. He signed immediately: "I'll earn next year's money next year. Let me live well in the present. Besides, I'll definitely have new works next year."

    After all, he wrote quickly.

    Afterward, he collected the enormous sum of 160 yuan from the finance department, also at the rate of 4 yuan per thousand words.

    Today's 160, yesterday's 65, and the 15 yuan from "Stories Magazine" when he first arrived totaled 240 yuan—exceeding his annual salary as a Peking University temporary worker!

    Adding the allowance money, it easily surpassed 250!

    Now he could afford both the bicycle and the watch, with money to spare. He planned to ask Zhang Dening if advance payment was possible; he was even considering a trip back home.

    After all, "returning home without showing off your wealth is like wearing brocade in the dark." He didn't care much personally, but Old Wei would probably be eager to show off.

    In his joyful mood, Wei Ming didn't immediately return to the guest house. He strolled through Magic City streets until he felt hungry.

    Between the delicious but expensive state-run restaurant on the street and the free, non-poisonous guest house dining hall, he decisively chose the latter.

    He still wasn't rich enough to spend those extra few jiao on a meal.

    Back at the guest house, the young service attendant stopped him: "Writer Wei, someone was looking for you earlier."

    "Who was it?"

    "I'm not sure. They waited for a while but left when you didn't return. However, they left something for you, saying you'd understand after seeing it."

    Wei Ming took the bag and glanced inside—it seemed to contain several glass bottles with some weight to them.

    After thanking her, he brought it upstairs. Taking them out for a closer look, he discovered they were three bottles of wine.

    Two were the same Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine he had bought earlier, and one was in the same type of bottle but without a label and of a different color.

    The bag also contained two notes.

    One was from someone introducing himself as Liang Lu, Sales Manager of Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2.

    "The other day while at 'Wenhui Daily' on business, I learned that Writer Wei had written a short story 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.' The entire editorial department praised it. After reading it, I too was deeply moved. In Old Wang, I seemed to see a reflection of myself. Thank you for affirming our factory and our products. Thank you for writing such an excellent piece that will help people remember us. Today, on behalf of the entire factory, I present two bottles of Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine as a token of our respect."

    After reading this, Wei Ming cursed: "If I'd known, I wouldn't have bought any!"

    Then he read the other note from someone identifying as Wang Zhenxu, Director of the Medicinal Wine Workshop at Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2. Wei Ming remembered him.

    "Brother Wei, when I met you that day, I knew you were extraordinary. Unfortunately, I was tied up with official business and couldn't attend to you properly. My apologies. I've specially selected this precious tiger bone wine from my collection. It was passed down to me by my master, made from the bones of a genuine adult male Northeastern tiger. It strengthens tendons and bones and benefits the waist and kidneys. This shouldn't be consumed in large quantities—at most half a liang per day. Remember this well!"

    Seeing it was tiger bone wine, Wei Ming scoffed. Why would someone like him need such a thing!

    He was always confident in that aspect of his abilities, never needing medication before age 60.

    Wei Ming opened the tiger bone wine bottle and sniffed it. He wasn't sure if it was really as potent as claimed, but he was concerned about potential problems from drinking it. He promptly recapped it, then carefully packed it away to prevent damage.

    The next day, Big Sister Chen Rong was ready to submit her manuscript, and Professor Qu's meeting had also concluded, so they planned to return to Beijing together the following day.

    The two cadres bought soft sleeper tickets, while Wei Ming still had a hard seat. This time, without a beautiful older sister for company, Wei Ming focused on reading books.

    When he set foot on Beijing soil again after more than twenty hours, Wei Ming held his waist, feeling as though he might need some power from the mysterious Eastern tiger bone wine.

    Meanwhile, Big Sister Chen Rong spotted a newspaper stand outside the station and immediately ran to ask if they had today's "Wenhui Daily." They didn't, only yesterday's.

    Professor Qu said to Wei Ming: "Little Wei, your short story should be published in the next few days. Keep an eye out."

    Wei Ming responded indifferently: "Why bother? I've already got the money."

    Chen Rong: "But this is your first published story. It's so meaningful!"

    In fact, "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms" was indeed published that day, but due to limited newspaper space, it was serialized in three parts.

    ~

    Magic City, second floor of a shikumen house on Chongqing North Road.

    After returning home from his job as a graphic designer at a clothing company, Gong Yuandong found his wife Zhuang Che cooking dinner, with the "Wenhui Daily" she had bought for him on the table.

    "Any big news today?" he casually picked up the newspaper.

    "Better to have less big news and more peaceful days," Zhuang Che turned off the stove and brought the food to the table. "But there's an interesting short story you might want to read."

    "Oh, let me see. Is this it? 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms'..."

    Gong Yuandong was quickly absorbed, occasionally laughing out loud. His wife urged him to eat, but he held chopsticks in one hand and the newspaper in the other.

    "This story is interesting, but it's not finished. Buy tomorrow's paper too—I'm curious about how this Prophetic Duck will sell the medicinal wine."

    "Television advertisement," Zhuang Che said. "Isn't this about Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine? Oh, you haven't seen it. I saw the advertisement on my older brother's television. By the way, our son-in-law bought a bottle for Mom. The old lady is reluctant to drink it—she still hasn't finished it."

    "Really?"

    Zhuang Che brought out the expensive medicinal wine and let her husband smell it: "It contains ginseng."

    "Smells pretty good," Gong Yuandong grinned. "If Mom won't drink it, why don't we have some?"

    "You! Alright, just a small cup each~"

    Besides attracting many ordinary readers with his sophisticated and skillful narrative techniques, Wei Ming's first installment perhaps made its greatest contribution by awakening many Magic City residents' memories of Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine, that faded internet celebrity.

    After some wine, the old couple began to miss their second daughter, the only one not with them.

    Xuer had left two days ago. Of their four children, she was their favorite—beautiful and well-behaved.

    But she had been unlucky, unable to stay in Magic City, and at her age still without a partner—it was worrying~

  

    Wei Ming was also single. On the bus back to Peking University, Professor Qu brought up this topic with him.

    "After all these works are published, even the female students at Peking University will be fighting over you."

    Wei Ming smiled and asked: "Then may I ask, Professor Qu, which department at Peking University has the most beautiful girls?"

    Professor Qu laughed: "Why are you like that young man in your story, only caring about appearance when looking for a partner?"

    "Because you can't see what's in someone's heart, so at first you can only look at their face."

    Professor Qu shook her head, but on further reflection, there was some truth to it. Weren't men and women initially attracted by external things like faces and figures? When Old Jin pursued her, he also said it was because he found her beautiful.

    "I mainly teach in the Chinese Department. Girls in humanities tend to be prettier, but girls in the Foreign Languages Department are more fashionable. After all, they mostly come from urban backgrounds, and some are even children of high-ranking officials. However..."

    She added a caveat: "Even the most beautiful girl in the Foreign Languages Department still falls short compared to Comrade Gong Xue."

    Of course—she was recognized as the most beautiful woman of the 1980s, remembered by generation after generation with just a few works.

    The two parted ways with Big Sister Chen Rong at the bus stop. Chen Rong lived in the People's X Newspaper staff quarters and would get home earlier.

    Having called ahead to announce their return, her husband and children were waiting at home. Her younger son had even rushed back from the Tank Sixth Division in suburban Beijing.

    The youngest, Liang Huan, hugged her mother and immediately asked if she had bought White Rabbit candy.

    Chen Rong said lovingly: "I did, I did."

    Liang Tian, whose eyes were so small they could almost be ignored, came over: "Mom, I want White Rabbit candy too."

    "How old are you now? You look like a White Rabbit yourself!" Chen Rong snapped, then looked at her eldest son. "Little Zuo, have you heard of someone named Wei Ming at school?"

    Liang Zuo almost blurted out: "Ideals are stone, striking sparks of fire; ideals are fire, lighting extinguished lamps..."

    His father, Fan Rongkang, put down his newspaper: "Whose poem is this? I've never heard it."

    Liang Zuo: "It's Wei Ming's—the famous Peking University temporary worker poet. Everyone at our school, including our neighbors, is talking about his poem."

    Liang Tian asked curiously: "What kind of temporary worker?"

    "He stands guard at the school gate."

    Chen Rong said: "You shouldn't look down on his job. I revised manuscripts with him for 'Harvest.' This person's talent seems innate. The editors praised him highly. I didn't expect he was also a gifted poet."

    Fan Rongkang listened with surprise. Someone who could write poetry and publish stories in "Harvest" was just a security guard at Peking University? The university truly harbored hidden talents.

    "How old is he?" Old Fan asked his wife.

    "He's not very old, but we address each other as sister and brother. Little Zuo, didn't you want to write novels? You should learn from him—he's an excellent writer."

    Liang Tian came over with a mischievous comment: "Brother, then you should call him uncle."

    Liang Zuo's face turned red instantly. He thought, do you know how old he is? He's even younger than you!

    He remembered Wei Ming worked at Peking University's South Gate. His eyes narrowed as he secretly vowed: South Gate, huh? Hmph! I'll never use the South Gate again!
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    While in Magic City, Wei Ping'an and Wei Ming had agreed on the phone that his first meal back would be at home.

    So Wei Ming dropped Professor Qu off at her building in Weixiu Garden, then headed to Wei Ping'an's home.

    Uncle Ping'an and Aunt Xiaoyan were in the kitchen preparing dinner.

    Wei Ping'an looked at his travel-worn nephew: "Little Ming, quickly sit on the couch and rest."

    Lu Xiaoyan also temporarily put down her knife: "Was the trip tiring?"

    "It was fine. I'm young, after all." Wei Ming first drank a cup of tea, then began unpacking his luggage.

    "Auntie, this is a silk scarf I bought for you from Nanjing Road. See if you like it."

    Hearing he had brought her a gift, Lu Xiaoyan was delighted. She eagerly unwrapped it and tried it on.

    She already had silk scarves, but compared to this one, they were inferior. She thought it was because Magic City scarves were better quality, but actually it was because Wei Ming had better taste.

    "Why did you spend money on this, child?" Lu Xiaoyan chided with a smile.

    "It's nothing. 'Harvest' gave me an advance of one hundred and sixty yuan. This is just a small gesture."

    "Wow!" Lu Xiaoyan exclaimed. "Little Ming, your income already matches your uncle's!"

    Wei Ping'an's level 13 salary was 159 yuan per month, slightly less than what Wei Ming had just earned.

    Wei Ping'an didn't feel jealous that his nephew's income exceeded his own, but he did feel sour about the gift for his wife. His eyes kept glancing into Wei Ming's bag.

    Wei Ming slapped his forehead: "Oh, I almost forgot. Uncle, this is Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine I brought for you. It contains ginseng and longan, nourishing both qi and blood. Auntie can drink it too—just half a liang each time."

    "My goodness, wine with ginseng! This is too expensive!" Wei Ping'an scolded while looking at Lu Xiaoyan. "This must be much more expensive than that silk scarf!"

    Wei Ming: "Oh, this one was free."

    Wei Ping'an: "......"

    Lu Xiaoyan: "Hahaha!"

    "Wait, how can there be free wine?" Wei Ping'an was confused.

    Wei Ming explained: "Driver Liu from the school bus team who took us to the station asked me to bring him a bottle of this wine, so I went to buy it. This wine was popular in Magic City earlier this year because it was the first television advertisement in the country."

    "Now that you mention it, I seem to recall something about that," Lu Xiaoyan said, as they had a television at home.

    Wei Ming: "I was curious about this incident, so I visited the pharmaceutical factory and the television station. Then using my spare time, I wrote a short story and submitted it to 'Wenhui Daily.' The pharmaceutical factory also had business dealings with 'Wenhui Daily,' and they happened to see my article. To express their gratitude, they gave me two bottles."

    He opened his bag, revealing three labeled bottles of medicinal wine: "One bottle for Driver Liu, one for you, Uncle, and I plan to send the remaining bottle to my parents."

    Hearing that his nephew was so capable and filial, Wei Ping'an felt gratified. With so many happy events, why not open this bottle today?

    "By the way, haven't Xizi and Le Le gotten out of school yet? I brought gifts for them too."

    Lu Xiaoyan carefully folded the silk scarf: "Since you're back, why don't you go pick them up from kindergarten? We'll prepare dinner."

    "Sure." Wei Ming pulled out a large bag of White Rabbit milk candy from his bag.

    "Oh my, you can't give them so much! One or two pieces for a taste is enough."

    Wei Ming smiled: "These are for Little Hong. Their gifts are packed underneath."
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    This was Wei Ming's second time picking them up from school. This time, the elderly men and women around actively struck up conversations with him.

    "Are you Wei Ping'an's nephew?"

    It seemed Uncle Ping'an had been promoting him at school these past few days. Wei Ming nodded in acknowledgment.

    An old woman praised: "Well done! Parents especially can't stand child traffickers' evil deeds."

    Apparently, she had learned about his heroic rescue from the school journal or from her children.

    An elderly man nearby said: "I heard you're going to publish an article in 'Harvest'? When?"

    "November." Clearly, this person had heard about his writing talents.

    When the dismissal bell rang and they saw Wei Ming coming to pick them up, Xizi and Le Le ran more excitedly than usual, especially Xizi.

    "Brother Ming, you're finally back!" Xizi's eyes shone as he extended both hands—if you're my brother, give me some sugar-coated bullets!

    Then Wei Ming smiled and placed the candy in his hands...

  

    Xizi's face displayed a rich array of expressions—disappointment, depression, bitterness—as if the sky had fallen. His eyes even became moist.

    Xizi thought: Do you know how much I've missed you these past few days, and this is all I get!

    Seeing that their brotherly bond was about to break, Wei Ming quickly stuffed an unwrapped candy into his mouth.

    "Ah, White Rabbit!" Xizi's tears turned to laughter. After all, he was just a four-year-old child, and one piece of candy was an enormous thing.

    If Xizi got one, Le Le naturally received one too, but hers was still wrapped. Le Le didn't eat it—she wanted to save it for when she felt sad.

    Two candies certainly weren't their gifts. Next, he pulled out a stack of books from his bag.

    "Xizi, this is a complete set of 'Nezha Conquers the Dragon King' picture books for you, and they're in color!"

    Ever since watching this animated film, Xizi had been obsessed with the character Nezha, often cosplaying him.

    He used his mother's silk scarf as the Cosmic Ring, walked in his father's leather shoes pretending they were Wind Fire Wheels, and even had a very elastic balloon at home that he popped and wore on his wrist, looking exactly like the Universe Ring.

    The set Wei Ming bought for him was produced by the Shanghai Animation Film Studio, a movie derivative product, beautifully made and very popular—and certainly not cheap.

    Xizi fell in love with it immediately, becoming so excited that he swallowed the White Rabbit candy in his mouth whole.

    He was about to cry again: I barely tasted the sweetness!

    Then he turned his gaze toward his sister. Le Le, who had originally planned to save her candy for later, decisively tore open the wrapper and ate it right away—otherwise, it would be too late!

    Seeing this, Xizi humbly asked: "Can you give me your candy wrapper then?"

    Le Le was very generous. She gave Xizi the candy wrapper to lick as he pleased, then looked at Brother Ming with expectant eyes.

    Of course, she had her own special gift.

    Wei Ming took out a well-crafted small gift box from his bag. When Le Le opened it, she saw a harmonica with a metallic sheen.

    She had seen such a thing before—the music teacher at kindergarten had one that could produce moving music.

    Wei Ming couldn't afford brands like Magic City or National Glory, so he bought an ordinary one, but it still cost him half a month's salary—more expensive than Xizi's picture books or Aunt's silk scarf.

    Le Le couldn't help but start playing it. Although there was no melody, the sound was good—clear and pleasant. Brother Ming's gift had truly touched her heart.
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    After Wei Ming left, Wei Ping'an discussed him with his wife: "Little Ming can be made a permanent employee next month. I had thought this temporary position would last two or three years."

    Lu Xiaoyan: "Since Little Ming is from out of town, I thought he might never become a permanent employee."

    "It's the child's own merit. After his novel is published in 'Harvest' in November, we can even consider a promotion."

    Lu Xiaoyan: "But as a writer, do you want him to keep working in Peking University's logistics system? Isn't that a waste of talent?"

    "Little Ming has discussed this issue with me. He said he wants to gain experience at the grassroots level, which can increase his life experience. Otherwise, he fears he might run out of things to write about. Why, do you have some idea?"

    Lu Xiaoyan: "I've been thinking, if he publishes several more articles in our publication, could we transfer him to our unit as an editor?"

    It was quite normal for writers to also serve as editors. Ba Jin created "Harvest," Lao She created "Beijing Literature and Art"—while maintaining their primary role as writers, they were also editors who discovered many young writers.

    Wei Ping'an was pleased that his wife had thought of this for their nephew, but he said: "Little Ming is only 18 after all. He probably couldn't sit still in your office. Besides, I actually hope he can achieve a higher level of education."

    Although a high school education wasn't considered low in this era, what about the future? Anyone with foresight could see that university graduates would become increasingly numerous—perhaps high school graduates wouldn't be valued as much in the future.

    "You want him to try the college entrance exam again next year? But what about his uneven academic performance?"

    Wei Ping'an smiled: "Not that kind of exam. Let me tell you, the school is considering reinstating correspondence education—a two-year program that wouldn't take too much time or energy. Plus, since he's already a Peking University employee, getting a diploma shouldn't be a problem."

    "Oh, that's great!" Lu Xiaoyan said. "Tell Little Ming later. He'll definitely be happy to hear it."

    Wei Ping'an: "Let's not mention it yet. The school is only discussing it and hasn't made a final decision. Even if they do, it won't start until the second half of next year at the earliest."

    As they were talking, Wei Ming returned with the two little ones, accompanied by the sound of Le Le's harmonica.

    Lu Xiaoyan was surprised: "Le Le, you really know how to play?"

    Now she wasn't just making sounds—there was actually a bit of melody.

    Wei Ming was also amazed: "Le Le asked me to teach her. I'm just an amateur, but after a simple lesson, she already knows how to play."

    Lu Xiaoyan picked up her precious daughter: "I didn't expect my daughter to have musical talent. Haha!"

    As for her precious son, he suddenly spotted a "wild" Cosmic Ring and immediately began waving it excitedly.

    Lu Xiaoyan angrily exclaimed: "Wei Xi, put that down!"

    After a scene of chaos, the five sat down for dinner—a very sumptuous meal with fish, meat, and wine.

    Wei Ping'an opened the Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine, which was twice as expensive as Maotai, and each adult received half a liang.

    "On this happy day, I'll briefly mention a few points. First..."

    Lu Xiaoyan kicked him under the table, and Wei Ping'an immediately changed course: "First, let's eat!"

    While eating, he said to Wei Ming: "Little Ming, your permanent employment can be processed next month, along with your commendation. As for your household registration, that will take a bit longer."

    "That's fine. Even with household registration, I wouldn't qualify for housing allocation." The hukou was temporarily of no use to him, but it was something he had to pursue. In his previous life, he had struggled for many years to obtain it.

    "Also," Wei Ping'an continued, "the Li family told me they'll come to thank you after the National Day celebrations are over. You know how it is with military personnel—they're even busier during National Day."

    Wei Ming nodded and raised his glass to toast Uncle Ping'an. It was also his first time drinking this medicinal wine, which had a distinctive taste. Uncle and nephew exchanged smiles, both feeling it wasn't as good as their hometown baijiu, so after finishing their half liang, they switched to the hometown liquor Old Wei had brought.

    Lu Xiaoyan took a sip and quite liked it. She remembered something: "Oh, right! After the September issue of 'Children's Literature' was released, your story 'The Toothless Tiger' received quite a good response. There are many reader letters. I brought them back for you."

    "Really?" Wei Ming was a bit excited.

    He thought of the legend of Zheng Yuanjie, who supposedly bought ten houses in Beijing to store reader letters—the ultimate level of showing off.

    I'll buy twenty sets!

    Then Wei Ming saw Aunt Xiaoyan bringing over a stack of envelopes, and his ambition immediately withered. This wasn't much.

    Only about ten letters.

    Wei Ming asked: "How many reader letters do other authors get? Like that Zheng Yuanjie who writes about ants?"

    Lu Xiaoyan thought for a moment: "Five or six."

    Wei Ming was immediately pleased—so his count wasn't bad!

    Actually, "Children's Literature" received many reader letters, but most were addressed to the editorial department. Letters specifically naming a particular author were relatively few.

    But Zheng Yuanjie's "King of Fairy Tales" had only one author, and he occasionally published letters in the magazine and publicly responded, stimulating children's enthusiasm for writing letters, so naturally, he received a tremendous amount.

    After dinner, Lu Xiaoyan also showed Wei Ming the illustrations for "If I Were Wu Song." She had deliberately brought them home for Wei Ming to review.

    Because "The Toothless Tiger" was hastily included in the September issue, the illustrations were done rather hurriedly and there were only three of them.

    But "Wu Song" had been submitted early, so the illustrations could be done more carefully. The quality was significantly improved, and there were more of them—a full eight illustrations.

    Lu Xiaoyan said: "So if you can submit your November manuscript to me quickly, we can specially commission external artists to create tailor-made illustrations, making them even more exquisite."

    They could even commission external artists for custom illustrations? Wei Ming suddenly became curious: "Are there writers who submit manuscripts with their own illustrations?"

  

    "Of course there are, but that was a long time ago. Mr. Hua Junwu once wrote articles for 'Children's Literature' with his own illustrations. His illustration fees were even higher than those for the text."

    That made sense—after all, this Mr. Hua was one of the three masters of Chinese cartoons.

    The scripts for Shanghai Animation Film Studio's "The Proud General" and "The Golden Dream" were his creations.

    Additionally, Old Chen being exceptionally admitted to Beijing Film Academy was partly due to Mr. Hua's significant help.

    Lu Xiaoyan asked curiously: "Why, are you planning to draw your own illustrations?"

    Wei Ming waved his hand: "I was thinking of a classmate of mine who draws better than I do."

    Wei Ming could actually draw, but as a Level 3 Art Technician who had started halfway, drawing was quite laborious for him, while his classmate had trained since childhood.

    Since self-provided illustrations were acceptable, Wei Ming made a mental note. Rather than benefiting outside artists, he might as well benefit his friend, and the results would better match his own vision.

    After dinner, Wei Ming didn't stay long. He picked up his large package and returned to Peking University.

    He entered through the West Gate, where the security guard on duty greeted him warmly.

    "Brother Ming, you're finally back!"

    "Haha, come visit the dormitory sometime."

    He traversed the campus to reach the South Gate. Some people who passed by would turn and look at him, not entirely sure if he was the Wei "Gate God" who had composed a poem in seven steps.

    The story had already spread throughout the school. Even those uninterested in modern poetry or literature had heard of it, and many outside Peking University were interested in him as well.

    At the South Gate, Mei Wenhua was on duty, wiping windows with a damp cloth. Outside the gate stood a group of people.

    He said to several Tsinghua University female students outside: "Wei Ming hasn't returned yet. You should go back. Besides, my poems aren't bad either, no worse than Wei Ming's. After my shift ends, we can exchange poetic insights."

    Hearing this, the Tsinghua female students covered their mouths, unable to contain their laughter, then turned and left. Don't think we don't recognize you, melancholy pretty boy.

    Wei Ming, seeing no particularly beautiful girls among them, didn't reveal himself. Once they left, he slapped Mei Wenhua on the back.

    "Mei Wenhua!"

    "Aiya, holy shit! You're back? When did you return?"

    Wei Ming: "I returned during the 'no worse than Wei Ming' part."

    Mei Wenhua shamelessly replied: "You didn't hear what came before. I was saying that window cleaning is an art, and I'm very good at it, no worse than Wei Ming."

    The other two senior gatekeepers at the post were clutching their stomachs, laughing so hard they couldn't stand straight.

    "Well, keep cleaning then." Wei Ming entered the gatehouse, greeted everyone, and proceeded to the basement.

    Only Zhao Debiao was in the dormitory. Brother Feng had gone to see his girlfriend again, so Zhao felt particularly lonely. At this moment, he thought of Duan Yu, Duan Zhengchun, and Yun Zhonghe, so he extended his sinful little hand downward.

    He was just getting into it when the door was forcefully pushed open with a shout of "Biao!" that startled him into a double shudder.

    "Oh, Brother Ming, you're back?" Biaozi extended one hand in greeting.

    Wei Ming wondered: "It's still early, why are you already in bed?"

    "Oh, I have the night shift." Biaozi blushed as he told this lie.

    "I see," Wei Ming sniffed a bit, then put his luggage on the bed. "I need to use the toilet. We'll chat later."

    "Ah, yes, yes, yes." Zhao Debiao sighed in relief and quickly got up to tidy himself.

    Wei Ming waited until enough time had passed before strolling back, then took out the gifts he had brought for his roommates.

    "This is sulfur soap from Magic City. I've put it in the basin."

    "Great, I'll try it right away," Biaozi said, carrying the basin to the washroom. A few minutes later, he returned. "It works well, extremely well. Washes very clean. Brother Ming, how much did this cost?"

    "Just a few cents, don't worry about it. Am I short on money now?"

    "Brother Ming, you're the man!" Biaozi gave him a thumbs up.

    At this moment, Wei Ming was looking at the wall, where a school journal was posted. One article was "Peking University Guardian, Criminal Nemesis—Wei Ming," personally drafted by Uncle Ping'an. Well, it was actually quite well-written, making Wei Ming feel embarrassed.

    Biaozi proudly said: "That was my suggestion."

    "It's too exaggerated," Wei Ming criticized. "I'll take it down later and bring it home to show my parents."

    "Don't do that! I have more here," Zhao Debiao somehow produced a thick stack of that day's school journals. "You can give them away as you please. We have plenty!"

    Wei Ming was completely impressed: "Where did you get all these?"

    "You don't know, but since that poetry recitation at Yuyuantan Park, many university students from across Beijing, especially female students, have come to make friends with you. Tsinghua, Normal University, Foreign Studies Institute, even the Music Academy. But since you weren't here, I thought about giving them copies of the school journal with your employment photo, so they wouldn't have made the trip for nothing."

    With this combination of poet + hero + handsome guy, female university students would probably be hopelessly infatuated. Biaozi, you've done quite some damage.

    But what was this "Yuyuantan Park Poetry Recitation"?

    "Hahaha, this? Hahaha!" Biaozi nearly fell over laughing. "Too bad I wasn't there. I heard about it from other university students."

    "What exactly happened? Tell me."

    Zhao Debiao composed himself and began to tell the story of that day.

    "That day, Mei Wenhua also participated in the recitation. He prepared to recite your poem 'Ideals' in public, but after just four lines, he forgot the words."

    "Ah, if you want to show off, you should be fully prepared." Do you know how many times I recited "Ideals" in my previous life?

    "Exactly," Biaozi laughed. "Mei Wenhua even tried to pull out a cheat sheet from his pocket, but people in the audience heckled him to get off the stage. At that moment, reportedly, a 1.9-meter-tall, handsome and talented Beijing Film Academy student took the stage and recited the entire poem from the beginning, with great emotional expression, earning applause from the entire audience. Your poem subsequently spread throughout all of Beijing's universities."

    Height 1.9 meters? Beijing Film Academy talent? And he loves reciting poetry?!

    Wei Ming asked: "Do you know what this Beijing Film Academy talent is called?"

    "Not entirely sure, but I think his name was Kai."

    "Kai?"

    "Yes," Zhao Debiao said. "Should be someone named Kai. Mei Wenhua came back and said he heard people calling that fellow 'Brother Kai.'"

    No doubt about it, it really was the poetry recitation superstar!

    This person truly loved poetry. He was close to the "Today" school poets like Bei Dao and Mang Ke, not only frequently participating in their poetry activities but also writing novels for "Today" under a pseudonym.

    However, Wei Ming needed to correct one point—that fellow was indeed tall, but at most 1.85 meters, definitely not 1.9 meters. In his previous life, Wei Ming had seen him in person when the poet was in his prime, while Wei Ming stood in the corner like an insignificant figure.

    "That's not all. Later, Mei Wenhua took the stage again to recite his poem 'Brilliant Sunshine,' and was booed off stage. That's when his nickname 'melancholy pretty boy' spread." Zhao Debiao slapped his thigh and burst into laughter again.

    "Zhao Debiao, you bastard, talking about me behind my back again?" The door was pushed open once more, and Mei Wenhua fiercely pounced on Zhao Debiao.

    One minute later.

    "Brother Biao, I was wrong. Brother Biao, I won't dare do it again. Brother Biao, be gentle, ah..."

    Although Biaozi's legs were a bit weak now, he still had ten years of martial arts training, so dealing with little Mei was a piece of cake.

    After Biaozi released Mei Wenhua, Wei Ming also tossed him a bar of sulfur soap—everyone in the dormitory got a share.

    Mei Wenhua was delighted, as he loved cleanliness.

    About half an hour later, Brother Feng returned as well, looking quite happy. Wei Ming noticed he seemed to have weak legs too. Could it be that no one was in his girlfriend's dormitory today?

    "Ah, Little Ming is back. Thanks for your hard work," after exchanging pleasantries, Brother Feng excitedly asked, "So, where are the goods!"

    Wei Ming rummaged through his bag. Besides the free sulfur soap, he had also brought a bottle of Friendship Snow Cream for Brother Feng. Feng had mentioned that his wife's colleague used this product from Magic City, saying it made the face exceptionally smooth, so he had asked Wei Ming to bring back a bottle.

    The gleaming white porcelain bottle with a fruit-green metal cap had a small arched recess in the center of the bottle, adorned with a gold-stamped trademark. Brother Feng lovingly played with it for a while before opening it to smell: "Fragrant, truly fragrant!"

    And expensive too—four yuan and fifty cents per bottle, a luxury item in those days.

    Qiao Feng carefully put it away and asked Wei Ming: "Are you planning to start work tomorrow? Do you want to rest a bit?"

    "I'd better not, since I've already taken so many days off."

    "Those days count as normal attendance, not leave," Qiao Feng took a sip of water. "However, we're still supporting the National Games these days, so we're genuinely short-handed. You can join the patrol team tomorrow."

    "Brother Feng, I want to join the patrol team too!" Mei Wenhua hurriedly said. He had almost become a joke at the gate post, sometimes wishing he could cover his face while on duty.

    With both of them wanting to go, Zhao Debiao wouldn't stand for it either: "Then I want to go too!"

    "You two didn't speak up earlier. It's too late to arrange it now. We'll discuss it later," Qiao Feng opened a drawer. "By the way, Little Ming, here are your letters."

    "Letters?"

    "Yes, from your hometown. All from your father. One arrived the day you left, and another came yesterday."

    Wei Ming quickly took them. The young readers' letters could wait—he needed to see what his father had to say first...

  

    The first letter didn't contain anything important—just stating that the money had been received, mainly used for Little Hong's education, along with purchasing some food. The family was very proud of him and hoped he would keep up the good work, and so on.

    The word "excellence" was misspelled.

    The second letter was more special because, besides his father's letter, it contained an envelope from "Liu Rulong."

    First, he looked at his father's letter.

    "A few days ago, your classmate Little Liu sent you a letter. He doesn't know you're also in Beijing, so I'm forwarding it to you. Also, there's something urgent."

    "I found that 'Children's Literature' magazine you mentioned in the county town, but it was an old issue, not the latest one. Could you buy a copy in Beijing and send it back? Urgent, urgent, urgent!"

    Three "urgents"—it seemed he was truly desperate.

    Wei Ming could almost see the scene: While Old Wei was boasting about how extraordinary his son was, a discordant voice emerged from the crowd: "You say your son became a writer, but where's his work? Let's see it!"

    Then, before dawn, Old Wei hurried to the county town by donkey cart to buy "Children's Literature," wasting both time and fodder, but still couldn't find it. Upon returning to the village, he had to avoid the crowd, temporarily shutting himself away.

    Poor, so pitiful!

    Wei Ming did have copies of the magazine and also wanted to send some money home.

    Why not take advantage of the Mid-Autumn Festival and go home? After all, it was a time for family reunion.

    Once this idea emerged, Wei Ming could no longer suppress his homesickness.

    He really wanted to see Little Hong in her girlhood, and to see what that 80-plus-year-old lady looked like when she was young.

    "Brother Feng, can I take some time off for Mid-Autumn Festival next month?"

    "What, feeling homesick?"

    "Of course. It's my first time being away from home for so long, unlike these two who constantly run home." Wei Ming expressed his envy of the native Beijingers.

    "No problem," Brother Feng agreed immediately. "By then, the National Games will be over, and National Day activities will be fewer—it's a relaxed time. Biaozi and Wenhua can also watch movies—there seem to be many new films during the National Day period."

    Wei Ming smiled: "When is everyone free tomorrow? Long March Dining Hall—it's my treat this time!"

    Hearing this, Biaozi excitedly asked: "Brother Ming, have you received your second payment?"

    "Yes."

    "How much?" Mei Wenhua asked with mixed feelings.

    Wei Ming: "Wenhua, don't ask. I'm afraid you'll feel bad if you know."

    With these words, everyone understood it was a terrifyingly large sum. Mei Wenhua was already feeling uncomfortable.

    You already got the fame, how is it that you get the money too!

    What are you, the protagonist or something?

    Wei Ming then opened the letter from his high school classmate Liu Rulong, postmarked from the Beijing Film Academy in Zhuxinzhuang, Changping.

    Wei Ming recalled that in his previous life, he had received this letter at home.

    Liu Rulong was the same age as Wei Ming. They had attended high school together for four years and were the closest friends in class. This guy often stole his grandfather's comic books to show Wei Ming.

    Ah Long grew up in Guangzhou. His mother was from the same hometown as Wei Ming, while his father was from Foshan.

    Both of Ah Long's parents were college students in the 1950s, studying English. They later fell in love and settled in Guangzhou.

    Later, his parents divorced. His father defected to Hong Kong, and his mother took him back to her hometown in Ping'an County, where she worked as a Chinese language teacher at the county high school. When the college entrance exam added English, she became an English teacher.

    Liu Rulong had studied painting since childhood. When he was young, through his grandfather's connections, he studied traditional Chinese painting under the Lingnan School master Guan Shanyue.

    After returning to the north, he learned snuff bottle interior painting and comic drawing techniques from his maternal grandfather.

    In 1977, Ah Long also followed the trend and took the college entrance examination but didn't pass.

    The second year, he wanted to apply to the Central Academy of Arts and Crafts (the predecessor of Tsinghua University's Academy of Arts), but still didn't pass.

    The third time, hearing that the Beijing Film Academy's Art Department was recruiting animation students, he decisively chose it, having been interested in animation since childhood, and this time he passed.

    With memories of his old friend, Wei Ming opened the letter and saw the same content as in his previous life.

    Ah Long first expressed concern for Ah Ming, encouraging him not to give up on his studies.

    Then he introduced his study life at the Film Academy.

    "I'm now very diligent in my studies because the most outstanding students in our class may be assigned to the Shanghai Animation Film Studio, and you know that's where I most desire to work!"

    Wei Ming thought: Congratulations, you made it.

    After graduation, Liu Rulong did indeed enter the Animation Studio based on his excellent academic performance and participated in several key projects there.

    The letter also mentioned that he had the opportunity to see many foreign animations at school.

    "American Disney's Mickey Mouse, Donald Duck, Snow White, Czechoslovakia's 'The Mole,' all are excellent works. Japanese Osamu Tezuka is also very impressive."

    Wei Ming remembered that when he first saw this letter, because this guy didn't use quotation marks, he thought Osamu Tezuka was an animation title like Mickey Mouse and "The Mole." He had wondered, "What kind of bug is a 'Tezuka Treatment' insect?"

    Later in the letter, Liu Rulong also expressed some concerns.

    "Although our country's animations like 'Havoc in Heaven' and 'Nezha Conquers the Dragon King' are masterpieces that don't lose to foreign works at the top level, and the types are rich enough, the production volume is too low. If reform and opening-up extends to the animation industry, I'm afraid we won't be able to withstand the foreign impact. In this regard, Japan's animation industry is very worth studying."

    Wei Ming sighed. In the 1990s, the Shanghai Animation Film Studio began to decline, and young talents like Liu Rulong couldn't find opportunities to showcase their abilities. So, with his parents' support, he crossed over to Japan and, like many from the Animation Studio, became an animation laborer in Japan.

    He had hoped to "learn the superior technology of the barbarians to control the barbarians," expecting that someday he could return to China to produce his country's own animations. At that time, Wei Ming, who had just started in the screenwriting circle, had told him, "When I become a screenwriter and you become a director, we'll use animation to counter-attack the Japanese."

    But a few years later, Ah Long was defeated by reality and, under financial pressure, started working in the underworld, later becoming the third leader of Japan's largest Chinese gang.

    The turning point was hard to believe, right? No one could have imagined that this guy with thick eyebrows, big eyes, not very tall, seemingly harmless, and panda-like appearance would end up in the underworld. He even claimed it was a legal organization that paid taxes.

    At the end of this letter, Liu Rulong also said: "It's a pity that the Film Academy doesn't have plans to recruit performance classes these two years. Otherwise, with your appearance, you could certainly consider studying acting. I think even Zhang Tielin, who is considered the most handsome in the '78 class, is slightly inferior to you."

    Wei Ming thought: Is it just "slightly"? You might want to rephrase that.

    "I probably won't have a chance to go home until the winter break. If you come to Beijing during this time, you must come find me. I'll show you my new paintings then."

    Wei Ming sighed. He had been in Beijing for almost a month and should go see Ah Long.

    Putting away this letter, Wei Ming began reading the letters from young readers, wondering if there might be food coupons or something tucked inside.

    But the first one was written by a parent, thanking "Wei Shenme" for successfully scaring their candy-loving daughter.

    The second was also from a parent.

    The third...

    After opening all 10 letters, Wei Ming found that most were thank-you notes from parents, expressing gratitude for the educational value of the fairy tale. All came from big cities.

    Only two were written by children, with crooked handwriting full of childish innocence, though the content was quite resentful, blaming him for exaggerating the harm of eating candy, causing them to be deprived of sweets. What a bad uncle!

    Wei Ming didn't know whether to laugh or cry. He hadn't expected to become not a close friend of the children but rather to gain a batch of young haters.

    This wouldn't do. He needed to quickly write a new piece to reverse this impression. He was still hoping that decades later, he could capitalize on nostalgia and collect money from these children, having them buy his books for the next generation.

    Early the next day, after breakfast, Wei Ming was taken by Brother Feng to the patrol team for half a day of training.

    At this time, "Wenhui Daily" had already published the middle part of "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms."

    In an alley in Hongkou District, Magic City.

    An elderly woman with silver hair was sunning herself on the balcony, reading the newspaper. Yesterday, she had been attracted by a little story, so when buying breakfast today, she bought "Wenhui Daily" again.

    The previous part mentioned that Department Head Wang, at his wit's end, had heard about "advertising," while this part was about him recruiting a documentary director's assistant to shoot a television commercial—the first in China.

    Only then did the old lady realize that behind that Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine advertisement from early in the year was so much hardship. This Department Head Wang not only acted in it himself but also took money from home to advance the filming costs—truly a good cadre.

    This part ended with the advertisement being completed, but how to get viewers to see it remained a question mark.

    The old lady cursed "cliffhanger dog" under her breath, then called her granddaughter.

    "Zhi, Zhi!"

    "What is it, Grandma?" A seventeen or eighteen-year-old oval-faced, tall girl came over.

    The old lady pointed to an empty wine bottle on the windowsill: "Remember that medicinal wine we bought during the New Year?"

    "Yes, you said you couldn't get used to the taste."

    "But it did have some effect. I felt quite good during that period. Go buy me another bottle." She took out 20 yuan, with the remainder as pocket money for her granddaughter.

    After thinking, she took out another ten yuan. "Also buy yourself some new underwear. The old ones don't fit anymore."

    After all, her son was making money in Hong Kong to support both of them, making them more affluent than the average Magic City family.

    The girl Zhi accepted the 30 yuan with a blushing, happy face. She hadn't expected that even at 18, her development hadn't stopped, and she had grown quite a bit larger recently~

  

    At a military camp in suburban Beijing.

    Feng Xiaogang, a staff member of the Tank Sixth Division's Propaganda Team, was searching through newspapers in the reading room.

    Liang Tian, who had recently been assigned to the Propaganda Team for his writing abilities, approached him.

    "What are you doing?"

    "Oh, Brother Tian," Although Feng Xiaogang was a year older than Liang Tian, he knew Liang's family background was good, so he willingly acted as the younger brother, "I saw a really interesting story in the newspaper yesterday, and I'm looking for the continuation."

    "Which newspaper?"

    "Wenhui Daily."

    "Isn't it right here?" Liang Tian reached out and immediately found today's Wenhui Daily from the pile of newspapers.

    Feng Xiaogang gave a thumbs up: "As the old saying goes, small eyes focus light—your eyesight is really impressive."

    Liang Tian rolled his eyes. If you're going to compliment me, just do it properly without making fun of my small eyes.

    Fortunately, he wasn't petty and asked: "What story is it?"

    "This one, 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.'"

    Liang Tian took a glance and saw the author's name.

    "Well, well, Wei Ming?"

    "What's up? Is this person famous? I've never heard of him before." Feng Xiaogang was quite well-read, having been in the army for over a year, he knew most of the new writers who had recently emerged.

    "If it's the Wei Ming I know, he shouldn't be very famous now, but in the future—who knows."

    "Oh, what do you mean? Is he a hidden dragon?"

    Liang Tian: "That's a good expression. He might indeed be a hidden dragon."

    Then he told Feng Xiaogang what he had heard about Wei Ming from his mother and older brother.

    Publishing a novel in "Harvest," composing a poem in seven steps, and the key premise—he was just a gatekeeper!

    Feng Xiaogang, a small-time opportunist who was good at networking, had his eyes gleaming. This was truly inspiring—so as long as you have talent, no matter how humble your origins, you won't be buried!

    Then Liang Tian asked him: "How's the story?"

    Feng Xiaogang, who initially thought it was just somewhat impressive, immediately said: "It's absolutely brilliant! The style is unique, full of punchlines, and it uses the small to reflect the big. Although it's about selling goods, I feel it's actually talking about reform and opening-up."

    Feng Xiaogang had good insight. Having read only one-third of the story, he had already guessed Wei Ming's intention hidden in the final third.

    Then he found yesterday's "Wenhui Daily" for Liang Tian, and the two sat side by side reading the newspaper.
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    After half a day of training, Wei Ming basically knew what patrolling entailed: if nothing happened, you didn't need to do anything; if something happened, you had to handle everything.

    However, in this era without surveillance cameras, occasionally slacking off wasn't a big deal.

    At noon, he went to the school's small shop to buy a pack of cigarettes. Just as he was about to go to the faculty dining hall, he ran into Liu Zhenyun.

    "Oh, you're finally back! You haven't forgotten, have you? About treating us to a meal!"

    From his urgent tone, it sounded as if Wei Ming had promised to treat him to a meal.

    "I remember. Is it now?"

    "Yes, right now!" The girls were all impatient.

    And so, Wei Ming was dragged by Liu Zhenyun to Dining Hall No. 1. This was Wei Ming's first time eating in the student dining hall. Although he now had some money, Wei Ming felt that saving a meal was saving a meal.

    Wearing his uniform, he attracted attention as soon as he entered. Many people whispered among themselves.

    "Is this the Gate God of the South Gate?"

    "The great poet who wrote 'Ideals'?"

    "I heard he just returned from Magic City, and Old Ba has designated him as the literary world's successor..."

    Though not a Peking University student, Wei Ming had clearly become a campus celebrity.

    Through a drawing of lots, today's host was Wang Xiaoping from the Chinese Department, Class of '77, a Beijing local and future famous screenwriter.

    Wei Ming really liked her film "Guasha" about the clash between Eastern and Western cultures, but what he watched most was "Empresses in the Palace." Although it had an original novel, the screenwriter's contribution couldn't be overlooked.

    He watched it on TV and then on Douyin—today Zhen Huan opened fire with a machine gun sweeping the harem, tomorrow Consort Hua started cultivating immortality to dominate everyone, the day after the Empress learned black magic. The drama was always fresh no matter how many times you watched it.

    Unexpectedly, when Wang Xiaoping approached, she didn't ask what he wanted to eat but whether he could now write a poem in seven steps.

    "I can't. I've said before, without inspiration, I can't squeeze out a poem or even a fart."

    Who would have thought that the great poet and writer would speak so crudely? He's so special!

    The two then queued together to get food. Liu Zhenyun crossed Wang Xiaoping off in his little notebook—one down.

    Liu Zhenyun ate his usual simple meal of one mao worth of pan-fried tofu with a steamed bun. After Wei Ming and Wang Xiaoping got their food, he invited them to sit at his table.

    Then he swallowed—braised pork, a bowl of rice, and even a "four happiness" meatball!

    All this must have cost about five mao, yet Wang Xiaoping showed no reservations.

    Wang Xiaoping was very curious about Wei Ming's manuscript revision experience in Magic City. Hearing that he had met Old Ba and received a personally signed copy of "Rebirth," she was quite envious.

    Liu Zhenyun only envied Wei Ming's stomach. He couldn't help asking: "This 'four happiness' meatball can't be pure meat, right? They must have added flour."

    Wei Ming: "Let me taste it."

    He took a bite: "There's starch, tofu, and egg, but it's mainly meat."

    After saying this, he quickly finished off the "four happiness" meatball, and Liu Zhenyun pretended not to see.

    After finishing the meal and parting ways with the satisfied Wang Xiaoping, Liu Zhenyun checked his notebook: "Tonight's dinner host is..."

    "I'm not free tonight. I've already made plans to eat out with my dormmates."

    "Oh, then tomorrow at noon..."

    "Tomorrow noon won't work either. I need to go out, but evening is fine."

    "Alright, then tomorrow's dinner."

    Liu Zhenyun seriously helped Wei Ming schedule his meals.

    "Brother Zhenyun, if you don't mind that we're all security staff, why don't you join us tonight? The more the merrier."

    "Huh? You're going out to eat? Where?"

    "At Long March Dining Hall."

    Liu Zhenyun instinctively swallowed. Forget about Long March Dining Hall, he hadn't even tried the meat dishes in the school cafeteria.

    Once, passing by the Long March Dining Hall, he could smell the aroma from outside, which prompted him to eat an extra steamed bun back at school.

    However, he immediately declined: "I'd better not go. It's too expensive there."

    One meal there would cost him three days' worth of meals at school.

    "You don't need to pay. Today is my treat. Just bring your mouth and food coupons."

    "Then I really can't go." One shouldn't accept benefits without merit.

    Wei Ming: "Then you're looking down on security staff."

    Seeing Wei Ming provoke him with these words, Liu Zhenyun had to reluctantly say: "To prove that workers and peasants are one family, all class brothers, I guess I have to go."

    After all, he had been frequenting the South Gate during this time and had become familiar with Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua—they weren't strangers.

    After parting with Liu Zhenyun, Wei Ming went to find the senior colleague who was training him, ready to begin his first official patrol.

    The two first arrived at the Yannan Garden villa area.

    In the southern part of Peking University campus, near the main dining hall, there was a special area enclosed by a short wall. The terrain was slightly higher than the surroundings, covering 48 mu, with 17 gray brick historical buildings numbered from 50 to 66—this was Yannan Garden.

    The residents here were all the university's top professors and scholars, making it a priority area for patrols. Wei Ming had only passed by the surrounding area before, never entering.

    The senior pointed to Building 66: "This is where Professor Zhu Guangqian lives. Before him, it was the home of Bing Xin's family. Professor Zhu is now eighty-two, his health isn't what it used to be, but he still persists in supervising graduate students."

    "Building 62 is Professor Lin Geng's home, a Chinese Department professor and also a poet. If you meet him and introduce yourself, he'll probably want to discuss poetry with you."

    "Building 61 is the home of geographer Hou Renzhi, who is also the head of the Geography Department. He's not home recently—he's gone to Xinjiang to study the desert."

    Then he pointed to Building 56: "This is our university president Zhou Peiyuan's home. He's a physicist specializing in mechanics."

    Wei Ming smiled as he listened to the stories about each residence and each scholar, seeing that his senior had a deep love for Peking University, knowing every courtyard intimately.

    Just then, they heard someone calling, "Mei'er, come down~"

    The senior quickly led Wei Ming to Building 57.

    "Professor Feng, wait a moment. I'll go get a ladder!" the senior said.

    They saw an old man with a white beard leaning on a cane standing under a tree. On the tree was a beautiful long-haired white cat, meowing anxiously with a squeaky voice.

    Wei Ming chuckled softly and rolled up his sleeves: "Who needs a ladder?"

  

    Although Wei Ming was tall, he was very agile. Since childhood, under Old Wei's guidance, he had mastered tree climbing as a survival skill.

    He believed that if tree climbing were an Olympic event, he would definitely be a strong contender for the silver medal.

    As for why not the gold medal?

    Well, Old Wei would be there, wouldn't he?

    Wei Ming climbed to the white cat's position in no time, while his senior reassured philosophy master Professor Feng Youlan, who was truly worried about his cat.

    Peking University had many stray cats, especially in Yannan Garden where there was plenty of space, few people, and a good ecosystem. The elderly professors were mostly cat lovers and often provided food, making this area the strays' favorite place to gather.

    Professor Feng was one of the most prominent cat servants among these professors. His daughter, writer Zong Pu, had written many pieces about her father's relationship with cats.

    "Your name is Mei'er, right? The cat really lives up to its name~" Its fur was long and smooth—it appeared to be a Persian cat, a young female, though not odd-eyed.

    Wei Ming had already rolled down his sleeves. Although the kitten was beautiful, its little claws were very sharp when it was frightened.

    "Don't be afraid, uncle will be gentle~"

    He soothingly reassured the kitten while unexpectedly grabbing it by the scruff of its neck, yanking it off the tree trunk in one swift move, then cradling it in one arm.

    Professor Feng watched nervously, worried about both Mei'er getting hurt and the young man falling.

    After securing the cat, Wei Ming performed a one-handed descent from the tree, moving with extreme speed like an ape-man.

    Professor Feng received Mei'er from Wei Ming's hands, repeatedly expressing his gratitude: "Thank you so much, young man. Come in and have some water!"

    Wei Ming smiled and politely declined, then said: "Sir, cats are better at climbing trees than humans, and this tree isn't very tall. Next time, don't panic too much—it will learn to come down by itself."

    "I know other cats can climb trees, but Mei'er is rather stupid and hasn't mastered this skill yet."

    "Meow~" Mei'er comfortably stretched her fair, plump legs in her owner's arms.

    Wei Ming thought: Flirtatious cat!

    Professor Feng continued: "Besides, my Mei'er is beautiful and attracts too many cats. Just now, a stray cat was chasing her trying to make friends, which frightened her up the tree."

    "Oh, there was a stray cat?" the senior asked.

    "Yes, a yellow one."

    Seeing how much the old professor loved his precious cat, Wei Ming didn't want to discourage him. The professor clearly had an overprotective father mentality.

    Your beautiful little cat, in a male cat's eyes, wasn't as attractive as those fancy calicos and tortoiseshells—those were the real feline beauties.

    After leaving Yannan Garden, the senior looked Wei Ming over: "Little Wei, you're quite good at climbing trees?"

    "Put it this way—I've spent nights in trees before."

    "Why would you sleep in a tree?"

    "When I was little, I ate the meat my family had prepared for the New Year. If I hadn't spent the night in a tree, my dad would have used the meat from my backside for New Year's dinner."

    "Hahaha, you!" The Senior couldn't contain his laughter. "Well, there's a somewhat dangerous task here. Would you like to try it?"

    "What kind of task?"
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    The Senior brought him to the front of the main dining hall, where there was a grove of persimmon trees. Around October was when persimmons ripened. The lower ones had already been picked by students, leaving only those at greater heights.

    When persimmons ripened, they would naturally fall off, sometimes hitting people. If they didn't hit anyone, they'd land on the ground as a soft mess that was difficult to clean up.

    Wei Ming looked at the height of the trees. Is that all?

    "Get me a pair of scissors, and call several more people to hold cloth bags underneath. You can't possibly handle it all by yourself."

    His family had a persimmon tree that was much taller than these. Since he was ten, picking persimmons had been his job.

    Wei Ming soon climbed a tree with scissors. Those who frequently climbed trees knew instinctively how much weight a branch could bear.

    He moved around near the main trunk, cutting what he could reach and simply breaking off branches he couldn't, throwing entire branches down. They wouldn't be reachable next year anyway, so what was the point of leaving them?

    After one tree, Wei Ming climbed down and up again, changing position. Indeed, it took several people to keep up with his persimmon-cutting speed.

    Though all were university security personnel, Wei Ming had the added status of being a writer. He was handsome and the nephew of Director Wei. Leaders treated him differently, and Peking University female students (and some male students) admired him. It was impossible for there to be no sarcastic comments among colleagues.

    But seeing him today taking the lead, unafraid of danger and fatigue, showing the honest and upright character of a rural youth, several people who had made sour remarks about Wei Ming felt deeply ashamed.

    At that moment, Wei Ping'an happened to pass by and saw Wei Ming in the tree, reminding him of his childhood in the countryside. This Little Ming really resembled Brother Jiefang.

    No, no, no—how could Little Ming be like him? He was much better than Jiefang. They couldn't be compared. How could a mere firefly compete with the bright moon!

    When Wei Ming came down from the tree, Wei Ping'an approached.

    "Director Wei." Wei Ming was very formal, using titles during work hours.

    "Mm." Wei Ping'an first affirmed everyone's work achievements.

    The Senior immediately said: "It was mainly thanks to Little Wei. How could us old bones be so agile?"

    Then Wei Ping'an took out two newspapers from behind his back.

    "These are yesterday's and today's Wenhui Daily. I only remembered when I saw young people in the office reading your story. This is your first published novel—worth treasuring."

    He added: "I'll bring you the third part tomorrow after I've read it."

    Implying that he too was following the serialization.

    Wei Ming thought: Those who follow serializations are all angels!

    Seeing Wei Ping'an about to leave, Wei Ming quickly grabbed a branch with over a dozen bright red persimmons hanging from it.

    "Director Wei, we have too many and can't eat them all. Why don't you take some?"

    Wei Ping'an didn't stand on ceremony and carried the branch back to his office.

    By four o'clock in the afternoon, Wei Ming's shift ended. They had gathered several baskets of persimmons, and the senior let Wei Ming, the main contributor, decide how to distribute them.

    Wei Ming took only two branches full of fruit for himself, leaving the rest for everyone to share with colleagues at various posts.

    The senior said: "Alright, I'll tell them these are from Wei Ming. Haha."

    The persimmons were still a bit hard. After returning, Wei Ming left them at the South Gate to sun-dry.

    Liu Zhenyun was still in class, Biaozi was still on duty, and Mei Wenhua had gone to the National Games figure skating venue to polish the ice—he was especially good at polishing, after all.

    So Wei Ming shouldered his bag, first returned five books to the library, and borrowed several more.

    Then he found the university bus team. Besides cars, there were many buses here.

    Peking University now had a branch campus in Changping, requiring teachers to be transported there for classes every day. Wang Xiaoping's future husband, the famous director Zheng Xiaolong, whom he'd met today, was studying there.

    Outside, someone was maintaining the vehicles. After asking, Wei Ming quickly found Driver Liu.

    Liu Wenjie had just returned from a drive and was drinking tea and reading the newspaper.

    "Oh, Little Wei, when did you get back?"

    "Driver Liu, I just arrived," Wei Ming said while reaching into his bag. "Mission accomplished—I've brought back the wine. You must have been craving it for a while, so I came to deliver it as soon as I got off work."

    "Oh, there's no rush, no rush." Driver Liu accepted it and found that Wei Ming had also returned the five yuan.

    "Hey, why are you giving me the money back? That's not right, and it's five yuan at that."

    Wei Ming smiled: "They only charged fifteen, so naturally five remained."

    Knowing Wei Ming didn't need his small commission, Driver Liu accepted it with a smile.

    "Little Wei, why don't I treat you to a meal today? Any restaurant you want, just say the word." Driver Liu offered generously—after all, a meal only cost a few yuan.

    Wei Ming waved his hand: "Driver Liu, I'll pass on the meal. The Chinese Department girls are lining up to treat me. But I do have something I'd like your help with."

    Wei Ming took out the Great Front Gate cigarettes he had bought earlier and offered one to Driver Liu. These cost 3.9 mao per pack, considered somewhat high-end.

    In his previous life, he had been a smoker—too many troubles. In this life, he didn't want to touch cigarettes, but they were useful for social interactions.

    Driver Liu breathed a sigh of relief, accepted the cigarette, and lit it. If Wei Ming needed a favor, that was good—he had been worried about owing someone a debt without being able to repay it, which would weigh on his mind.

    Then Wei Ming brought up his desire to get a driver's license.

    Driver Liu exhaled smoke: "Leave it to me. You don't need to worry about anything—just wait for my call."

    He then explained the process of obtaining a driver's license to Wei Ming.

    First, one needed a letter of introduction from their work unit to register at the vehicle supervision office.

    Then, a driver from their unit with at least three years of experience would serve as instructor and sign off with the unit's official seal. Driver Liu naturally claimed this role.

    After that, two booklets would be issued—"Traffic Rules" and "Mechanical Knowledge"—for self-study, followed by an application for the written exam six months later.

    After passing that, there would be a road test. The entire process would take at least a year.

    Hearing Liu's explanation, it seemed quite complicated. Without driving schools in this era, and without old drivers like Liu to guide him, it would be truly difficult to manage.

    Driver Liu patted Wei Ming's shoulder: "After you get your license, are you planning to join our university bus team?"

    "I'm afraid you won't accept me," Wei Ming joked.

    "A talented person like you would be fought over anywhere. Let me tell you, our university bus team really lets you see the big world. Do you know who I just drove the university president to meet?"

    "Who?"

    "Well, it was nobody special, just a Vice President—of America~"

    Driver Liu calmly blew two smoke rings that slowly rose, one forming the character "niu" (impressive), the other forming the letter "B"~ ..................

  

    From what Driver Liu said, this official would be giving a speech at Peking University, which Wei Ming wouldn't get to see.

    But Wei Ming could guess why he was coming to Peking University—the country probably wanted to increase student exchanges, taking advantage of the Sino-American honeymoon period to send more university students to study in America.

    He'd heard that the Class of '77 was already competing for government-sponsored study abroad spots. Strong Brother from the Law Department also wanted to go, but because he was too outstanding, the school kept him in the Youth League Committee.

    The country certainly understood that with study abroad students, it was very possible they'd be throwing a meat bun to a dog—gone forever. And these were the country's best buns.

    But they truly had no choice. With academic exchanges interrupted for ten years, many disciplines had suffered a disconnection. Without the help of foreign knowledge, national development would only be slower.

    Even if only 5 out of 10 who went abroad came back, it would still be worth it.

    Driver Liu told Wei Ming to wait for his news; he would help find a leader to write an introduction letter.

    After leaving the university bus team, Wei Ming returned to the South Gate. Mei Wenhua, who had been volunteering at the National Games, had already returned and was sitting inside with Biaozi.

    Wei Ming asked: "Where's Brother Feng? Hasn't he finished work yet?"

    Biaozi regretfully said: "Brother Feng said he won't be coming."

    "Why?"

    Mei Wenhua snickered: "His wife came!"

    "Huh?"

    Zhao Debiao: "She's in our dormitory."

    "Wow!"

    Zhao Debiao: "It's not what you think. Brother Feng just feels that adding another person would make you spend more, so he suggested another day."

    Wei Ming: "It's just one more person. I've invited someone else too. No need to worry about such details for happy occasions."

    In this era, even with money, there weren't many ways to spend it. Besides a few big-ticket items, there was only eating and drinking. Even that couldn't be done lavishly due to grain coupon quotas.

    So Wei Ming asked Biaozi to go invite them: "If you can't persuade them, let Wenhua go. If Wenhua fails too, I'll make three visits to their humble abode."

    Shortly after Biaozi left, Liu Zhenyun came running over.

    Wei Ming told him to wait a bit longer—the group wasn't complete yet.

    "No rush. Oh, this is for you." Liu Zhenyun handed Wei Ming a 16mo booklet with a yellow background cover featuring a man bending down to hold a small flower, with three large characters "Weiming Lake."

    The characters were written by Mr. Mao Dun—this was the inaugural issue of "Weiming Lake."

    "Oh, it's already printed!" Wei Ming eagerly accepted it, while Mei Wenhua also leaned in, his eyes filled with envy.

    He flipped through a few pages and saw that "Ideals" was placed at the beginning of the volume, which moved him a bit. This generation of university students was indeed very accommodating.

    "I thought you were just doing this as amateurs, but the production quality is quite good."

    "We just don't know if we can recover the costs. Many senior students have put their own money into it." Liu Zhenyun sighed.

    When they were raising funds, he had briefly considered contributing but didn't put in any money. Otherwise, he'd now be too worried about sales to eat.

    "How much are you planning to sell it for?"

    "Three mao."

    "Three mao isn't expensive, the same as 'Beijing Literature and Art,' cheaper than 'People's Literature.'"

    Liu Zhenyun was embarrassed: "How can we compare with them? But any cheaper and it would be impossible to recover costs."

    "I understand. They print hundreds of thousands of copies at a time with large-scale equipment and strict cost control. Your small workshop can't really be compared to that."

    In publishing, the more copies printed at once, the lower the cost per book.

    As they were talking, Zhao Debiao had already brought up Qiao Feng and Mu Rong.

    Mu Rong was a typical Shandong woman—enthusiastic and forthright, with good looks too. After being called so many times, she had become a bit haughty. She had also been curious about this extraordinary man her husband often mentioned. Seeing Wei Ming today, she found him truly remarkable.

    The six people walked together, introducing each other. No one rejected Liu Zhenyun, the university student. After all, Mu Rong was also a Peking University student, though she hadn't been admitted through examination.

    Mei Wenhua started calculating: last time, four people ate for five yuan; how much would six people cost?

    How much had this kid Wei Ming earned in manuscript fees to be so generous!

    "By the way," Qiao Feng asked Wei Ming, "I saw two newspapers on the table, and one article's author was also named Wei Ming. Is it just someone with the same name or..."

    "It's me," Wei Ming explained. "While revising manuscripts in Magic City, I was bored and went out for a walk when inspiration struck. So I wrote a short piece and submitted it to Wenhui Daily. It was accepted, and they paid very promptly."

    Mei Wenhua thought: No wonder!

    Liu Zhenyun thought: That works?

    Mu Rong congratulated him: "Little Wei, you're amazing! Does this count as a double blessing?"

    One blessing from "Harvest," another from "Wenhui Daily."

    Liu Zhenyun interjected: "Our 'Weiming Lake' magazine is about to be officially launched, featuring Brother Wei's poem—that makes it a triple blessing."

    Mei Wenhua snickered: "This blessing comes without payment."

    Wei Ming: "Actually, there's another blessing from 'Beijing Literature and Art,' which should be published next month. And the story's prototype was provided by Brother Feng."

    Mu Rong: "You mean the one about the man and ox from our hometown mountains?"

    "Yes, so another day I want to treat Brother Feng and sister-in-law separately. Without Brother Feng providing the material, how could I have written that story?" Wei Ming said sincerely.

    Hearing this, Qiao Feng felt quite proud. Though he couldn't write himself, inspiring a writer was also a meritorious deed.

    This gave Zhao Debiao an idea: "Brother Ming, if I tell you stories from our Shichahai Sports School, and you write a novel, would that count as me inspiring you?"

    Wei Ming: "Does your sports school have any stories worth writing about?"

    Biaozi racked his brains and finally sighed: "Maybe not, but my personal experience is quite legendary."

    "Oh?" Everyone looked at him.

    "Since childhood, I've listened to storytelling about the Three Heroes and Five Righteous Ones and always had a dream of becoming a chivalrous hero. At age seven, I decided to wander the jianghu, but unfortunately, I was caught by my mother that afternoon. Although my backside was beaten raw, my mother sent me to Shichahai, where I trained in martial arts for ten years. Does that count?" Biaozi blinked expectantly.

    Wei Ming considered: "Doesn't that just sound like an ordinary case of running away from home?"

    Everyone roared with laughter.

    Mei Wenhua scoffed: "Brother Ming writes literary works. What you described has nothing to do with literature. Now, my story is different. I grew up in a military compound, playing with older children, and participated in many famous battles across Beijing. You know 'Little Bastard,' right? I was one of the witnesses when he died."

    Wei Ming laughed: "Wenhua, you were only eight or nine when Little Bastard died. You were fighting at such a young age?"

    "Heroes emerge young, you know." He pushed up his glasses, looking not at all heroic.

    After chatting for a while, they arrived at Long March Dining Hall. With a lady present, they didn't order alcohol, so even with six people, they spent only five yuan.

    Still, this was enough to astonish Liu Zhenyun—all the dishes on the table were unavailable in the school cafeteria, and each contained meat!

    During the meal, since everyone was curious, Wei Ming shared his experiences in Magic City. None of the others had been there before.

    He described the huge billboards, the Lovers' Wall at the Bund, the "frog cars," and so on.

    Listening to Wei Ming's vivid descriptions, it was as if they were there themselves. Qiao Feng felt this was Wei Ming's talent—being able to observe a place so thoroughly after staying just a few days, making it possible to casually write an article worthy of publication.

    As they continued eating, Wei Ming mentioned his plans for tomorrow.

    Tomorrow he had arranged with the senior to take the night shift, so he could visit Liu Rulong at the Film Academy during the day.

    "Tomorrow I need to go to Zhuxinzhuang to see a classmate, so I need to borrow one of your bicycles. Who's using their bike tomorrow?"

    Zhao Debiao: "Not me!"

    Mei Wenhua had no choice but to say: "I'm not using mine either."

    Wei Ming: "Then I'll ride Wenhua's. New bikes ride better."

    Mei Wenhua thought: So you know mine is new!

    "It is a new bike, so pedal gently~" Mei Wenhua repeatedly cautioned.

    Finally, he couldn't help asking: "With all your manuscript fees now, why don't you buy your own bike?"

    "Do you have a ration coupon?"

    "I don't, but you could buy a second-hand one. No coupon needed, and it's cheaper too."

    Mei Wenhua was very much hoping Wei Ming would get his own bicycle to stop exploiting his new one.

    Wei Ming took this suggestion seriously. He would soon have watch coupons—he'd buy a new watch with after-sales service.

    For a bicycle, new or old didn't matter as long as it worked. In a few years, he planned to switch to a car, or perhaps transition with a motorcycle first.

    "Do you have connections for second-hand bikes?"

    Seeing Wei Ming's interest, Mei Wenhua said: "I'll ask around for you."

    Qiao Feng and the others also said they would keep an eye out.

    Mu Rong asked with a smile: "Little Wei, is this classmate of yours male or female?"

    "Sister-in-law, it's a male classmate. Why, are you thinking of introducing me to someone?"

    "Just say the word, and I'll bring someone tomorrow. We have many female comrades at our Medical Institute Research Center—beautiful, smart, and especially fond of literary youths!"

  

    Wei Ming scratched his head: "I'm still young, and from out of town. Better to focus on my career first."

    In this era, dating at most meant holding hands, which wasn't very meaningful. Making money was more interesting.

    Just as Mu Rong was about to speak again, Biaozi excitedly said: "Sister-in-law, if you have someone suitable, introduce her to me!"

    Everyone laughed, and Mei Wenhua habitually teased him: "Didn't you say you had a girl you liked at the sports school? Why ask sister-in-law for introductions?"

    Wei Ming: "Oh, is that so?"

    Qiao Feng said: "During the days you were away, he got drunk once and spilled the truth."

    Zhao Debiao sighed: "She was my classmate at the sports school. She said someone who hasn't even won a national championship has no right to pursue her."

    "What, has she won a national championship?" Wei Ming asked.

    "She probably will this year. She's very strong." Speaking of this female classmate, the usually optimistic Biaozi seemed a bit self-conscious.

    To make Biaozi feel better, Wei Ming consoled him: "You're still young. Look at Wenhua, he's 19 and still single."

    Mei Wenhua: "Hey, hey, hey, after you left, Sister Qing Qing specially came to apologize to me and even treated me to a meal. I think we have a chance."

    Biaozi felt even worse.

    Wei Ming quickly added: "Old Liu, Old Liu is over 20 and still single too."

    Liu Zhenyun elegantly put down his chopsticks with a smile: "First, I'm only 21. Second, yesterday I visited the Summer Palace with my hometown Junior Sister Meizi, and I think she's interested in me."

    Biaozi felt they were giving him no way out, and the food on the table no longer tasted good.

    After the meal ended, Zhao Debiao returned to the dormitory, pacing back and forth before finally taking out paper and pen.

    Wei Ming: "What are you going to do?"

    Biaozi: "I'm going to write a love letter!"

    However, after writing "Yanzi:" he didn't know what to write next, so he asked Brother Ming for advice.

    Wei Ming: "Just write 'How can I live without you, Yanzi!'"

    Biaozi: "Isn't that too unmanly?"

    "Want to be more manly? Then write a challenge letter."

    "Huh? A challenge letter?"

    Wei Ming: "Yes. From what you're saying, your classmate seems quite competitive. If you could defeat her, wouldn't that make her look at you differently?"

    Biaozi's eyes lit up: "That makes sense!"

    So he tore up the love letter and wrote a challenge letter instead. It was very brief, just one sentence: "Huang Qiuyan, do you dare to battle me? —Zhao Debiao!"

    "Wait, what's your classmate's name?"

    "Qiuyan. I usually call her Yanzi~"
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    Early the next morning, Wei Ming rode Mei Wenhua's new Flying Pigeon bicycle to the Film Academy in Zhuxinzhuang, while Zhao Debiao prepared to deliver his challenge letter to Yanzi at the Shichahai Sports School.

    At this time, "Wenhui Daily" had published the final part of "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," concluding the serialization.

    The sales of Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine hadn't fluctuated much yet, but the circulation of "Wenhui Daily" over these three issues had steadily increased, and they had received much social feedback about the novel.

    Even without waving the banner of reform literature, this novel remained an engaging story that had deeply hooked readers from the first issue, making them happy when the characters were happy, worried when they were worried, compelling them to continue following the protagonist's fate.
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    A military unit in Baoding.

    Nineteen-year-old Wang Zhongjun had been a soldier for three years, first as a scout, then transferred to become a map marker due to his art background.

    He paid close attention to his studies and read many newspapers about current events daily.

    However, today in the reading room, he first chose "Wenhui Daily" and immediately turned to page four to find the final installment of "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms."

    The previous part had described how Department Head Wang had racked his brains to complete the one-and-a-half-minute television commercial but was stuck at the broadcast stage.

    This part continued the story: because there was no precedent, the television station wouldn't air it for him. Fortunately, an open-minded director withstood pressure to facilitate the advertisement's broadcast—this was the part not mentioned in the film "The Prophetic Duck."

    The author then detailed the reactions of the television audience, mainly Magic City viewers seeing a commercial on television for the first time.

    When writing this section, Wei Ming had mainly interviewed the guest house staff, adding some artistic processing. After reading it, Wang Zhongjun's first reaction was: Chinese audiences are so easily fooled!

    Some viewers even thought the government was calling on them to buy the medicinal wine.

    Wei Ming then portrayed the scene of the medicinal wine selling out, with not-so-wealthy citizens emptying all stores and pharmacies that carried the product, thereby helping the pharmaceutical factory overcome its crisis.

    Wang Zhongjun thoughtfully stroked his chin, thinking advertisements were indeed effective.

    By now, the novel's narrative intent regarding reform and opening-up was crystal clear.

    The duck knows first when the river water warms in spring—what is reform and opening-up? It means being brave enough to be the first duck to enter the water.

    Wang Zhongjun found this line inspiring, and the subsequent line "The brave enjoy the world first" struck him even more directly.

    He wanted to share the newspaper with those around him, but seeing how dull they all looked, he kept his thoughts to himself, silently memorizing these words. He hoped that someday he could become that brave person.

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    Anshan, Liaoning.

    Fourteen-year-old Chen Xiaoxu had just joined the city drama troupe as an announcer.

    Some said she resembled Chen Peisi, the male lead in this year's film "Look at This Family," and coincidentally, her father was also named Chen Qiang.

    Chen Xiaoxu saw her colleague Bi Yanjun reading a newspaper. She quietly approached and covered his eyes from behind.

    "Guess who I am?"

    "Stop fooling around, Xiaoxu. I'm engrossed in reading."

    Though they were ten years apart, there were sparks in the way they looked at each other.

    "What are you reading?" Chen Xiaoxu sat down beside him, looking obedient.

    "A novel, a serialization. This is the final part."

    "What's it about?"

    "About making advertisements."

    "Advertisements?" She was puzzled. "Is that something interesting?"

    "Haha, read it and you'll understand." Bi Yanjun helped her find the previous two issues.

    This was the first time the girl from a small northeastern city had encountered the concept of advertising and learned about its mechanisms.

    Wei Ming had explained everything transparently in the article, from creative ideas to filming to placement, introducing what advertising actually was in simple terms.

    His explanation revealed the essence of advertising, helping the audience demystify it to some extent.

    But it also attracted many people's interest in the advertising industry. From the perspective of the industry's development, the appearance of this novel was even more significant than the Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine television advertisement itself.
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    Zhuxinzhuang was located in Changping, north of Haidian. Wei Ming thought it wasn't far, but after riding for an hour, he still hadn't arrived. Fortunately, he was in good physical condition.

    After about another half hour, he finally saw the sign for the Film Academy.

    Seeing two female students ahead, Wei Ming directly followed them, pretending to be together. The security guard didn't suspect he was an outsider and let him in without question.

    After walking quite a distance, the two girls finally realized: who was this person pushing a bicycle?

    Wei Ming also recognized them: one was "the original version of Li Huanying" Liu Jia, and the other was "Little Carrot Head" Fang Shu. They both seemed to be from the Performance Department, Class of '78.

    "Hello, ladies. Can you tell me where the Animation Class of the Art Department usually has classes?"

    Last year, Beijing Film Academy resumed enrollment with just four departments: Directing, Performance, Photography, and Art. Art was the least prominent of the four, and the Animation Class within the Art Department was the most obscure. They didn't even know there was an Animation Class.

    Liu Jia said: "The Art Department usually has classes in that building, but I'm not sure about the Animation Class."

    "Okay, thank you."

    After he left, the two whispered to each other, wondering who he was.

    Fang Shu said: "Must be from another school."

    "Which school do you think?"

    Wei Ming's age, appearance, and demeanor naturally led them to assume he was a university student.

    Fang Shu thought for a moment: "Probably from the Central Academy of Drama."

    "Does the Central Academy of Drama have such good-looking students? I heard they prefer to recruit those who look strange and distinctive." Liu Jia began criticizing the friendly rival school.

    Fang Shu giggled: "They're not all odd-looking. I heard there's someone called Chen Daoming who's quite outstanding."

    Liu Jia: "Ah, could he be Chen Daoming?"

    Wei Ming thought: Nonsense, I'm not Chen Daoming at all!

    Bearing the title of "Chen Daoming suspect," Wei Ming arrived at the teaching building.

    Not only did the Art Department have classes here, but the Photography Department did as well.

    So as soon as Wei Ming entered, he saw a group of Photography Department students with cameras hanging around their necks coming out, preparing to take portrait assignments.

    Then several of them simultaneously fixed their eyes on Wei Ming. Wow, those facial features, that profile—what great material!

  

    These people didn't care where Wei Ming came from or where he was going, but asked all at once.

    "Can I take a photo of you?"

    "It's free."

    "Just help us out, man."

    Gu Changwei, taking advantage of his youth and small stature, squeezed to the front and was the first to grab Wei Ming's arm.

    However, Wei Ming stepped back with restraint and pointed to the farmer-like fellow at the back of the crowd.

    "Let him photograph me."

    Everyone looked at Zhang Yimou in the back. Zhang Yimou hadn't expected this person to choose him.

    They were confused—why him specifically?

    Wei Ming: "He's older, seems more experienced."

    Hearing this, Zhang Yimou immediately showed his signature smile, his face crinkling. At this time, he was 29 years old, just starting his sophomore year, married but childless, yet already wrinkled.

    Upon hearing Wei Ming's decision, Gu Changwei ran off immediately. He wanted to find Zhou Lijing from the Performance Department, whose face also had character.

    Since assignment models couldn't be repeated, it was first come, first served. If he went too late, he would have to settle for Zhang Tielin.

    Zhang Yimou actually didn't care about models. He was the most skilled in photography in his class. He could make ordinary people look remarkable in photos.

    If not for this skill, he couldn't have transitioned from auditor to formal student, and he was the only one in the class who hadn't entered through the college entrance examination.

    "We're from the Photography Department, working on assignments," Zhang Yimou first explained what they were doing, then asked, "I'm Zhang Yimou. What's your name?"

    "Wei Ming, the 'Ming' from 'tomorrow,'" Wei Ming asked, "Can I get a copy of the photo?"

    Wei Ming understood some photography, enough to impress Professor Qu and Big Sister Chen, but compared to this man, he was at an elementary school level.

    Zhang Yimou readily agreed: "Sure, I'll make an extra print."

    Zhang Yimou took Wei Ming to a willow tree on campus. Wei Ming asked: "Should I be photographed under the tree or in it?"

    Zhang Yimou: "Why climb the tree? Just lean against it."

    Wei Ming: "I've gotten used to climbing trees lately."

    Zhang Yimou had Wei Ming adjust his posture and expression: "Your temperament would be perfect with a book." Unfortunately, he didn't have one on hand.

    "If you're only photographing my head and neck, I can pretend I'm reading a book."

    "Acting without props? Fine, fine," Zhang Yimou clicked the shutter, very satisfied. "Strong conviction. You're not from our school, right?"

    Wei Ming: "No."

    Since he said no, Zhang Yimou didn't press further.

    "Can I take another set?" He felt inspired by Wei Ming.

    "Sure."

    "Next, I want you to pretend you're holding a small knife, carving the name of the girl who abandoned you on the tree." Zhang Yimou assigned a challenging theme.

    Wei Ming had spent years at the People's Art Theatre. Though he never became an actor, this was still easy for him. Plus, his life experience was rich—in his thirties, he had experienced giving his heart to the wrong person and being abandoned.

    "Ah, good, very good, excellent!" Zhang Yimou framed only his face and shoulders from the side, but Wei Ming's eye expression and facial muscles conveyed the story well, even better than the previous shot.

    To prevent him from taking a third set, Wei Ming quickly asked: "By the way, I came to find someone. Do you know a person named Liu Rulong?"

    "No."

    "Do you know where the Animation Class of the Art Department has classes?"

    "Yes, but today all the Art Department students went to see an exhibition."

    "Ah, an exhibition?"

    "Yes, the 'National Art Exhibition for the 30th Anniversary of the Founding of the PRC' at the National Art Museum. They just left. You probably took a different route."

    "Thanks, Old Zhang. Just give the photos to Liu Rulong later." With that, Wei Ming prepared to make another trip.

    Zhang Yimou didn't plan to continue shooting anyway. Film cost money, developing cost money, and he was financially strained, relying on his wife's small income. Any savings were welcome.

    However, to Wei Ming's great surprise, just as he reached the gate, he saw a slightly round, medium-height young man with slightly pigeon-toed gait pushing a bicycle back.

    "Ah Long?"

    The dejected Liu Rulong was startled, then looked up with wide eyes: "Ah Ming!"

    Ah Long met Ah Ming on a starless morning. The two rejoiced at the school gate, but both were pushing bikes and couldn't get close. So they parked their bikes and began chatting with arms around each other's shoulders.

    "When did you come to Beijing?!" Liu Rulong exclaimed in Cantonese when excited.

    "I came when you came to university," Wei Ming smiled. "My uncle found me a position at Peking University."

    "Ah, so you're not taking the exams anymore?"

    Wei Ming: "No, I've found another way to live."

    What Liu Rulong had worried about most was that his good friend would be completely defeated by failing the college entrance exam three times and would give up entirely.

    Since he had found another way to live, Liu Rulong was happy for him.

    "By the way, I heard your department all went to see an exhibition. Why did you come back?"

    Liu Rulong sighed: "Look, my tire got punctured. Fortunately, I hadn't ridden far. Usually, there's an old man who fixes bikes outside the school, but he's not here today."

    Wei Ming took a look—wow, a brand new Phoenix brand bicycle, probably even more expensive than Mei Wenhua's Flying Pigeon.

    "Is this exhibition important?"

    "'National Art Exhibition for the 30th Anniversary of the Founding of the PRC'—of course it's important. It's the first large-scale art exhibition since the Cultural Revolution," Liu Rulong continued, "But it's okay, the museum isn't closing tomorrow. I'll keep you company today."

    Wei Ming smiled: "We might as well hang out there. Let's go, get on, I'll take you."

    "Oh, this bike is nice too."

    "It's my colleague's."

    After getting on the bike and leaving the gate, Liu Rulong looked at his wrist: "Let's take turns riding. It's 10 o'clock now. Let's eat something when we get there before seeing the exhibition."

    Wei Ming glanced sideways and almost cursed out loud.

    If he remembered correctly, the watch on Liu Rulong's wrist should be a Rado Swiss watch!

    It was the same one he had seen on the billboard in Magic City, also the first product to advertise on television in China. Because of its distinctly different design from domestic watches, Wei Ming recognized it immediately.

    This all-gold watch was known as "scratch-proof" and, being a foreign product, sold for around 1,000 yuan, several times the price of the top domestic brand, Shanghai Watch!

    "Ah Long, where did you get the watch coupon?"

    "Oh, this watch? My father gave it to me after I got into university."

    "What about your bicycle?"

    "Oh, that was purchased, but without a coupon. My father sent me money, Hong Kong dollars, which I exchanged for overseas Chinese remittance certificates and bought it at the Overseas Chinese Store."

    Wei Ming knew his father had fake-divorced to protect him and his mother. Later, the couple had a daughter for Ah Long in Hong Kong. He just hadn't realized that Dragon Dad already had such financial capability.

    Wei Ming, who had originally planned to help Ah Long earn some pocket money from "Children's Literature," now felt a bit embarrassed to bring it up.

    At this point, they reached a slope, and Wei Ming found it difficult to pedal.

    "Why don't I walk for a bit?" Liu Rulong felt a bit guilty. He was 10 centimeters shorter than Wei Ming but weighed about the same.

    Wei Ming insisted: "No need, hold tight!"

    Then Wei Ming stood up to pedal, almost generating sparks.
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    At Peking University's South Gate, Mei Wenhua wasn't volunteering today but was sitting in the gatehouse on duty. He felt uneasy, with a sense of foreboding, as if something was breaking.

    Just then, a phone call came in.

    Mei Wenhua: "Hello, this is Peking University South Gate. What? What! Okay, okay, okay, we'll be right there..."

  

    After passing the slope, Liu Rulong asked to switch places, offering to ride.

    Wei Ming thought about it and agreed. Beijing's terrain sloped downward from northwest to southeast, and they were coming from the northwest, so it would mostly be downhill. Besides, he had been riding for two hours and was indeed a bit tired.

    "Alright."

    After switching positions, Wei Ming asked curiously: "What business does your uncle do in Hong Kong?"

    "I'm not sure. He often writes to my mother, rarely to me. I even suspect he has another son there." They hadn't seen each other for four years.

    "That's probably not the case. You could write to him too."

    "I did, but not letters—mostly drawings." Liu Rulong seemed a bit embarrassed about this.

    He expressed his longing for his father and his own life through comics, which made it less sentimental.

    Speaking of comics, "By the way, do you know who taught our class yesterday?"

    "Who?"

    "Fang Cheng!"

    Wei Ming had heard this name from him before—one of the three masters of Chinese comics: Hua Junwu, Ding Cong, and Fang Cheng.

    Liu Rulong then detailed Master Fang's teaching process and his recent focus—ink-wash comics.

    Liu Rulong knew Wei Ming also liked comics and picture books, so he deliberately chose topics of interest to him.

    Wei Ming also mentioned "Nezha Conquers the Dragon King," which he had watched recently.

    "I saw it too. It was truly magnificent. If I could someday be fortunate enough to participate in such a masterpiece, even as a small cog, that would be wonderful."

    Then he worriedly added: "Unfortunately, in decades of Chinese animation, we've only had two outstanding feature films: 'Havoc in Heaven' and 'Nezha Conquers the Dragon King.' Who knows when the next one will come."

    In the next twenty-plus years, Chinese films would suffer, and Chinese animation would suffer even more. Chinese films would begin to recover with "Hero," but Chinese animation would have to wait until "Monkey King: Hero is Back" to gain high market recognition.

    Along the way, the two mainly discussed films and animation. Liu Rulong carefully avoided touching on Wei Ming's sensitive areas, such as how he was doing at Peking University.

    It was obvious that working couldn't possibly be comfortable.

    When they reached Nanluoguxiang, it was almost noon, so they decided to grab a bite first—a bowl of authentic zhajiang noodles.

    Liu Rulong generously offered: "This meal is on me. When I visit you, you can treat me."

    "Fine~" Wei Ming didn't stand on ceremony. During school days, he often went to Liu Rulong's home for meals. To please Liu Rulong's mother, Teacher Yang, Wei Ming had been most diligent in the two subjects she taught: Chinese and English.

    Chinese aside, he had scored 95 points (out of 100) in English on the college entrance exam, the same score as next year's Yu Minhong, though unfortunately the final score only counted for 10%.

    At this time, Nanluoguxiang was quite different from the later internet-famous street, but it was still a bustling thoroughfare with many shops. The Central Academy of Drama was nearby, as was the setting of "Full House."

    After eating, along the Art Museum Back Street, they quickly arrived at the National Art Museum, a building with an artistic design.

    Liu Rulong regretted: "It's so beautiful. I should have bought a camera first!"

    Wei Ming was terribly envious—having overseas connections and foreign currency meant you could do whatever you wanted.

    But who doesn't have overseas connections! Wei Ming's heart suddenly burned with excitement~

    As they passed the park outside the museum, they saw strange oil paintings, ink paintings, woodcuts, and wood sculptures hanging up and down on the park's iron fence.

    Their artistic sensibilities made them stop in unison.

    These strange creations also attracted many passersby and others like them who were planning to view the exhibition inside.

    Liu Rulong wondered: "Why is there an exhibition outside too?"

    Wei Ming: "Interesting, let's take a look first."

    "Sure!"

    The two walked and looked, occasionally stopping to guess the creator's intentions.

    Many works were abstract and avant-garde, not immediately comprehensible, though not to the extent of a canvas with just one line selling for ten million.

    After walking a few steps, Liu Rulong suddenly pointed to a sign, "Look, this exhibition has a name—it's called the Stars Art Exhibition."

    Wei Ming saw it too, with a suggestion box nearby, and thought, so this is the Stars Art Exhibition!

    This was a significant cultural event in the 70s and 80s, and many in the art world cherished the memory of the "Stars."

    However, when Wei Ming came to Beijing for the second time in the 90s, "Stars" had died in its second iteration. They would hold another exhibition next year, and then no more, leaving only a legend.

    To be honest, having seen too many art exhibitions both domestic and foreign in his previous life, Wei Ming found these paintings elementary. But for Liu Rulong, who had always painted by the rules, and the ordinary public who had never been exposed to avant-garde art, the impact of these creations was enormous.

    Standing in front of a wooden sculpture called "Silence," Liu Rulong regretted again not buying a camera first.

    On the 40-plus meter park railing, there were densely packed avant-garde artworks, probably more than a hundred pieces.

    Liu Rulong lamented: "I think we won't make it to the art museum today."

    Someone nearby interjected: "I just came out from inside. Nothing interesting—all outdated stuff. It's not as good as these outside. Although I don't understand them, they're quite shocking."

    Inside and outside, old and new, like a collision of two currents of thought. Wei Ming found it quite interesting and became more curious about what was inside.

    However, when he saw the next artwork, he couldn't help but twitch the corner of his mouth.

    This was an abstract oil painting called "Hope."

    In this painting, the creator had placed four symbolic items—stone, fire, lamp, and road—on the earth as dawn approached.

    This confused Ah Long: "How is this hope?"

    A female student-type person nearby said: "Because ideals are stone, striking sparks of fire; ideals are fire, lighting extinguished lamps!"

    Ah Long was even more confused. What?

    Seeing that Liu Rulong hadn't even heard of this poem that had been spreading wildly through Beijing universities recently, appearing uncultured, the person couldn't be bothered with him.

    "There's the artist's name, and the creators are here. Go ask him yourself," said another girl with the first one.

    Indeed, paper notes were attached to these works, indicating the creator and sometimes providing a simple introduction to the work.

    The creator of this painting was named Zhong Acheng, who had written: This work was created based on poet Wei Ming's "Ideals."

    Liu Rulong suddenly laughed: "Ah Ming, there's a poet here with the same name as you!"

    Wei Ming hadn't planned to hide anything from his friend, but since he hadn't asked about his situation before, this was a good time to be frank.

    "That Wei Ming is me," he said.

    Liu Rulong: "......"

    Ah Long kept waiting for Wei Ming to burst into laughter, but he remained serious.

    "So, this is true?!"

    Wei Ming nodded.

    Well, there was nothing Liu Rulong couldn't accept—after all, it was just a couple of lines of poetry. Back in school, Wei Ming's compositions were often read aloud as model essays, so a little modern poem was no big deal.

    "Gold shines wherever it is. So besides working at Peking University, you're also a poet, right!" Liu Rulong patted Wei Ming's shoulder.

    Wei Ming: "Uh, not just a poet..."

    Just as he was about to continue, someone approached him, examining his face up and down, then exclaimed with delight: "You, you're Wei Ming? Wei Ming who composed 'Ideals' in seven steps?!"

  

    Thanks to Zhao Debiao, Wei Ming's face was already familiar in certain poetry enthusiast circles, along with information about his heroic deed.

    The person before him had clearly seen that issue of the Peking University journal.

    Wei Ming, not one to hide, frankly acknowledged it.

    Once he admitted it, the person became even more excited: "Wait, let me introduce you to Acheng later. First, come see my work."

    With that, he pulled Wei Ming along.

    Ah Long followed behind in confusion. What was this about composing a poem in seven steps? Was that poem famous? Why did my brother suddenly seem to have become some important figure?

    "May I ask your name?" Wei Ming inquired.

    "Oh, I'm Qu Leilei. You can call me Leizi."

    Wei Ming had heard this name before. Because he later mainly moved in European circles, his reputation in China wasn't widespread, but his father was quite famous.

    "The Heavenly King covers the earth, the pagoda subdues the river demon!"

    "Why is your face red? Radiant! Why is it yellow now? Wax applied against the cold!"

    The author of the novel "Tracks in the Snowy Forest" that produced these classic lines was his father Qu Bo, and the prototype for the female protagonist "Little White Dove" was his mother.

    Qu Leilei brought Wei Ming to several ink paintings. Ink painting was Liu Rulong's specialty, so he also came closer to appreciate them.

    Having been a disciple of masters and seen too many excellent works, Liu Rulong couldn't help evaluating internally: The foundation is somewhat lacking; these paintings seem to emphasize expression more than technique, placing them in a lower tier.

    However, both friends politely nodded, appearing appreciative. They were both good at social niceties.

    But when looking at one particular piece, Wei Ming notably paused for a longer time, his expression quite amused.

    Qu Leilei explained: "Yesterday I saw a newspaper with a story that wasn't finished yet, but it inspired me to create this 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.'"

    "Oh~"

    Qu Leilei continued: "Isn't it a coincidence? The author of that story is also named Wei Ming, the same as you!"

    Wei Ming laughed: "Is it possible that it's not just the same name?"

    Both Ah Long, who was examining the painting closely, and Qu Leilei were startled.

    Wei Ming explained to them: "I recently submitted a short story called 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms' to 'Wenhui Daily.' Poetry is just a hobby for me, but I take writing novels seriously."

    "Wenhui Daily" was among the top few major newspapers in China. Although Liu Rulong hadn't read it, he had heard of it. Qu Leilei, coming from such a family background, was even more aware of the prestige of this famous Shanghai newspaper—many high-ranking officials probably read it.

    Liu Rulong thought: My brother's story was published in "Wenhui Daily"? He's even writing novels now!

    "Don't look like that! This is normal. After all, I am a writer whose novel will soon be published in 'Harvest.'"

    Liu Rulong/Qu Leilei: "......"

    There's even "Harvest" involved?!

    Wei Ming gave Ah Long a look, indicating he'd explain later.

    "Leizi, you go ahead with your business. We're just passing by, having a casual look."

    "You should at least meet Acheng. He really likes your poem."

    "Sure, I also really like his painting."

    Soon, Qu Leilei called people over—not just Zhong Acheng, but almost all the initiators of the Stars Art Exhibition.

    At this time, Zhong Acheng hadn't yet written "The Chess Master," "The Tree King," and "The King of Children" that would make him famous in literary circles. He had been sent to the countryside for ten years and had only just returned this year. Besides helping his father Zhong Dianfei with film theory, he enjoyed painting.

    Among the others, Huang Rui would later become the initiator of the 798 Art District; Ma Desheng had polio and used crutches; Wang Keping was a sculptor; Yan Li was both a painter and poet; and the only female member, Li Shuang, would later cause a major stir due to a transnational romance.

    Of this group, none could be described as docile.

    Later, almost all of them would leave the country. Some would remain abroad permanently, some would take foreign citizenship, and only two or three would return.

    But artists, if too rational, restrained, and conformist, couldn't create art.

    So although Wei Ming understood art, he couldn't become an artist because he was too rational and restrained.

    Ah Long couldn't become an artist either because he was a person who followed rules, though after joining the underworld, that might change. According to him, he personally designed the tattoos for their organization—perhaps by then, his art had matured.

    They introduced themselves, and Wei Ming introduced Liu Rulong. Learning that Ah Long was from the Film Academy, they immediately asked, "Do you know Chen Kaige?"

    "I know of him. He's a celebrity at our school."

    Chen Kaige had close ties with the "Today" poetry group, and "Today" and "Stars" seemed to be kindred spirits, so they all knew each other.

    Later, Chen Kaige would direct Acheng's "The King of Children."

    While they were chatting, they overheard a passing middle-aged woman shout, "Art exhibition? What art exhibition? I looked and didn't find it beautiful at all."

    Everyone laughed without contradicting her. The wooden sculpture called "Silence" at the exhibition satirized censorship, so they naturally welcomed comments from all voices.

    Wei Ming appreciated this attitude, but his interaction with this group was limited, without going too deep.

    After all, they were marginal artists operating outside the mainstream, while Wei Ming wanted to take the broad, official path, seeking legitimacy and openness.

    So when leaders from the Artists Association arrived, while they were busy receiving them, Wei Ming, having seen enough, took Liu Rulong and slipped away.

    With some time left, they decided to enter the art museum, but before that...

    "Tell me, what else are you hiding from me?" Ah Long asked resentfully.

    "I wouldn't say hiding—you didn't ask, and I hadn't had a chance to tell you~" Wei Ming first built a layer of defense, then began explaining from the beginning.

    Initially, to earn some living expenses, he wrote fairy tales for his aunt's "Children's Literature."

    Then he started writing novels and, after being provoked, submitted one to the top literary magazine "Harvest," unexpectedly being invited to Shanghai for revisions.

    Before going to Shanghai, he had a novella accepted by "Beijing Literature and Art," and simultaneously experienced a burst of inspiration, writing a somewhat popular long poem "Ideals."

    On the train to Shanghai, he accidentally subdued a child trafficker and rescued a little girl.

    And after arriving in Shanghai, because of buying wine, he wrote a short story that was accepted by "Wenhui Daily."

    "That's about it."

    Liu Rulong picked up his jaw from the ground: "Are you sure all this happened within one month?"

    "Yes, exactly 28 days to be precise."

    Liu Rulong grabbed his hair: "I've never seen anyone write a novel like this—the plot elements are too dense!"

    "Maybe the author controlling my life has poor skills." Wei Ming laughed.

    Liu Rulong shook his head, feeling he needed to get to know his old classmate anew. What was going on—he was even starting to admire this guy!

    "By the way, I wanted to ask if you'd be interested in illustrating for 'Children's Literature,'" Wei Ming decided to bring this up. "I mean specifically illustrating my works. You can earn some money, though of course, it can't compare with what your uncle gives you."

    "Of course I'm willing!" Liu Rulong agreed without hesitation. "I'd do it even without payment!"

    "That's unnecessary. Business is business."

    Liu Rulong added: "Do you need me to draw now?"

    "In a few days. I haven't decided what to write yet."

    "Fine, I'll come to Peking University to find you in a few days and show you my recent works!" Ah Long was eager to try.

    After the college entrance exam, Liu Rulong had returned to Guangzhou to study with his teacher, then spent a month learning at Beijing Film Academy. In the three months since they'd last met, he had made some progress.

    After clearing things up, the two entered the art museum and wandered for over an hour. The exhibition featured mainly ink paintings, along with numerous oil paintings and sculptures.

    There, they saw works by contemporary artists like Li Keran, Li Xiangjian, and Huang Runhua.

    This included woodblock prints by the "Western Hunan Genius" Huang Yongyu and paintings by Liu Rulong's mentor, Master Guan Shanyue.

    However, the themes were indeed rather old and repetitive. They saw no fewer than ten paintings of Mount Jinggang alone, and more than twenty portraits of the great leader.

    Viewing exhibitions inside versus outside created two completely different states of mind.

    Inside, you could study and discuss the techniques of these famous masters, but it wasn't exciting.

    Outside, it was a visual bombardment—no technique, all emotion.

    When leaving the art museum, as Ah Long asked Wei Ming for his evaluation of the Stars works, he thought for a moment and left a sixteen-character assessment: "Abundant passion, insufficient skill; great courage, inadequate scholarly cultivation."

    Ah Long said: "I think they're lucky to have appeared at this precise moment, neither too early nor too late. They're likely to leave an important mark on China's art history. Any earlier, they would have been arrested; any later, they wouldn't stand out."

    Wei Ming deeply agreed with Ah Long's assessment.

    With these two exhibitions—one new, one old—the trip had been worthwhile.

    Liu Rulong found his classmates who were about to return to school and asked them to take him back.

    When introducing Wei Ming to his classmates, he proudly said: "This is my high school classmate who works as a gatekeeper at Peking University, but in the future, you might need to seek his help if you want to enter the animation circle."

    The classmates: "?"

    "By the way, Ah Long, remember to get my photos from Zhang Yimou in the Photography Department when you get back to school." After this reminder, Wei Ming mounted the Flying Pigeon bicycle and pedaled hard, rushing but still taking an hour and a half. It was already dark—he'd probably missed dinner with the Chinese Department sister.

    When he rode through the South Gate, a senior guard on duty said: "Little Wei, you're finally back. Quick, go see—Biaozi has been beaten up!"

  

    Hearing that Biaozi had been beaten, Wei Ming couldn't possibly eat dinner. He rushed downstairs to check on him.

    Opening the dormitory door, he saw Zhao Debiao with his head wrapped in bandages, bouncing around and boasting to his colleagues about how he had been beaten.

    "That girl had no martial ethics. My specialty is hand-to-hand combat, but she insisted on weapons. Fine, weapons it is, but she wouldn't allow long weapons. The weapon I'm most skilled with is the red-tasseled spear. In the end, I could only compete with swords, and I'm truly not as good as her with swords..."

    Just as he was getting excited in his storytelling, Wei Ming arrived. Biaozi immediately chased everyone else away—these people had already heard the story several times but still wanted to listen. How annoying!

    Seeing Biaozi's condition, Wei Ming asked Mei Wenhua, who was holding back laughter: "Did he injure his brain?"

    Mei Wenhua nodded vigorously: "The doctor said something about a concussion. His brain is seriously injured. He's still happy about being beaten up. In the end, I had to carry him back—he was so heavy."

    Biaozi snorted at Mei Wenhua: "That's because you lack exercise. How come Yanzi could carry me?"

    Only now did Biaozi reveal his true intentions. It turned out that while trying to avoid Huang Qiuyan's sword moves, he accidentally hit his head on a horizontal bar. He immediately began bleeding and feeling dizzy, so Huang Qiuyan personally carried him for treatment—this was the point he wanted to make.

    The temperature was still nice in late September, and since they were competing, both were dressed lightly. Experiencing intimate contact with a girl for the first time, Zhao Debiao felt that even if his brain were completely concussed, it would have been worth it.

    "And she even cried at my bedside. Brother Ming, do you know this is the first time a girl has cried for me!"

    Wei Ming: "How did she cry?"

    "She said: 'Zhao Debiao, you absolutely cannot die!'"

    Wei Ming cut to the heart of the matter: "She was probably afraid of criminal responsibility."

    Mei Wenhua slapped his thigh, laughing so hard he could barely breathe.

    But Wei Ming was still confused about one thing: "Biaozi, you're almost 1.8 meters tall with such a big build. This Yanzi of yours could actually carry you? Is she some kind of female warrior?"

    If it was the Huang Qiuyan he knew, she was clearly of ordinary build.

    "Oh, Yanzi carried me from the front, and there was a Junior Brother supporting me from behind—that little Li you mentioned before."

    Imagining that scene, Wei Ming thought: holy shit, you three really know how to play!

    What made Zhao Debiao happy was: "Yanzi said she'd come visit me in a couple of days."

    Mei Wenhua laughed: "Then your injury is too light. If you could stay in the hospital for a month or two, she'd surely visit you every day, and your relationship would progress rapidly."

    Biaozi's eyes immediately lit up.

    Wei Ming: "Little Mei, don't give him crazy ideas. If you dare say it, he'll truly believe it."

    But Little Mei was right about one thing—this would indeed enhance their relationship. In the original timeline, Yanzi had successfully won over Ajie using this method when he was injured.

    Confirming that Biaozi was fine, Wei Ming asked about the time. It was almost time for his patrol shift. He changed into his uniform, planning to go to the dining hall first to see if there was anything to eat.

    Unexpectedly, he ran into Liu Zhenyun at the door, who was holding a small notebook as if recording daily events: "Hey, why are you back so late?"

    "Sorry, Old Liu, I'm a bit late. We'll have to postpone the meal until tomorrow."

    "No problem, she hasn't eaten either, she's been waiting for you. Let's go, let's go."

    Mei Wenhua sourly commented from the side: "Your Chinese Department girls are so forward, starving themselves just to treat Wei Ming to dinner."

    Liu Zhenyun smiled: "This Mi Qing said she'd rather starve than not wait for Wei Ming."

    Mei Wenhua: "Who! Who's treating today!"

    Now it was Biaozi's turn to laugh at him.

    Before Wei Ming left, Mei Wenhua pulled him aside and earnestly instructed him: "Brother Ming, you can't have anything with Sister Qing Qing!"

    Wei Ming: "It's just a meal, there shouldn't be anything, right?"

    Mei Wenhua was still worried, so he gritted his teeth and said: "Until you buy a bike, you have priority to ride mine. Pedal however you want. If you're not using it, then I'll use it."

    Wei Ming chuckled: "I definitely won't have anything with her!"

    What could happen? This Mi Qing classmate, aside from a pair of large "thunder," had a face that was only average in the Chinese Department, not at all comparable to Sister Gong Xue whom Wei Ming had met before.

    But in terms of bosom, Sister Gong Xue couldn't compare to her either.

    Oh, why did he suddenly think of her? Although they were both in Beijing, the city was too large—how difficult it would be to meet!
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    At the Central Military Drama Troupe, Gong Xue, who had just finished dinner after rehearsing drama all day, received a phone call from her sister Gong Ying.

    "Sister, guess what I saw!"

    "You're being so cryptic. How would I know?"

    Gong Ying: "Recently I was looking through dad's newspapers and saw that he's been reading a novel these past few days."

    "Oh, what about it?"

    "The novel is called 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms,' and the author is... Wei Ming," Gong Ying paused, but receiving no surprised reaction from her sister, she felt disappointed. "Do you think it's the Wei Ming you know?"

    Gong Xue calmly replied: "It might be someone with the same name. He was revising a manuscript for 'Harvest.' Surely it's not that 'Harvest' was dissatisfied and sent him to... which newspaper did you see it in?"

    "In 'Wenhui Daily,' serialized over three issues."

    "Oh, surely it's not that 'Harvest' was dissatisfied and sent him to 'Wenhui Daily.'"

    Gong Ying had immediately told her sister upon discovering this, but was disappointed by her cold response. Was there really nothing between her and that man? But she had seen the poem he wrote for her sister in the magazine, with "To Gong Xue by Wei Ming"—so foreign and showy.

    After hanging up on her sister, Gong Xue immediately ran to the troupe's reading room. "Wenhui Daily" was a major national newspaper that the troupe subscribed to every issue, and she indeed found all three parts of "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms."

    After reading them, she was almost certain that this author Wei Ming was the same Wei Ming she knew.

    Because current literary works rarely had such lively and playful writing—the style of these words corresponded to Wei Ming's speaking habits.

    But he had said he gave a novella to "Harvest," while this was clearly a short story. Perhaps he wrote it after arriving in Shanghai?

    That would be too fast, though. Gong Xue rested her chin on her hand, lost in thought.
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    Liang Zuo was also lost in thought.

    Why isn't Wei Ming standing guard, but patrolling instead!

    From upstairs, he watched as Wei Ming escorted Mi Qing back to the women's dormitory building, then entered their Building 32.

    The patrol job certainly included dormitories, though he felt uncomfortable entering the women's dormitories, so he started with the men's.

    At this time, Peking University dormitories had no lights-out time—it was up to the students' self-discipline. If they wanted to sleep early, they slept early; if they wanted to stay up late, they stayed up late.

    Along the way, many people greeted Wei Ming. Several introduced themselves and invited Wei Ming in to sit and get acquainted.

    Wei Ming declined them all: "I'm on duty. If there's no trouble in the dormitory, I won't come in. If you have any issues, just tell me."

    Only when Wei Ming left the dormitory building did Liang Zuo breathe a sigh of relief. His mother had told him about herself, so Wei Ming must know he was Chen Rong's son. What if he forced him to call him uncle?

    Oh, how annoying!

    After making a round of the men's dormitories, Wei Ming went to patrol Langrun Garden. There, he met his senior colleague, and the two walked together with their flashlights, chatting as they went, with the senior continuing to impart small stories about Peking University.

    Today, he had ridden a bicycle for about five hours, including a stretch carrying a passenger.

    Then he patrolled for six hours, and although he could sit and rest occasionally, he was truly exhausted by the end of the day, feeling his legs swelling slightly.

    When he returned to the dormitory, it was already 1 AM. Biaozi wanted to consult him about romance, Little Mei was concerned about whether he and Sister Qing Qing had talked about him during dinner, and Brother Feng had news about second-hand bicycles.

    But Wei Ming couldn't take in any of it. Without washing up, he fell onto his bed and slept.

    He woke once in the middle of the night, remembered that tiger bone wine was supposed to strengthen tendons and bones, so he fumbled for it, poured a small capful, drank it, and went back to sleep.

    The next day, Wei Ming woke up feeling refreshed, all his discomfort gone. It seemed the wine really wasn't poisonous.

    He didn't have to work in the morning, and he wanted to audit a class—an 8 AM one—so he got up and prepared at around 7.

    During yesterday's patrol, Wei Ming had not only obtained some class schedules from students but also become familiar with the various teaching buildings with his senior.

    So after a simple breakfast, he brought his backpack to the Russian Building for an English class.

    Although Wei Ming had scored high in the college entrance exam English section, that was only high school level, and high school English then was much simpler than in the future, with no listening component.

    In his previous life, after intensive one-on-one learning, Wei Ming excelled at listening and speaking, while his reading and writing were somewhat weaker.

    This was a major shortcoming for reading foreign original works and understanding foreign countries. He wanted to address this shortcoming—perhaps he'd have opportunities to earn money from foreigners in the future.

    This was a freshman class, and Wei Ming planned to follow it through if time allowed.

    Since his English level was already much stronger than the freshmen present, the class was effortless for him, like a fish in water.

    After two class periods, Wei Ming was considering whether to audit a higher-grade English class, but as soon as he stepped out, he saw female students from the '77 Chinese Department.

    They greeted each other, and the girls complained: "Ah, you audit English classes but not our Chinese Department classes?"

    Someone else said: "No wonder his English is so fluent."

    Wei Ming asked with a smile: "What class do you have today?"

    "Professor Qu Yude's 'Chinese Folk Mythology and Legends.'"

    Hearing it was Professor Qu's class, Wei Ming had to attend: "Let's go, let's go together!"

    Because she had gone to Shanghai the previous week, Professor Qu had rescheduled her class. Today she would teach four consecutive periods to make up for last week.

    According to the female students, today's lecture would focus on Ming Dynasty supernatural novels. The first two periods had covered "The Investiture of the Gods," and the next two would likely switch to a different book.

    They thought it would probably be "Journey to the West."

    However, upon entering the classroom, they saw that the previous class's notes had been erased and replaced with three large characters—"The Demon Slayer"...

  

    Wei Ming was most familiar with the Chinese Department in all of Peking University; almost everyone there knew him.

    When Wei Ming entered carrying his backpack, everyone was happy to see him, except for Liang Zuo.

    This guy is like a persistent ghost, thought Liang Zuo. I'm exhausted, just end me.

    The female students all wanted him to sit with them, but Wei Ming didn't want to distract them during class, so he randomly chose to sit next to a male student.

    "Ah, you must be Liang Zuo. I often hear Big Sister Zhang mention you," Wei Ming greeted the chubby guy beside him.

    Liang Zuo: "Oh, I also... also heard my mom mention you."

    Seeing how shy and hesitant he was, Wei Ming stopped talking and first organized his notes from the previous English class.

    At that moment, Professor Qu entered as the break ended. She glanced at the students and noticed there were fewer than last class.

    She sighed lightly, but then spotted the brightly shining Wei Ming among the crowd, and her spirits immediately lifted.

    "Little Wei, you're here too!"

    Wei Ming stood up with a smile: "Yes, I'm sitting in on the class."

    Professor Qu smiled and asked him to sit down: "Come to my office after class. The photos have been developed. Oh, and Liang Zuo, you come too."

    Liang Zuo: "......"

    Just moments ago, Liang Zuo had been thinking about skipping class altogether. After all, it wasn't a required course, and Professor Qu's voice was somewhat difficult to hear. Most importantly, Uncle Little Ming was sitting right next to him.

    But now that Professor Qu had called him out by name, he couldn't leave even if he wanted to. Sigh!

    Professor Qu's course was newly offered this year. The students didn't have textbooks, so she could lecture on whatever she wanted.

    "The Ming Dynasty was an era when novels about gods and demons flourished. Countless stories about magicians, strange beings, monsters, spirits, gods, immortals, Buddhas, monks, Taoists, and scholars unfolded one after another. The richness of variety and the vast quantity were truly spectacular..."

    To accommodate Wei Ming, the "new student," Professor Qu repeated her introduction.

    "Last class we discussed the highly representative 'Investiture of the Gods.' Many of you have also read 'Nezha Conquers the Dragon King.' In this class, we'll discuss 'The Demon Slayer,' which is less well-known, though its author is quite famous."

    After saying this, she first added "San Sui" before "The Demon Slayer," and then wrote "Luo Guanzhong" underneath "San Sui."

    "'San Sui The Demon Slayer' is the predecessor of 'The Demon Slayer,' composed by Luo Guanzhong of the Ming Dynasty. It's based on a real uprising during Emperor Renzong's reign in the Northern Song Dynasty. Does anyone know which uprising this was?"

    Professor Qu liked interactive teaching—this way she could speak less.

    However, the students looked at each other blankly, not knowing much about this obscure historical event. Wasn't Emperor Renzong's reign known for its outstanding officials? Was there even an uprising?

    Seeing everyone's confusion, Wei Ming raised his hand.

    Professor Qu was delighted: "Little Wei, please tell us. You can remain seated."

    Wei Ming said: "It was the uprising led by the couple Wang Ze and Hu Yong'er."

    Professor Qu smiled and asked further: "Very good. Do you know who suppressed this uprising?"

    Wei Ming: "Wen Yanbo?"

    "Correct!" Professor Qu was even more pleased. Third question: "Then what are the three 'Sui'?"

    Wei Ming: "Ma Sui, Li Sui, and Zhuge Suizhi."

    Completely correct!

    The other students, including Liang Zuo, felt embarrassed. They knew nothing about this obscure knowledge, yet Wei Ming seemed to know it all. Could he be a plant invited by Professor Qu?

    Professor Qu was curious as well: "'San Sui The Demon Slayer' isn't very famous. How do you know it so well, Little Wei?"

    Wei Ming: "I know an old man who has many picture books at home. I've seen the 'San Sui The Demon Slayer' comic book, a version from the Republican era."

    This old man was, of course, Liu Rulong's maternal grandfather.

    "It seems your reading is indeed extensive. But why did you sound a bit uncertain when you answered 'Wen Yanbo'?"

    "Because these fictional stories often don't follow true history. I was worried it might be the author's invention."

    "Haha, thinking while reading—very good, very good." Professor Qu was full of praise.

    The other students hung their heads even lower. He even had excuses for himself! The Cultural Revolution had only been over for a few years; they had already spent all their energy on the college entrance exams. When would they have had time to read leisure books? And where would they even find such books?

    Professor Qu continued her lecture. Stimulated by Wei Ming, the others also became more attentive, not wanting to be outdone by him.

    "'Demons' naturally referred to the uprising leaders Wang Ze and Yong'er. It's not hard to understand why the scholars and officials of that era demonized the rebels. Another well-known Ming Dynasty writer, Feng Menglong, further explored the character for 'demon,' elaborating on where these two people got their magical powers. Based on Luo Guanzhong's twenty-chapter 'San Sui The Demon Slayer,' he wrote another twenty chapters as a prequel, making a total of forty chapters, which is the complete version of 'The Demon Slayer.'"

    As she spoke, Professor Qu wrote "Feng Menglong" under "The Demon Slayer."

    Luo Guanzhong + Feng Menglong—these were the authors of "The Demon Slayer."

    Luo Guanzhong was the one who wrote "Romance of the Three Kingdoms." Among the authors of the Four Great Classical Novels, his authorship was almost undisputed.

    Feng Menglong should also be familiar to the students. They had mostly heard of him; his famous "Three Words" of the "Three Words and Two Slaps"—"Stories to Enlighten the World," "Stories to Awaken the World," and "Stories to Warn the World"—were all his works.

    Next, Professor Qu briefly summarized the content of the first twenty chapters of "The Demon Slayer" that Feng Menglong had added.

    When Wei Ming heard about characters like the White Gibbon with Powerful Arms, Monk Egg, the Old Fox Holy Aunty, the Mother Fox Hu Mei'er, and the Lame Fox Zuo Chu, his head suddenly went "buzz."

    He seemed to know what to write next!

    Wei Ming felt a surge of excitement. If he could produce this story, it would be a huge project!

    So for the rest of the time, Wei Ming divided his attention: on one hand, he listened to Professor Qu explain the significance of this first long Ming Dynasty novel about gods and demons from an academic perspective; on the other hand, he mentally recalled the content of that animation.

    After two class periods, a female student behind him passed him a note saying it was her turn to treat Wei Ming to lunch and she would wait for him downstairs.

    Wei Ming turned around and responded, then immediately went forward to help Professor Qu with her teaching materials. Liang Zuo trailed behind reluctantly.

    On the way, Wei Ming continued discussing today's class with Professor Qu: "Before, I only knew about 'San Sui The Demon Slayer'; I didn't know much about the first twenty chapters written by Feng Menglong. I've really learned something today. It's a pity I missed your lecture on 'Investiture of the Gods' because I was in English class for the first two periods. What a shame."

    Professor Qu was delighted by his flattery: "I'll give you my schedule later. If I'm not on duty, you're welcome anytime. With you present, the classroom atmosphere becomes much more lively."

    "That would be great! Professor Qu, do you have a copy of 'The Demon Slayer'? I'd like to read it."

    "Of course I do. It's in my office. You can take it."

    "Thank you, Professor Qu!"

    In the office, besides the books piled high on Professor Qu's desk, there were two bright red persimmons. She pointed at them and said to Wei Ming: "I should thank you."

    Apparently, they were from Uncle Ping'an.

    Professor Qu first took out the photos, one set for Liang Zuo and one for Wei Ming, about ten photos each.

    Professor Qu smiled: "Looking at them all, yours really are the best, Little Wei."

    In Wei Ming's envelope was one photo of the two teachers together taken by Wei Ming, and the rest were photos of Wei Ming with them, plus two solo shots of Wei Ming. This was Wei Ming's first time having color photos taken.

    Liang Zuo took his photos and left first. Professor Qu found "The Demon Slayer" for Wei Ming.

    Wei Ming took it and saw it was published by World Book Company, all in traditional characters, and in vertical format.

    "Wow, this book is quite old!"

    "Indeed. No wonder those students don't know about 'The Demon Slayer.' You can't find this book anywhere outside now. The country's classical literature publishing work has just resumed, and they'll definitely prioritize printing the Four Great Classical Novels first, followed by second-tier works like 'Investiture of the Gods' and 'Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio.' It might take several more years before a simplified character version of 'The Demon Slayer' becomes available."

    Faced with such a historical old book, Wei Ming accepted it very solemnly.

    Then Professor Qu added: "Your short story has received good social response. You should prepare for fame."

    "Oh, really? I haven't noticed," Wei Ming said sincerely. Apart from Uncle Ping'an, it seemed most people still mainly talked about his "Ideals" when mentioning him.

    Professor Qu didn't explain further and asked: "Do you have any creative plans next?"

    Wei Ming waved "The Demon Slayer" in his hand: "Today's class has greatly inspired me. I plan to write a story based on 'The Demon Slayer' for child readers."

    "Oh?"

    Professor Qu was surprised. "The Demon Slayer" was definitely not reading material for children. Besides rebellion and battles between gods and demons, it also contained some adult content. Yet Wei Ming planned to adapt it for children.

    "Although I don't know how you'll write it, I can't help but feel anticipation already."

    Professor Qu had long recognized Wei Ming's abilities. She encouraged him further and said he could come to her with any related questions anytime.

    After going downstairs, Wei Ming first had a free lunch with the young lady from the Chinese Department, naturally providing some emotional value in return. Then he returned to his dormitory to rest, as he was on the afternoon shift.

    Today Wei Ming had ridden his Flying Pigeon bicycle the whole time—the school was so big, walking would be too tiring.

    Just as he reached the South Gate, he saw Mei Wenhua at the security post excitedly saying: "Brother Ming, Brother Feng has found a second-hand car for you. Come take a look!"

  

    Wei Ming buying a car made Mei Wenhua the happiest, after all, his brand-new Flying Pigeon was still between Wei Ming's legs.

    Only when Wei Ming had his own mount could the little Flying Pigeon be rescued.

    Wei Ming also didn't want to keep riding other people's bikes, after all, he was kind.

    "Oh, did Brother Feng ride it back? Where is it?" Wei Ming asked eagerly.

    Then Mei Wenhua pointed to a pile of scrap metal parked next to the security post.

    "Uh......"

    Calling it scrap metal might be an exaggeration, but it was indeed rusty, almost unrecognizable in its original form. At first, Wei Ming didn't even realize it was a bicycle.

    "This bike seems quite old."

    Mei Wenhua introduced it like a salesman: "It may look old, but it's sturdy."

    That was true. Industrial products of this era followed "durability" as their first principle. A bicycle lasting for generations was common.

    Seeing Wei Ming still hesitating, Mei Wenhua frantically wiped the brand logo: "Look, the brand, it's Forever!"

    The three major bicycle brands now—Phoenix, Forever, and Flying Pigeon—were all guarantees of quality and symbols of status.

    The more Mei Wenhua recommended it, the more Wei Ming hesitated: "This bike is probably older than me, am I riding it or is it riding me?"

    Wei Ming was afraid it wouldn't last until he could switch to a car.

    "What's wrong with being old? Being old means knowing how to care for people. This bike can be ridden for another ten years without problems," Mei Wenhua continued, "If you think it's too old, I'll polish it up for you, guarantee it'll look like new!"

    "Oh, then go ahead and polish it." After all, you're best at polishing.

    Just then, a car honked behind him. A senior guard was about to let it through, and the car stopped right next to Wei Ming.

    Master Liu from the school's vehicle fleet waved to Wei Ming: "Little Wei, get in. I'll take you to the vehicle supervision office."

    Master Liu was quite efficient; he had already gotten the introduction letter so quickly. Wei Ming could now officially learn to drive.

    Sitting in the passenger seat, Wei Ming first handed Master Liu a cigarette and lit it for him.

    While exhaling smoke clouds, Master Liu thanked Wei Ming again for bringing the wine.

    "I don't know what's going on recently, even my father-in-law has heard of this Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine. When he came to my house for dinner, I unexpectedly brought out the wine. Hey, it made the old man so happy."

    Wei Ming smiled, wondering if it was really related to his short story.

    Then Master Liu began driving while teaching him the road rules.

    In this era, there were too few cars on the road. Roads were mainly for bicycles, and traffic light facilities weren't complete, so much of Wei Ming's future road experience would be obsolete.

    At the Haidian Vehicle Supervision Office, registration, medical examination, and receiving study materials were all guided by Master Liu. It cost a total of two yuan, and Master Liu also signed his name, officially becoming Wei Ming's instructor.

    This was the advantage of having a work unit—without one, you couldn't even spend those two yuan.

    Master Liu was quite free today and wanted to teach Wei Ming, but Wei Ming had to work in the afternoon, so they had to give up the idea. Master Liu could only remind him to study the two books he had received.

    After returning to school, Master Liu dropped Wei Ming off directly at the South Gate.

    Then Wei Ming saw an old but clean bicycle at the security post with no rust in sight. The logo area especially reflected light in the sunshine.

    Wei Ming couldn't believe it: "This must be another bike?!"

    Mei Wenhua rubbed his waist: "It's the same one, Forever brand."

    Wei Ming sincerely marveled. Given the bike's previous appearance, he wouldn't have known where to start cleaning it.

    Mei Wenhua said proudly: "Used up several pieces of sandpaper. I didn't even have time to eat. Now does it meet your standards? Try riding it."

    "Wait a moment." Wei Ming first went back to the dormitory to change into his uniform, thinking that if the bike was good, he would ride it directly to work and give the money to Brother Feng later.

    But as soon as he got on, he discovered a problem.

    "The brake isn't working... no, there aren't even brake cables!"

    Mei Wenhua: "Uh, just ride slowly, and with your long legs, you can use foot braking."

    Wei Ming rode a bit further, then stopped.

    It wasn't foot braking—Tom's chain had broken!

    Wei Ming sighed: "Little Mei, let's forget about it."

    "Don't say that!" Mei Wenhua grew anxious. "These are all minor problems. Oh right, there's an old bicycle repairman at Tsinghua. I'll push it over and get it fixed for you!"

    Wei Ming switched to the smaller Flying Pigeon: "Well, let's talk after it's fixed. I need to go to work now."

    Wei Ming went to work with his backpack, ready to read "The Demon Slayer" whenever he had free time.

    Although it was vertical format, reading from right to left, and in traditional characters, which seriously challenged Wei Ming's reading habits, there weren't many options in this era.

    Besides, he got used to it after reading for a while, especially the traditional characters. Although he had started learning simplified characters in school, and there had been a period of secondary simplification in recent years, reading traditional characters wasn't difficult for him.

    In the original "The Demon Slayer," it was an old monk who found the swan egg. The child born from the egg was named Monk Egg, and by fifteen, he was already a strong man like Lu Zhishen.

    He repeatedly stole the White Gibbon's wish-granting book, learned magic with the Old Fox Holy Aunty and other demons, causing trouble everywhere. Later, he instigated Wang Ze to rebel, and finally, under the guidance of the White Gibbon and the Mysterious Lady of the Nine Heavens, he transformed into Zhuge Suizhi, one of the "Three Sui," helping Wen Yanbo suppress the rebellion—a character who was both good and evil.

    But a fairy tale for children certainly couldn't be like this. So Monk Egg became the cute and righteous Egg Boy, changing from a controversial character to a positive one, always standing in opposition to the three foxes and feudal bureaucrats.

    Yes, the new story Wei Ming wanted to create was what would be called one of the three monuments of Magic City Animation Studio, and the latest to be completed: "Tales of the Heavenly Book"!

    The three monuments were "Havoc in Heaven" based on "Journey to the West," "Nezha Conquers the Dragon King" based on "Investiture of the Gods," and this "Tales of the Heavenly Book" based on "The Demon Slayer."

    "Tales of the Heavenly Book" had the most extensive adaptation, being almost a completely new, subversive story.

    Its profound meaning would still have enormous interpretative space even forty years after the film's birth, making it a work with extreme artistic vitality.

    The fact that it could stand alongside "Havoc in Heaven" and "Nezha Conquers the Dragon King" despite being based on the least-known original work showed its strength.

    Wei Ming wasn't in a hurry to start writing; he wanted to thoroughly digest the original first. These classical novels about gods and demons, though varying in quality, gave a feeling similar to reading web novels in the future—extremely exaggerated imagination, somewhat wish-fulfilling, with occasional erotic content. It was quite an exciting book.

    For dinner, Wei Ming still ate at the No. 1 canteen as usual. He had almost forgotten the taste of the faculty dining hall.

    Liu Zhenyun helped him arrange his shifts while envying him—when would his own fame grow to the point where people would treat him to meals every day?

    After his shift ended, Mei Wenhua was still waiting for him at the security post, like a wife waiting for her husband's return.

    "Brother Ming, try it again. It rides perfectly now. I've replaced several parts for you."

    To save his Flying Pigeon from the humiliation of being between legs, Mei Wenhua had really invested.

    Wei Ming tried riding it, and hey, you really couldn't argue.

    Because this Forever was taller and larger than the Flying Pigeon, it was very suitable for Wei Ming's long legs. It was faster and had responsive brakes.

    "Alright, this is it!" Wei Ming reached into his pocket. "How much did the repairs cost?"

    "Huh?" Mei Wenhua was stunned—he was going to pay?

    Little Mei instinctively wanted to act big: "Actually, not much."

    "How much is 'not much'? Is two yuan enough?"

    "Two yuan is plenty!"

    Then Wei Ming gave Mei Wenhua two yuan. Between polishing and repairing, the service was worth at least two yuan.

    Wei Ming chuckled happily; from now on, he was also a bike owner!

    Mei Wenhua was also happy; he had been tired all day and hadn't even eaten yet!

    Back at the dormitory, seeing Qiao Feng, Wei Ming first thanked Brother Feng for finding him a good bike.

    "Oh, what good bike? It's fine as long as you don't mind it. If you think it's embarrassing to ride, I can take it back and look for something else."

    "No, no, no, it's already very good. By the way, how much is this bike?"

    Qiao Feng: "This bike belongs to an old man from the logistics department at the Summer Palace. Just give him 40 yuan, and I'll have him do the paperwork later."

    What, only 40 yuan? This was far below Wei Ming's budget.

    Now a new bike would cost at least 100 yuan, and you would also need a bicycle voucher. Like Liu Rulong's Phoenix, it cost over 180 yuan. Mei Wenhua's Flying Pigeon was bought by his family and cost 150 yuan.

    "It's so cheap!" Wei Ming blurted out.

    "That bike was in terrible condition. I thought it was too expensive, but since it doesn't require a voucher, it'll do for now."

    Wei Ming shook his head: "No, it's not just 'doing for now.'"

    But now he encountered a new problem.

    His original budget was around 100 yuan, but he only spent 40 yuan to get it done. Now he had over 200 yuan in cash left.

    So should he buy something else?

    Qiao Feng: "What are you thinking about, kid?"

    Wei Ming smiled: "I was thinking of buying a radio for my family, but I still don't have a voucher."

    They didn't have a TV at home, nor much entertainment. A radio could make his parents' rural life less monotonous.

    Zhao Debiao, lying in bed on sick leave, said: "If Brother Ming doesn't mind second-hand, you could try your luck at a trust store. You might find something suitable, and you don't need a voucher."

    "Trust store?"

    Wei Ming seemed to have heard of it but didn't know much about it. After all, he had mainly lived in Beijing after the 1990s, when trust stores had already declined.

    So Zhao Debiao explained the "trust stores" that specialized in second-hand goods.

    They had not only radios but also bicycles, watches, furniture, clothes, and more. You could not only buy but also consign items for them to sell.

    "But whether you can find something satisfactory depends on luck. I used to frequently visit there when I first came here," Qiao Feng said, then looked at his watch, "Oh, I have to go. I have a movie date with your sister-in-law."

    "That's important business. You go ahead."

    Zhao Debiao sighed: "I also want to watch a movie with Yanzi."

    Just as Wei Ming was about to tease him, a senior guard came down to call for Wei Ming: "Little Wei, you have a phone call, says it's from Magic City!"

    "Huh? A call from Magic City?"

  

    Wei Ming hurried up to answer the phone, with several heads crowding around to eavesdrop, including Zhao Debiao with his bandaged head.

    It turned out the caller was an editor from the Wenhui Daily.

    "Ah? Reprints? Two newspapers? Guangzhou Youth News and Youth Daily, right? Yes, that's fine. In the future, you don't need to specifically ask me, I agree to all of them. Yes, just send the payment directly to Peking University..."

    Just as Wei Ming was about to hang up, the other side suddenly asked him to wait. A colleague seemed to say something to the editor, then the person excitedly said: "Comrade Wei Ming, now there's another newspaper that wants to reprint it—China Youth Daily. That makes three!"

    After hanging up, all his colleagues looked at him, and Zhao Debiao asked on everyone's behalf: "What does 'reprint' mean?"

    Wei Ming explained: "It's when an article is published in a certain newspaper, and other newspapers think it's really well-written and want it to appear in their own pages too, so they request to reprint it."

    Zhao Debiao: "That's so shameless!"

    A senior colleague nudged Zhao Debiao: "Didn't you hear? They pay for it!"

    Zhao Debiao: "Oh, then it's fine."

    They do pay, but certainly not as much as the first publication—generally not exceeding one-third of the original fee.

    Now suddenly three newspapers wanted it, which was equivalent to getting another full payment for "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms." This was no small amount, even more expensive than his bicycle.

    But having three media outlets requesting reprints at once was too unusual!

    Moreover, these three media outlets were not ordinary. Guangzhou Youth News was the predecessor of what would later become Guangzhou Youth Daily, a local Youth League newspaper.

    Youth Daily was a Shanghai newspaper, established the same year as the Republic, and was also Shanghai's Youth League newspaper.

    China Youth Daily was even more prestigious—a national-level publication that was like the big brother to the other two local Youth League papers.

    After its resumption of publication in 1978, China Youth Daily's series of reports on Zhang Zhixin, Zhang Haidi, and others successfully made the entire nation remember them. Even the September issue of Children's Literature featured an article commemorating Zhang Zhixin at the beginning.

    For three such prestigious newspapers to suddenly want to reprint his story, there must be something more behind it!

    So Wei Ming excused himself to go for a walk and headed to Apartment 13 in Weixiu Garden.

    By now, Wei Ping'an's family of four had finished dinner and were watching television. They had just finished the Network News Broadcast, where the current announcer was still Zhao Zhongxiang, whom White Cloud Auntie desperately wanted to meet. He was also the first on-camera announcer for this program.

    "Little Ming, come in." Aunt Xiaoyan invited Wei Ming in, and the two young ones immediately surrounded him.

    Xizi started chattering: "Brother Ming, I've already finished my picture books, but Le Le's harmonica can still play new tunes. I think her gift is better."

    Wei Ming smiled: "Le Le calls me Brother Ming, you call me Brother Ming. She has one more 'ge' than you, so of course her treatment is different."

    Xizi immediately said: "Brother Ming."

    Wei Ming shuddered: "Don't do that. I can't handle it. I'm getting goosebumps."

    The room was suddenly filled with cheerful air, and Wei Ming sat down to watch television with them.

    There was no weather forecast yet. After the news program, there were either documentaries or TV dramas, sometimes movies.

    There were no domestic TV series yet. The TV dramas shown were so-called "single dramas," usually just one episode or divided into two parts, like crude versions of movies transferred to television.

    However, they had started to produce dubbed dramas. What was currently playing on TV was the first imported series, "Behind Enemy Lines" from Yugoslavia, with a total of 13 episodes.

    After watching one episode, auntie began to coax the two little ones to bed, and Wei Ming explained why he had come.

    Hearing that these three media outlets were simultaneously reprinting "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," Wei Ping'an was first delighted. This was absolutely wonderful news for his nephew, as it would instantly spread his name throughout the country, especially among the youth.

    Then he analyzed the possible reasons based on his understanding.

    "The article is well-written, light-hearted and humorous, with an engaging story and rich connotations. That's one aspect, but another important reason might be the broader environment."

    "Broader environment?"

    "Have you noticed that these three newspapers are from Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou?"

    "I did notice."

    Wei Ping'an: "The bigger the city, the greater the employment pressure for returning educated youth. And it's not just a little pressure—Beijing still has hundreds of thousands of unemployed young people. I heard many jobless youth have started pursuing art, and their thinking has become quite radical. This is a factor of instability."

    Indeed, trends come full circle. In the future, people without jobs would become internet celebrities or write novels, which was also a form of reluctant artistry.

    "Right now, most unemployed youth are still waiting for the state to arrange jobs for them, but this is truly difficult." Wei Ping'an said as he picked up yesterday's Wenhui Daily.

    "And 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms' appeared at just the right time. It encourages people to boldly forge ahead in the wave of Reform and Opening Up. Especially that line 'The brave enjoy the world first' leaves a deep impression. This can be seen as encouraging those unemployed youth to be brave, asking why they must wait to be arranged by others. Be braver, take action yourself, like the Duck who knows first. As long as you're quick-witted, you can surely find your own way out."

    Wei Ming's mouth fell open: I didn't think about any of this when I was writing it!

    Because it coincidentally aligned with the needs of the times, Wei Ping'an also speculated: "There might be even more media outlets reprinting this story later. You've caught the pulse of the era, kid!"

    After hearing Uncle Ping'an's analysis, Wei Ming was very happy, since reputation and remuneration were linked.

    But he also had some concerns: "Uncle, with so many urban people still without jobs, while I, a rural person, not only have a temporary job but am about to become permanent... Before, nobody paid attention to me, but now with so many reprints, I probably can't keep a low profile even if I wanted to. So should we postpone the permanent position thing?"

    Wei Ping'an was stunned, then praised him: "I didn't expect you to have such political awareness now, to even consider this."

    Wei Ming scratched his head. He mainly worried about causing trouble for Uncle Ping'an, since it was through him that he got to work at Peking University.

    However, Wei Ping'an waved off his nephew's suggestion: "That's unnecessary. Peking University has never had a rule about only recruiting urban people. Besides, the Party Secretary and the President both know about your case. These leaders are all pleased that you're a member of Peking University. If reporters ask, just say the school was impressed by your talent, so they specially recruited you to make it convenient for you to self-study while working. Attribute everything to the school, and naturally, someone will have your back."

    Wei Ming had only shown his talent after joining, so this reversed the sequence a bit, but it would make it more acceptable to people.

    As he was leaving, Uncle Ping'an gave Wei Ming the newspaper that contained the third part of "Duck Knows First."

    "Aren't you going back to your hometown? Take these achievements to show your father."

    "Yes!" Thinking of Old Wei's smug expression, Wei Ming couldn't help but smile.

    Back at the dormitory, Wei Ming continued reading "The Demon Slayer." He had now bought a desk lamp for himself and had a battery-powered one in his bag, which he planned to give to Little Hong.

    An hour later, Qiao Feng returned and calmly shared his movie review with everyone.

    "I saw 'Ji Hongchang.' It was okay, I guess."

    That meant it wasn't very good. This film was Changchun Film Studio's tribute for the 30th National Day anniversary, starring Da Qi, who played King Zhou in "Investiture of the Gods."

    Wei Ming asked: "Why didn't you see 'Little Flower'?"

    "Is that film good?" Brother Feng asked.

    Mei Wenhua, who knew a lot: "I know! This film stars Chen Chong and Liu Xiaoqing!"

    Wei Ming: "'Little Flower' is Beijing Film Studio's National Day tribute film, also featuring Tang Guoqiang. From what I read in 'Popular Cinema,' it's not bad."

    Qiao Feng: "Alright, we'll go see that in a few days. There are too many new films in theaters now; I don't know which ones to watch."

    After all, it was the 30th National Day celebration, and the film industry didn't want to be outdone. So there was the grand occasion of more than a dozen new films appearing simultaneously around National Day. However, to see them all, one would probably need to visit several cinemas.

    Zhao Debiao asked: "What other movies are there? Any suitable for young couples?"

    Mei Wenhua pursed his lips, thinking he should first get a date before worrying about that.

    Qiao Feng remembered several films.

    "There's 'From Slave to General' with Yang Zaibao and Zhang Jinling, 'Dawn' with Da Shichang, and 'The Two of Them and the Two of Them' directed by Sang Hu."

    Wei Ming said: "This one is about romance. Zhao Debiao should pay special attention to it."

    Shanghai Film Studio was too powerful this year. Besides these three films, there was also "Aolei and Lan," releasing four films at once to celebrate the nation's birthday.

    In addition, August First Film Studio, Xi'an Film Studio, Pearl River Film Studio, and Emei Film Studio all showed their best skills, though their presence felt somewhat weak under the competition from Beijing Film Studio's "Little Flower" and Shanghai Film Studio's flood of films.

    "By the way, Little Ming, I mentioned the radio to my wife, and she remembered that her work unit had previously issued a radio purchase voucher. She said she'd ask about it for you."

    "Oh, that's so kind of her! Next time I get my manuscript payment, I must specially treat you both to a meal."

    Zhao Debiao: "Ah, what about me?"

    Wei Ming smiled: "If you can bring Yanzi, I'll count you in too."

    Mei Wenhua quickly interjected: "Zhao Debiao, take my advice—don't ever let Yanzi meet this guy in this lifetime."

    Brother Feng understood and laughed in the darkness.

    Unexpectedly.

    Zhao Debiao hadn't yet invited Yanzi, but Wei Ming's manuscript payment arrived first the next day...

  

    Tomorrow would be October 1st, National Day. In the blink of an eye, it had been a month since Wei Ming's rebirth—time really flew!

    On this day, all the logistics staff of the school were mobilized, making final preparations to celebrate the nation's 30th anniversary.

    Wei Ming was both tall and agile, so he was mainly responsible for hanging the large red lanterns high up.

    After finishing work, seeing he still had some time, Wei Ming didn't even change clothes but ran to attend the '78 Chinese Department class in his uniform, studying modern and contemporary literature with Hong Zicheng.

    The students in the classroom didn't think this was strange. Liu Zhenyun warmly invited him over to sit together and shared his class notes.

    Liu Zhenyun had already heard from senior female students about Wei Ming showing off in Professor Qu's class and was convinced that Wei Ming was knowledgeable and well-read.

    So he pointed at several female students in front and voiced a question that had puzzled him for a year.

    "Brother Wei, what are those girls doing? Are they ruminating?"

    Wei Ming looked in the direction he was pointing and saw several girls chewing and chewing, not swallowing, but their cheeks working vigorously.

    Liu Zhenyun was puzzled. In his understanding, only animals like cows had such habits.

    Wei Ming held back his laughter and told Liu Zhenyun: "They're eating candy."

    "Shouldn't candy be sucked?"

    Wei Ming explained quietly: "This is a new type of candy called chewing gum. You chew it in your mouth, and it not only tastes sweet but also freshens your breath. But one thing—you can't swallow this candy. When it loses its flavor, you spit it out."

    "Ah, I can't believe such amazing candy exists!" Liu Zhenyun's small eyes widened in surprise, and he was grateful to Wei Ming for solving the mystery.

    At the same time, he thought of an important point—how wonderful it would be if he could buy this rare treat for Meizi!

    He decided to ask the girls where they bought it after class.

    So after class, Liu Zhenyun and Wei Ming parted ways. When he came out of the teaching building, Wei Ming ran into Editor Zhang Dening of Beijing Literature and Art Magazine.

    This big sister called Wei Ming aside with a smile, and as soon as no one was around, her expression changed.

    "Comrade Little Wei, you promised to make our Beijing Literature and Art Magazine the platform for your first work, but you submitted to Wenhui Daily!"

    The way she said it made it sound like "submit" as in "surrender."

    "Editor Zhang, I said 'first publication.' Wenhui Daily is a newspaper, so I didn't say anything wrong."

    Zhang Dening seemed to have anticipated this and pulled out a fresh copy of Weiming Lake from behind her back.

    "This is certainly a publication, isn't it? And this poem 'Ideals' is certainly your work, isn't it?"

    Wei Ming smiled again: "I wasn't clear. I meant your Beijing Literature and Art Magazine would be the first to publish my first novella."

    To be cautious, Wei Ming added some qualifiers.

    Zhang Dening became even more suspicious: "You haven't submitted a short story to another publication that will be published before ours, have you?"

    "No, absolutely not. I haven't been creating much lately, I've been busy enriching myself."

    Zhang Dening breathed a sigh of relief.

    Wei Ming asked: "Did you come to Peking University just for this magazine? You could have called me, and I would have delivered it to you."

    "Stop with the flattery. You're quite famous now, how would I dare to order you around?" Zhang Dening shook her head and continued, "Actually, the main reason I came was to bring you your payment. The magazine was just a side matter."

    "Ah, the payment is ready so quickly!"

    Although Wei Ming already had over 200 yuan, he wasn't yet at the point where he could disregard money. Zhang Dening could hear the genuine joy in his voice.

    Zhang Dening smiled: "After all, it's already been typeset. And I heard from colleagues in Magic City that Harvest had paid you in advance, so of course Beijing Literature and Art Magazine couldn't fall behind."

    Before Wei Ming completely took off, this was a good time for emotional investment. It was just a pity that Zhang Dening didn't ask how much Harvest had paid. Otherwise, she would definitely have tried to outdo them.

    Precisely because she didn't know, Zhang Dening had tried her best to secure a very favorable payment rate for Wei Ming.

    She had Wei Ming sign the payment receipt, and Wei Ming saw the specific amount.

    Two hundred and twenty-five yuan!

    "Two Cows" was 45,000 characters, which meant Beijing Literature and Art Magazine had paid five yuan per thousand characters, one yuan more than Harvest!

    Adding his previous earnings in Magic City, Wei Ming now possessed over 400 yuan—I'm so rich now!

    For this amount of money, his entire family would have to work for several years in the countryside to earn it!

    As for 400 yuan in cash, since his grandmother was no longer allowed to run her tofu workshop, the family probably hadn't seen so much money at once.

    "Count it," said Zhang Dening.

    Wei Ming shook his head: "No need. The thickness feels about the same as Harvest's payment, so there shouldn't be any problems. Besides, I trust you."

    Zhang Dening felt a jolt in her heart—feels about the same thickness? Could it be that Harvest also paid five yuan per thousand characters?

    That couldn't be right. At that time, "Duck Knows First" hadn't even been published yet. He was a complete newcomer. Li Xiaolin must be too extravagant!

    However, other magazines' payment rates were the authors' privacy. Although Zhang Dening was curious, she didn't rashly ask. Perhaps "Tale of Two Donkeys" had more words.

    She actually had one more thing to say.

    "Little Wei, your 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms' has been widely discussed in society recently, and some newspapers have offered critical opinions. Don't take it too much to heart."

    "Ah, I've been criticized!" Wei Ming instinctively shuddered.

    Zhang Dening was worried he was young and inexperienced, so she specially mentioned this while delivering the payment to prevent him from being suddenly shocked.

    "What writer isn't criticized? If there were no critics, what would the Chinese Department students do after graduation? Besides, although there are criticisms, there are more praises."

    Hearing there were also praises, Wei Ming relaxed and then specifically asked which newspapers were criticizing him.

    After Zhang Dening left, Wei Ming didn't even eat dinner but went straight to buy newspapers. He wanted to see exactly how they were criticizing him.
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    Magic City Chinese Medicine Factory No. 2.

    Whether there was criticism or not, they didn't know. Sales Department Head Liang Lu only knew that orders from Magic City's department stores and pharmacies had been increasing these past few days.

    Chief Chen from Wenhui Daily didn't lie to me—this short story was more effective than ten advertisements!

    Seeing the inventory decreasing, the head of the medicinal wine workshop, Wang Zhenxu, felt both happy and somewhat regretful.

    He said to Department Head Liang: "You gave him two bottles of wine, while I only gave one bottle of tiger bone wine. He might think Old Wang is stingy."

    Department Head Liang laughed: "Writer Wei is in his prime of life, what use would he have for your tonic wine? Old Wang, you're overthinking it."

    "I was just worried he might be weak. I heard writers sit for long periods and are especially prone to weakness. Nine and a half out of ten are weak."

    As they were talking, Department Head Liang's phone rang again. As he listened, he stood up, his expression becoming excited.

    "What is it, Department Head Liang?"

    After hanging up, Liang Lu excitedly pounded the table: "Orders, orders from Beijing!"

  

    October 1, 1979.

    On this day of nationwide celebration, Peking University held a solemn flag-raising ceremony at the May Fourth Sports Field.

    Besides students, all campus security team members like Wei Ming had to participate unless they were on duty.

    The flag was raised, and the national anthem played.

    However, many people just moved their lips, pretending to sing. There were quite a few imposters, as many people weren't familiar with the new national anthem.

    The anthem was still called "March of the Volunteers," but the lyrics had just been changed last year. The old lyrics were considered unsuitable for the current development situation.

    For a long period before 1978, because of issues with the lyricist, the national anthem had only music, no lyrics.

    But in about two years, the lyrics would be changed back. Wei Ming was already in his twenties when he first learned to sing the original version of the national anthem.

    His mouth moved in pretense while his mind was still thinking about those newspaper articles.

    Yesterday, he had searched through all the newspaper stands. Five papers criticized "Duck Knows First," while only two praised it.

    He had indeed become famous—infamous, to be precise.

    Some took issue with the protagonist's calculating nature, claiming it showed capitalist thinking.

    Some directly criticized advertising for fooling the public and causing unnecessary consumption.

    Many criticized the line "The brave enjoy the world first."

    A commentator in the Workers' Daily said: "I've heard a phrase is becoming popular among young people: 'The brave enjoy the world first.' The intention behind this phrase is too malicious. I ask you, if everyone is busy enjoying, who will build our country's Four Modernizations? Who will realize the great rejuvenation of our nation? I see this as clearly hedonistic and absolutely unacceptable!"

    Thinking about it now, Wei Ming felt so angry he wanted to laugh. Labeling people was your traditional skill—it's 1979 already, not 1969!

    Wei Ming wasn't afraid, but it inevitably affected his mood.

    Until Qiao Feng called out to Wei Ming and brought him to the Security Department, where the leaders presented him with a commendation for his brave act, only then did his mood improve somewhat.

    The reward was mainly a certificate of commendation, plus a watch purchase voucher.

    Another practical benefit was that he had become a permanent employee, with his monthly salary increasing to 28 yuan, though his salary for the previous month wouldn't be issued for a few more days.

    Holding the watch voucher and thinking about his enormous wealth of over 400 yuan, Wei Ming had an impulse to splurge. Originally, he'd planned to buy a watch for less than 100 yuan, but now he started thinking about high-end Magic City brand watches.

    However, he was on day shift these two days. Since he wanted to visit a trust store and a trip downtown would be too rushed, he decided to wait until he was on night shift in a couple of days.

    While patrolling, Wei Ming saw the young men and women of the May Fourth Literary Society riding bicycles and tricycles, carrying many copies of Weiming Lake magazine. Among them was Liang Zuo, who didn't even call him uncle when he saw him.

    Wei Ming asked with a smile: "Are you setting up stalls to sell these at school?"

    Zha Jianying smiled: "Not just at school—some of them are going out to sell them, to Tsinghua and on the streets."

    Wei Ming said: "This isn't an official publication, is it? Is it legal to sell it?"

    Liang Zuo was already worried and quickly said: "It's not legal."

    So he was hoping Wei Ming would persuade the Senior Sisters to give up, or at least only sell within the school.

    But Wei Ming said: "Well then, if you're caught by the police, don't resist. Just go with them obediently. Remember to be friendly—call the young ones 'uncle' and the older ones 'grandpa,' then call our security department, and we'll come bail you out."

    Liang Zuo: "......"

    The young ladies happily agreed, saying Wei Ming always knew how to make people happy.

    Because it was National Day, the students, along with Zhao Debiao and Little Mei who weren't on day shift, had all gone out to the streets. The school was empty, and when Wei Ming patrolled with a senior colleague, there were neither people nor incidents.

    Just as he was about to sit down and rest, an incident occurred.

    Professor Feng came running shakily: "Mei'er, Mei'er is gone!"

    It wasn't even spring yet, but his Mei'er was already restless. When she grew up, she'd be the type to run off with some blond guy.

    Wei Ming asked his senior colleague to take Professor Feng back while he personally went to find the cat. He had a strong affinity with cats and dogs, unlike those naughty kids whom cats and dogs despised.

    After finding Mei'er in Jingchun Garden, Wei Ming personally delivered the cat back to old Professor Feng. Coincidentally, Feng's daughter Zong Pu was also there. Many people probably studied her essay "Wisteria Waterfall."

    This lady was in her fifties, with a daughter not yet ten years old beside her.

    She recognized Wei Ming and comforted him: "You're Wei Ming, right? Don't mind those criticisms in the papers. Your story is quite good."

    It seemed "Duck Knows First" had created quite a stir if even she knew about it. Wei Ming had only seen those newspapers yesterday, so he was a bit late to the news.

    He thanked Teacher Zong Pu and said goodbye to Old Feng and Mei'er.

    Old Feng looked at his daughter puzzledly: "You know this young man?"

    Zong Pu picked up the newly published school newsletter on the table and pointed to the poem "Ideals" on the front page: "You were just praising this poem a moment ago."

    "What, he wrote this?!" The old man was shocked.
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    After finishing work in the afternoon, Wei Ming began organizing his luggage.

    Children's Literature, Weiming Lake, two issues of the school newsletter, three issues of Wenhui Daily, the bravery commendation, and a bottle of Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine—these should be enough for Old Wei.

    But what should he buy for his mother? Unfortunately, he didn't have a storage space; otherwise, he'd really like to bring her a sewing machine.

    After thinking for a while without any ideas, Wei Ming simply took out paper and pen, wrote down "Tales of the Heavenly Book (adapted from The Demon Slayer)," and began his lonely but interesting creative work.

    He ate dinner alone in the long-missed faculty dining hall. Today, the students were all busy celebrating, so no one invited him.

    Back at the dormitory, Zhao Debiao and Little Mei, who had returned from outside, said there was a bonfire party at Tsinghua Garden tonight.

    "Are you going?" Zhao Debiao tried to persuade him. Little Mei had to work the night shift, so only Wei Ming could accompany him.

    Wei Ming had just finished writing the character profiles for "Egg Boy" and "Old Man Yuan" and was about to write about the three foxes.

    But thinking that he had been here for a month and hadn't yet visited Tsinghua, and also wanting to share in the National Day festivities, he nodded.

    "Alright then."

    Zhao Debiao was quite skilled socially. He had already become familiar with Tsinghua's security guards and greeted them when entering.

    Out of professional habit, Wei Ming first considered safety and fire prevention issues when he saw the bonfire party.

    Well, it was being held in the open space in front of the auditorium, and close to water systems—that's good.

    The bonfire party was crowded with young men and women singing and dancing, and some people were playing guitars and singing.

    Were Tsinghua students so skilled at attracting the opposite sex through music in this era?

    However, there were rather few female students. It would be better to bring guitars to a bonfire party at Peking University—as long as you could take a beating.

    And they were basically singing revolutionary songs, without even Deng Lijun's "decadent" music. This probably wouldn't work well.

    After watching for a while, neither of them joined in the dancing.

    Zhao Debiao didn't know how to dance, and Wei Ming hadn't fully adjusted his mindset yet, feeling it wasn't very dignified.

    So they left the bonfire party, with Zhao Debiao leading Wei Ming around Tsinghua Garden.

    As they walked, they came near Jinchun Garden and saw a slightly chubby boy cornering a thin little milk cat by the river and throwing pebbles at it.

    Wei Ming immediately went forward to stop him: "Hey, what are you doing!"

    The chubby boy was very arrogant: "Mind your own business!"

    Wei Ming patiently reasoned with him: "If you can bully it because you're stronger, then we can bully you because we're stronger than you, right?"

    "You dare bully me?" The chubby boy put his hands on his hips. "Do you know who I am? My maternal grandfather is the president of Tsinghua!"

    Wow!

    Zhao Debiao stepped back in fear.

    Wei Ming looked at the boy's not-yet-fully-round face and felt a sense of familiarity.

    He stepped forward and asked: "May I ask the young master's surname?"

    Seeing that he was intimidated, the chubby boy became even more proud: "My surname is Gao."

    Zhao Debiao fiercely said "cao" (fuck), so he was a young master Gao.

    Hearing him say "cao," the dissatisfied chubby boy retorted with "ce na" (motherfucker). He had grown up in Magic City until he was seven.

    "What did he say?" asked Zhao Debiao.

    Wei Ming happened to understand some: "A swear word."

    Seeing Zhao Debiao's face turning red with anger, Wei Ming whispered encouragingly: "Why not beat him up?"

    Zhao Debiao was somewhat concerned: "Is that appropriate? His grandfather is the president."

    "He's probably lying, and besides, it's dark, and no one's watching."

    One sentence aroused the evil in Zhao Debiao's heart. I can't beat Yanzi, but I can surely beat you, fatty!

    So the two moved forward, Wei Ming blocking, Zhao Debiao grabbing the boy. The chubby boy was about ten years old, no match for Zhao Debiao. He was put over Zhao Debiao's knee and spanked twice.

    Actually, not much force was used—just to scare him. But he cried terribly.

    Zhao Debiao quickly let go, preparing to retreat.

    "What kind of heroes are adults who bully children? If you have the guts, leave your names!" The chubby boy covered his bottom with tearful eyes but didn't forget to shout.

    Wei Ming had a sudden inspiration and pointed at Zhao Debiao: "His name is Ai Da Jin (Short Big Tight). Remember it!"

    With that, the two ran away!

  

    Beating someone up and running away was so exciting!

    Zhao Debiao felt very satisfied. It had been a long time since he'd fought such an easy battle.

    But after the joy came worry—worry that the boy really was the president's grandson, worry about being found and losing his job at Peking University.

    Wei Ming wasn't worried though. The president was old news, and only a vice position. Currently the boy's maternal grandmother was at Beijing Aeronautical Institute, and his grandfather was about to go south to build Shenzhen University. What was there to fear?

    "But you shouldn't come to Tsinghua for a while. It's best if you don't even leave Peking University's gates."

    "Mm-hmm, right, right."

    Afterward, the two avoided Tsinghua's southwest gate, which they had used to enter, and left through the west gate.

    Back at the dormitory, Zhao Debiao continued his recovery. He was still on sick leave, but that didn't prevent him from bullying troublesome kids.

    Wei Ming continued creating his children's mythological story, making the Egg Boy in his pen lovable. Wei Ming was desperately adding attributes of cuteness, kindness, and justice to this little character.

    In this era, there was no concept of "moe." In Wei Ming's story, even the villains had moe elements. After all, it was a fairy tale world—there was no need to portray pure evil and taint children's hearts.

    If children wanted to understand these things, they could wait until they grew up to read Wei Ming's works. Wei Shenme's works were better when they were happier.

    Even the rather tragic ending of Old Man Yuan in the original version—Wei Ming planned to give Egg Boy a little hope, to prevent it from being completely sad.

    The next day, Wei Ming continued working and creating. He could draft in his head while on duty and then write it down after work.

    When he returned to the South Gate in the afternoon, before he even went downstairs, he saw Mei Wenhua at the guard post looking dejected and lifeless.

    Wei Ming was puzzled: "I didn't eat with your Sister Qing Qing today."

    "It's not about that."

    "I didn't ride your little Flying Pigeon either!"

    Mei Wenhua sighed: "It's not about the Flying Pigeon, it's about Yanzi."

    "Yanzi?" Wei Ming was surprised, then excitedly said, "Yanzi came!"

    He hurried downstairs and saw Zhao Debiao staring lovingly at a bag of apples.

    "Where's Yanzi?"

    Zhao Debiao started singing: "Little Yan, wearing flowery clothes, comes here every spring. I asked Yanzi why you came, and Yanzi said, Zhao Debiao here is the best."

    Wei Ming leaned against the wall and vomited up his breakfast and lunch, making room for dinner.

    Unfortunately, Wei Ming didn't get to see Yanzi—he came too late. Yanzi had already flown away, leaving only a bag of misshapen apples, which Zhao Debiao treasured, declaring he wouldn't eat a single one.

    "Then they'll turn from ugly apples into rotten apples," Wei Ming quipped.

    But Zhao Debiao ignored him. After a while, Mei Wenhua also came down, still with that expression of unbearable pain.

    Previously, he had never envied Zhao Debiao. What was Yanzi? A girl who practiced martial arts—in his mind, she should just be a female version of Zhao Debiao. How could she compare to his Sister Qing Qing?

    But after seeing her today—wow, she was actually quite pretty!

    At least in terms of facial features, she was above Sister Qing Qing. And the aura of a martial arts girl was very appealing—she was truly spirited.

    How could a woman like that be matched with you, Zhao Debiao!

    Under Mei Wenhua's envious, jealous, and hateful gaze, Zhao Debiao tore off the bandage on his head: "No good, I need to improve too, to make myself worthy of Yanzi. Brother Ming, how did you become a permanent employee again?"

    He wanted to first obtain the status of a formal worker—a temporary worker paired with a national champion seemed too inappropriate.

    Mei Wenhua sneered: "Acted heroically to save a child, plus made a name in literary circles. Can you do that?"

    Little Mei was right. If relying on just one aspect, Wei Ming probably couldn't have been promoted so quickly. But with these two major factors combined, it was hard not to be promoted.

    Zhao Debiao regretted: "I can't write, but if I perform heroic acts several times, wouldn't that work?"

    Mei Wenhua: "What you say makes so much sense, but where can you find so many opportunities to act heroically?"

    Zhao Debiao was particularly melancholy: "Yeah, where can I find them?"

    The next day, Zhao Debiao returned to his post.

    Previously, he had been somewhat careless at work, but after that night's resolution, he stood like a javelin, his eyes wide as bells, looking at everyone as if they were bad elements or spies.

    At this time, he saw a somewhat unfamiliar face pushing a brand-new Phoenix bicycle, with a shiny gold watch on his wrist that looked expensive.

    "Stop right there. What are you doing? Are you from our school?"

    Liu Rulong looked at the strong man in front of him and shrank his neck: "Brother, I'm not from Peking University. I'm from the Film Academy. I'm looking for someone."

    "Who would someone from the Film Academy be looking for at our school?" Zhao Debiao examined Liu Rulong suspiciously.

    "He should be your colleague, named Wei Ming."

    Zhao Debiao's thief-preventing expression immediately switched: "Oh, looking for Brother Ming? Are you his friend?"

    "Yes, we're close buddies. Is he on duty now?"

    "Yes, he's working. Recently, he often hides at the Edgar Snow Tomb for peace and quiet. You can try looking for him there." Then Zhao Debiao enthusiastically gave him directions, telling him how to get to the Snow Tomb.

    From his attitude, Liu Rulong could tell that Ah Ming was doing well at the school.

    However, Wei Ming wasn't at the Snow Tomb at this time, but at the library helping move things.

    The literary historian and Chu Ci expert Professor You Guo'en had passed away last year. Recently, his family donated the old gentleman's nearly ten thousand books to the Chinese Department. Wei Ming and others were responsible for helping move them into the library.

    Many of these books were quite valuable ancient books, a large portion of which related to Chu Ci. Wei Ming himself wasn't very interested in Chu Ci, and he probably wouldn't understand most of these books.

    However, Professor Qu's husband, Professor Jin Kaicheng, also researched Chu Ci, and in his youth had served as Professor You's assistant.

    So these books were received by Professor Jin, who led students in organizing and cataloging them.

    Because of Wei Ming's relationship with Professor Qu, Professor Jin also chatted amiably with him, making the other security personnel quite envious.

    And also somewhat sympathetic.

    Because of Wei Ming's reputation, while chatting, Professor Jin also specifically tested Wei Ming's understanding of Chu Ci.

    Wei Ming scratched his head: "I don't know anything about Chu Ci. I just know that 'Li Sao' was written by Qu Yuan. Also, he wrote 'Nine Songs,' 'Heavenly Questions,' and 'Nine Chapters,' and his student Song Yu wrote a piece called 'Nine Arguments.'"

    "What chapters are in 'Nine Songs'?"

    "Lord of the East, Lord of the Clouds, Lord of the Xiang River, Lady of the Xiang River, Mountain Spirit..." Wei Ming listed them one by one.

    Professor Jin was surprised: "You know quite a bit!" This wasn't knowledge one would get from high school Chinese lessons.

    Security colleague: "......"

    Wei Ming: Thanks to Guo Moruo, I often watched his play "Qu Yuan" at the People's Art Theatre and passively learned some trivia about Qu Yuan's life.

    Professor Jin thought Wei Ming was interested in Chu Ci, so he advised: "Chu Ci is beautiful and also involves many local myths and legends, which might help your creative work. If you have spare time, it's worth reading."

    Professor Jin finally added: "You can also come to my classes when you have time."

    Wei Ming nodded in agreement, promising to definitely attend next time.

    At lunchtime, Wei Ming went to the No. 1 canteen as usual.

    "Brother Zhenyun, who's treating me today?"

    Liu Zhenyun said helplessly: "Brother Wei, all the female editors from the editorial department have already taken turns."

    "Ah, so quickly?"

    Liu Zhenyun smiled again: "But if you ask, I believe the girls in our class would be very willing to treat you to a meal!"

    Wei Ming shook his head: "No reward without merit."

    He accepted invitations because Weiming Lake had used his poem for free.

    So he promptly parted ways with Liu Zhenyun and went to the faculty dining hall.

    There he met Zhao Debiao and Liu Rulong.

    Zhao Debiao smiled: "Brother Ming, your friend came looking for you but couldn't find you, so we brought him here for lunch."

    Then he whispered to Wei Ming: "Your friend is so rich, he bought a milk popsicle for everyone at the South Gate!"

    That's the confidence of a rich person. Wei Ming didn't yet have that kind of money power.

    Liu Rulong had now thoroughly mixed in with Wei Ming's colleagues. When he saw Wei Ming arrive, he even gestured for him to sit down, telling him not to be polite.

    Wei Ming: Who am I? Where am I?

    After finishing lunch, Wei Ming told him: "I still have two hours before I get off work."

    "No problem, you go about your business. I'll wait at your library, and you can come get me when you're done. Oh, right," Liu Rulong then handed a notebook to Wei Ming, "these are my recent works, and there are also photos of you inside."

    The photos were the two taken by Zhang Yimou. As expected of Old Moyan, although he had only been in school for a year, and although these two photos were black and white, they already showed preliminary signs of master craftsmanship, completely interpreting Wei Ming's handsomeness. It was just a pity they weren't frontal shots, so they couldn't be used as ID photos.

    Liu Rulong pointed to one of them and said: "This one took first place in his class and was displayed outside. Several girls from the Performance Department asked about you."

    As for Liu Rulong's works, he had drawn a sequence of about thirty consecutive frames of the Monkey King creating havoc in heaven in the bottom right corner of the notebook, produced with great detail.

    Wei Ming gently flipped through it, then released it, seeing a brief animation—this was Liu Rulong's achievement over a month.

    So Wei Ming also took out the outline and character designs for "Tales of the Heavenly Book" from his bag, letting him look at them in the library, promising to discuss in detail later.

    Two hours later, just as Wei Ming was about to go to the library to find Liu Rulong, he saw Qiao Feng walking over, with Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua following.

    Brother Feng said: "Little Ming, I was just about to tell you something. Your sister-in-law's work unit has a girl who previously was allocated a radio purchase voucher. She wants to buy a cassette recorder, so she's looking to sell her old radio. It hasn't been used much, it's about 80-90% new. Do you want it?"

    "Yes! Thank you, Brother Feng, thank you, sister-in-law. But how much is it?"

    Qiao Feng: "Aren't you going downtown to buy a watch on the 4th? I'll tell your sister-in-law, and we'll arrange a place for you to meet that day. You two can discuss it privately."

    Mei Wenhua felt something was off: "Brother Feng, are you arranging a blind date for him!"

    Zhao Debiao stroked his chin: "It does sound a lot like a blind date."

    Qiao Feng didn't know whether to laugh or cry: "What are you talking about? I have to call that young lady 'Sister'~"

  

    Wei Ming had no objections, as long as it wasn't more expensive than a new one. He wouldn't lose out, and going to a trust store would mean paying their commission too.

    "There's one more thing," Brother Feng added. "Your uncle and his wife both have to work overtime tonight, so they asked me to tell you to pick up Xizi and Le Le if you get off work early."

    "Sure, I miss those two."

    As Brother Feng was about to leave with the two fellows behind him, Wei Ming asked what they were going to do.

    Zhao Debiao said happily: "From now on, we'll patrol too!"

    It turned out Zhao Debiao felt that waiting for opportunities wasn't as good as taking initiative. The chances of performing heroic acts while standing guard were certainly fewer than while patrolling. So he applied for a position change again, and Mei Wenhua also no longer wanted to stand guard.

    The two begged earnestly and were even willing to work more night shifts. Brother Feng finally agreed and was now taking them to complete the paperwork.

    After parting with them, Wei Ming came to the library and saw Liu Rulong sitting on the steps waiting for him.

    "Ah Ming, I didn't realize you were adapting 'The Demon Slayer'! That's so ambitious, and the Egg Boy character is quite interesting!"

    Wei Ming: "Don't be too quick to praise. Do you think you can illustrate it?"

    "Let me draw the character designs first, and then I'll do the illustrations after seeing your main text."

    "Sounds good." Wei Ming brought him back to the dormitory, and the two hunched over the table to discuss the character designs.

    Wei Ming intentionally wanted to nurture Liu Rulong, so at first, he didn't interfere much, letting Liu Rulong freely create the first draft.

    Liu Rulong was a bit nervous. He had previously mostly copied his grandfather's picture books or imitated animations. This was his first original creation.

    In the Hengzhou area, there was a place called Wuqiang, right next to Ping'an County, famous for producing New Year paintings. Liu Rulong's design for Egg Boy clearly hadn't escaped the influence of New Year painting dolls, and also resembled a ginseng baby—chubby and wearing a belly band.

    He himself realized that the originality was lacking and was too embarrassed to show Wei Ming, about to crumple it up and throw it aside.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Don't be discouraged. Many times, originality starts with imitation. If you can find your own path later, that's good. Keep this one—the traces on the road to maturity are meaningful."

    Afterward, Wei Ming offered some suggestions for revision, and Liu Rulong drew another draft.

    "Hmm, it still lacks some innocence and playfulness." Wei Ming didn't pursue an exact match with the animation version, after all, it was just a magazine illustration.

    "Let's discuss Old Man Yuan and the three foxes first," Wei Ming said.

    "Since Old Man Yuan is based on the White Gibbon, he should wear all white robes, be thin with long arms. As for the three foxes, I suggest using elements from Beijing Opera facial makeup in the creation."

    Liu Rulong listened with his mouth agape—Beijing Opera facial makeup, he didn't understand it!

    So Wei Ming gave him an example: "For instance, Hu Mei'er..."

    He took the pen and notebook and drew Hu Mei'er's human form from memory.

    "Something like this, with the flavor of a Beijing Opera female lead's facial makeup. The gaze should be seductive and alluring. The old fox would be the elderly female role, and the lame fox would be the clown role."

    Looking at the gradually forming Hu Mei'er, Liu Rulong was dumbfounded, losing all confidence.

    "Ah Ming, how... how do you draw even better than me?!" Liu Rulong felt this was unscientific.

    Wei Ming laughed: "I also learned a few techniques from our grandfather, and since I'm the one writing the story, the characters are in my mind, so naturally, I can draw them more vividly."

    Liu Rulong had a sudden inspiration: "Why don't you draw the character designs, and I'll draw the backgrounds? This would improve efficiency."

    This was certainly a good idea. Animation studios also had different people responsible for character designs and backgrounds, but Wei Ming had high hopes for Liu Rulong.

    He said: "How about this—I'll draw the supporting characters, but Egg Boy is still yours. If you just keep imitating, when will you become like the Wan brothers?"

    The idols of animators in this era were the four Wan brothers, especially old Mr. Wan Laiming, the director of "Havoc in Heaven" and the pioneer of Chinese animation.

    Looking at Liu Rulong's watch, Wei Ming said: "It's about time. Come with me to pick up the children first."

    "Ah, pick up children?"
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    At the kindergarten entrance, Wei Ming picked up Xizi and Le Le, who were holding hands. Most of the time, they had deep sibling affection.

    Seeing Wei Ming, Le Le quickly said: "Brother Ming, I've learned another song!"

    Then she took out the harmonica Wei Ming had bought her from her schoolbag, while Xizi stared at Liu Rulong.

    "Let me introduce you. This is my classmate. You can call him Brother Long. He's an artist."

    "An artist? Can you draw Nezha?" Xizi asked.

    "I can draw Nezha too, but I'm better at drawing the Monkey King." Liu Rulong took out his notebook and showed Xizi a short hand-drawn animation, completely shocking this four-year-old kid.

    Then Xizi began clinging to Liu Rulong, calling him "Brother Long" and begging him to draw a Nezha for himself.

    "I can draw for you, but can you help me with something, Xizi?"

    "What is it?"

    Liu Rulong's eyes lit up: "Be my character model!"

    Wei Ming was also surprised to hear this, and then heard Liu Rulong explain: "I think Xizi is very lively and spirited. I was wondering if I could model Egg Boy after his appearance."

    Xizi was definitely a good-looking little boy, after all, he was seventy percent like Le Le.

    To get Xizi to agree, Liu Rulong also took out a piece of chocolate from his pocket.

    Seeing this black thing that looked very evil, Xizi immediately stepped back several steps: "Don't scare me, I'll agree, okay?"

    Liu Rulong: "......"

    Wei Ming didn't expect Liu Rulong to have such a good thing. This must have been bought in the Friendship Store or Overseas Chinese Store—ordinary people had no access to such items.

    "Liu Rulong, Xizi has already agreed, don't scare him." Wei Ming stepped forward, casually took the chocolate, and then pulled Le Le aside.

    "Le Le, here!" Wei Ming broke off half for her, and the two ate it secretly.

    After one bite, Le Le's eyes were shining. She had eaten ordinary candies before and didn't find them special, but this unique sweetness was a first-time experience for her.

    Meanwhile, Liu Rulong began drawing by the riverside in Yuxiu Garden. After he completed the third draft of Egg Boy, Xizi suddenly lost interest in Nezha.

    "Is this Egg Boy? He looks like me! Can I have this one, Brother Long~"

    This kid is good at acting cute. Liu Rulong first let Wei Ming review it: "How's this one?"

    Wei Ming nodded with satisfaction. Although different from the animation version, the feeling was right—very cute and likable.

    "Congratulations, Liu Rulong, you passed!"

    So Liu Rulong gladly gave it to Xizi as a memento. The image of Egg Boy was already etched in his mind. By now, it was getting dark, and he said: "I'll head back to school then. I'll draw using this template."

    "Alright, you can first draw an illustration of Egg Boy hatching from his shell," Wei Ming added. "By the way, I'm going back to my hometown the day after tomorrow. Do you want to write a letter to Teacher Yang and your grandfather?"

    Liu Rulong waved his hand: "No need, I call them."

    Wei Ming thought: This guy is really rich!

    He could actually afford to make phone calls now too, but the key issue was that the village phone could only be used within the commune—it was a "local area network."

    After another half hour, Uncle Ping'an returned, and Wei Ming finally completed his mission.

    "Little Ming, thank you. Come up for dinner, I'll cook."

    "No need, Uncle. I have to work the night shift later."

    "Oh, alright. By the way, that pilot's family is coming to school tomorrow afternoon to thank you. Don't forget."

    "In the afternoon? Got it."

    As soon as Wei Ming left, Xizi quickly reported an important piece of intelligence to Wei Ping'an: "Dad, Le Le ate poop!"

    "I did not!"

    "Don't believe me? Look at her teeth, they're still black!"

    Le Le was furious, baring her teeth: "This is chocolate!"

    Xizi was puzzled: "Chocolate? What's chocolate?"

    Wei Ping'an laughed heartily: "Xizi, chocolate is a foreign candy. It's usually black and doesn't look good, but it's delicious. Dad has only had it once."

    "What!" At this moment, Xizi's world collapsed. Even Nüwa couldn't repair it.
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    Back at the dormitory, Brother Feng told Wei Ming: "I've arranged it for you. Meet at nine tomorrow at the Wangfujing Department Store. After the transaction, you can buy your watch, and she can buy a cassette recorder. Everything can be done directly at the department store."

    "How will we recognize each other?"

    Qiao Feng: "She'll be carrying a radio, and she's very beautiful. Just look around in the crowd, and the most beautiful one will be her. Also, she knows your name, so you just need to remember hers."

    "Oh, what's this big sister's name?"

    "Zhu Lin."

  

    Wei Ming slept for a few hours, then got up at midnight for the Number 4 night patrol shift, so he could go shopping in the city during the daytime.

    This was also Zhao Debiao's first day of patrol, with Wei Ming leading him.

    Wei Ming: That's right, I've become a senior now!

    Zhao Debiao was also excited, hoping that Peking University would have some incident tonight. It didn't need to be big—just enough for him to demonstrate his abilities.

    Unfortunately, this night was even more peaceful than Wei Ming's usual night shifts. Even the wild cats in Yannan Garden weren't in heat. Nothing happened tonight.
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    After dawn, Zhao Debiao ate breakfast and went to sleep. Although he also wanted to go to the city to play, he was truly exhausted.

    Wei Ming changed clothes and prepared to set out. He estimated his cycling speed would take at least an hour and a half.

    To avoid being late, he set off at seven.

    In October, Beijing mornings had a slight chill. He pedaled hard on his bicycle, and soon warmed up.

    The tires also heated up.

    By the roadside, Wei Ming stared speechlessly at the deflated front tire. Damn it, you really get what you pay for. He should have realized earlier—if the brakes and chain were broken, how could the tires be spared?

    His current position was rather awkward. Going back, he knew where to find bike repairs, but it was too far. Going forward, he wasn't sure if there were any repair shops.

    To keep his appointment as soon as possible, he could only press forward, pushing the bike along the road.

    After pushing for about an hour, asking directions as he went, he finally found the location of a bike repair stall just as he was about to enter the city.

    After turning left three times, he saw an old craftsman fiddling with a broken bicycle.

    Wei Ming quickly offered him a cigarette.

    "Oh, Great Front Gate brand!" The old man smiled, accepting it and tucking it behind his ear.

    "Grandpa, I have a date with my girlfriend at nine o'clock. What time is it now? Can you fix mine first?"

    The old man was very accommodating: "Sure, let me take a look."

    After opening the outer tire and seeing the inner tube with patch upon patch, the old man laughed.

    "Do you want to patch it, or just replace it with a new one?"

    Wei Ming held his forehead: "Just replace it with a new one. That'll be faster."

    He also felt the rear tire: "Should we replace the back one too?"

    The repair man: "I only have one of this model left. Come back tomorrow."

    "Alright then." Wei Ming figured he would just shift his weight forward while riding, which should be fine.

    Back on the road, Wei Ming didn't dare ride so fast anymore. He slowly entered the city and arrived at the famous Wangfujing Street.

    Wangfujing Street was extremely lively. Although it was a workday, the National Day atmosphere lingered, and there were many shoppers.

    On both sides of the road were various shops and storefronts, like Wangfujing Xinhua Bookstore, China Photo Studio, and Arts and Crafts Building. Along the street were also famous restaurants like Quanjude, Donglaishun, and Fengze Garden.

    The most bustling place was Wangfujing Department Store, the first large-scale department store built in Beijing after the founding of the nation, honored as "New China's First Store," with a steady stream of customers going in and out.

    As he approached the department store, Wei Ming asked a passerby for the time.

    My goodness, it was ten o'clock!

    An hour late. Wei Ming wasn't even sure if the other party would still be there.

    But before he reached the entrance, he saw a woman standing outside the door holding a radio.

    It really was her!

    Medium-short hair, wearing a blue jacket, with a blue bag slung over her shoulder, looking more fashionable than most people. Even without the radio, she would be the most striking person in the crowd.

    I knew it—even though this name is common, someone with the same name, around the same age, and in the same work unit—it could only be her.

    Zhu Lin—in the future, she would become deeply ingrained in people's hearts through her role as the Queen of the Women's Country in "Journey to the West," and netizens would pair her with Gong Xue as the "Southern Gong Xue, Northern Zhu Lin" CP.

    In reality, the gap in their industry status was quite large. Gong Xue was a Golden Rooster and Hundred Flowers double award-winning actress, if not the top star of her time, at least among the top three of her generation.

    Zhu Lin didn't have many representative film works, but the sentiment for the Queen of Women's Country ran deep, and netizens loved her.

    Actually, Gong Xue, who retired from the industry early, also gained curiosity and affection from many young people unfamiliar with her through this pairing. It was mutually beneficial for both of them.

    In his previous life, Wei Ming hadn't met Gong Xue, but he had seen Zhu Lin in her early 50s. Even then, her exceptional charm still made people desire her.

    Wei Ming first stored his bicycle, paying two cents for an old lady wearing a red armband to watch it, then walked up to her: "Excuse me, are you Comrade Zhu Lin?"

    Zhu Lin looked at her watch. Although Wei Ming was handsome and very pleasing to the eye, which could offset some of her irritation, she was clearly displeased: "Yes, and you must be Writer Wei."

    It seemed Sister Mu Rong had told her about his experiences, but this first impression wasn't good. What did being a writer mean? Did it mean she had to wait for an hour?

    Good thing it wasn't a blind date, just a transaction without emotions.

    But Wei Ming felt it necessary to explain: "I'm really sorry for keeping you waiting so long. My tire broke on the way, and I pushed the bike for quite a while before finding a repair shop. I didn't expect you would still be waiting. In ancient times there was Weisheng who clung to a pillar; you are the living Weisheng."

    Zhu Lin nodded. She couldn't be bothered to guess whether his words were true or false. After all, this was just a transaction.

    She handed the radio to Wei Ming: "Have a look. I bought it for 78 yuan, used it for less than half a year. Here's the receipt. I'm willing to sell it for 70 yuan."

    Although it was only a 10% discount, in this era of material scarcity, selling at the original price wouldn't be surprising. Even selling above the original price wouldn't be unexpected, especially since no voucher was required.

    Wei Ming took the machine. It was a popular Red Lamp brand transistor radio, also a Shanghai brand. It wasn't too large, was well-maintained, looked like new, and even came with batteries, so it could be used immediately.

    In this era, television coverage was far less than radio, and programs were not as rich as radio's. This device was mainstream. Even in villages without electricity, finding several radios wasn't difficult.

    As soon as he turned it on, Wei Ming heard a familiar voice—hey, isn't that Heshen and the Master?

    This should be the audio version of "The Gadfly" that he was performing on the Central People's Radio Station. His voice was so distinctive and unchanged for decades.

    "No problem, I'm very satisfied. Thank you very much." Wei Ming promptly paid the seventy yuan, and they completed the transaction.

    This person was quite polite. After receiving the money, Zhu Lin gave him a smile and entered the department store. Wei Ming also followed her in.

    Zhu Lin paused for a moment and glanced at him.

    Wei Ming smiled: "I need to buy something too."

    To avoid appearing like he was following her, Wei Ming walked faster, moving ahead of her, and then it became Zhu Lin following him up to the second floor.

    Electrical appliances were on the second floor, and watches were on the third floor, so after going upstairs, they parted ways, with hardly any interaction between them.

    Actually, Zhu Lin had wanted to initiate conversation several times. She was curious about Wei Ming's amazing talent and legendary experiences, but remembering the annoyance of waiting for an hour, she didn't speak up.

    Wei Ming also didn't actively communicate. He thought that since he had kept her waiting for an hour, making a bad first impression, and Zhu Lin was giving him the cold shoulder, there was no need to eagerly press his warm face against her cold one.

    So what if she's good-looking? So what if she's the Northern Zhu Lin? He even knew the Southern Gong Xue!
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    Wei Ming hadn't done any research beforehand. After finding the watch counter, he saw many brands. Besides the famous Shanghai brand, there were also Hongmei, Beijing, Dongfeng, and others. The cheaper ones, like Nanjing's Zhongshan brand, cost only a bit over 30 yuan.

    But would it last?

    The bulkiness wasn't a problem, but he worried it might break after a slight bump. And at this price point, water resistance was almost out of the question—he would have to take it off every time he washed his hands or face.

    He hated inconvenience!

    So Wei Ming directly asked: "How much are the Shanghai brand watches?"

    "They vary in price—some are expensive, some are cheaper."

    Prices ranged from 120 to 200 yuan.

    Due to limited production, there were often times when they were out of stock. Today Wei Ming was lucky—there were three different Shanghai watches at different prices waiting for him.

    Since this was a major purchase requiring careful consideration, after buying the radio, Wei Ming's cash flow was less than 400 yuan.

    So he carefully examined the features of the three watches.

    To summarize: you get what you pay for.

    The expensive watches weren't just stylish, but also water and shock resistant, with better materials, higher precision, and they didn't need to be wound as often.

    Although the sales clerk behind the counter had no sales skills, Wei Ming was somewhat moved.

    But in the end, he weighed his wallet and chose the middle path, buying a mid-priced all-steel Shanghai watch (including the band) for 165 yuan.

    Within half an hour, Wei Ming had spent 235 yuan, leaving him with just over 200 yuan. But that was enough. He even wanted to browse around and see if he could buy something for his mother, since he was already here~

  

    Wei Ming had a Shanghai watch on his left hand, a Red Lamp radio in his right hand, and a big Forever bicycle parked outside—he finally had the air of a successful person of this era.

    However, his conspicuous behavior of frequently checking his watch might have attracted attention, as a long-haired young man had been following him.

    Wei Ming skillfully avoided physical contact with this person, but the man persisted relentlessly. Wei Ming had no choice but to take out Zhao Debiao's brass knuckles. Under his intimidating gaze with bloodshot eyes from lack of sleep, the young man finally slunk downstairs.

    Wei Ming shook his head. With so many unemployed youth in Beijing now, people's hearts were restless, and social security was not optimistic. He had brought so much cash—good thing he was prepared in advance.

    He pulled down his sleeve to cover his watch, walked around the third floor, didn't see anything he wanted to buy, and went downstairs.

    In the kitchen supplies section on the second floor, Wei Ming's eyes lit up.

    "How much is this pickle jar?... Oh, five yuan."

    Wei Ming saw a Sichuan pickle jar—the kind with a groove on top to hold water, and an upside-down bowl that sealed the jar with water.

    Pickling wasn't common in their part of Hebei, and they didn't have these pickle jars. They usually used large vats to make salted vegetables—simple and crude, but not to his mother Xu Shufen's taste. She often reminisced about the pickled vegetables from her hometown.

    In his previous life, when they visited their ancestral home in Sichuan-Chongqing, his mother brought back a pickle jar and made some every winter.

    For Wei Ming now, the price wasn't an issue, but carrying such a jar on the train, then taking a bus, and even a tractor—he worried it might break before reaching home.

    "I'll look around some more~" Wei Ming went to check other areas, and then saw the radio section, and Zhu Lin.

    Besides radios, there were also currently popular cassette recorders—essentially radios that could play cassette tapes. Before even getting close, he could hear songs playing from the machines.

    This song seemed to be "Roses Bloom Everywhere," the one that goes "Roses, roses bloom everywhere, youth, youth is everywhere..."—recently made popular again by Teresa Teng's cover.

    Of course, Teresa Teng hadn't officially entered the mainland market. Official channels wouldn't dare sell her music, and there were cases of people being sentenced for selling Teresa Teng's tapes. But mainland singers could change the vocal style and reinterpret the songs to make them less "decadent," which was acceptable.

    For instance, this song was from the first stereo cassette tape of popular music in New China, recorded by female singer Zhu Fengbo for Guangzhou Pacific Audio-Visual Company, marking to some extent the beginning of mainland China's pop music history.

    This cassette tape was released in May, costing five or six yuan. It had only been out for just over four months but had already sold over 2 million copies. It would eventually sell over 8 million—the terrifying sales figures reflected the huge void in Chinese people's entertainment needs.

    It could be said that the emergence of these remakes of old songs greatly promoted the popularity of cassette recorders in the mainland. Zhu Lin wanted to switch to a cassette recorder to listen to these songs.

    However, domestic manufacturers couldn't produce these devices yet, so they were basically all imported, especially the Sanyo brand, which was the most popular. There were also Toshiba and Hitachi—basically all imported from Japan under the banner of "Sino-Japanese friendship."

    Zhu Lin had her eye on a "Sanyo M-X250F" model cassette recorder and was preparing to pay.

    Seeing Wei Ming approach, she nodded in good spirits and asked: "Did you get what you wanted?"

    Wei Ming: "I did. Have you decided on one?"

    "Yes, this one," Zhu Lin, "I'll go pay now."

    After she left, Wei Ming focused on listening to the music. As for buying one? He definitely wasn't considering it now. The cheap ones cost over a hundred yuan, and only those over two hundred yuan were somewhat portable. He'd better save the money to improve his family's life.

    While listening to the music, Wei Ming suddenly heard Zhu Lin's anxious voice from the counter not far away.

    "My wallet is gone!"

    Wei Ming walked over and asked: "What's wrong, Comrade Zhu Lin?"

    Zhu Lin's eyes were red as she showed her bag to Wei Ming. There was a neat cut in it, and her wallet had been stolen.

    Wei Ming immediately thought of the long-haired youth he had encountered upstairs.

    He asked: "How much money was in it?"

    "Including yours, about three hundred yuan, plus my work ID." Zhu Lin was trying hard not to cry.

    She had brought extra money in case Wei Ming didn't buy her radio. This money included several months of her saved salary, with some additional help from her parents.

    The sales clerk also asked: "Think about it, was there anyone suspicious?"

    Zhu Lin thought for a moment: "There seemed to be a long-haired young man in a gray jacket who kept standing next to me."

    As a Peking University security guard and crime-fighter, Wei Ming naturally stepped up without hesitation in this situation.

    First, he ran to the window to look out from the high vantage point. Good—that guy hadn't gone far.

    So he took off his radio and coat, handed them to Zhu Lin: "Follow behind me, I'll go find that person first."

    With that, Wei Ming ran out like a whirlwind. Zhu Lin only had time to shout, "Be careful!"
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    Several hours earlier, at dawn, Zhu Lin had already started preparing for today's meeting at her home in the Industrial Institute. She not only changed into beautiful clothes, matched them with a shoulder bag, but also specially applied Friendship Snow Cream.

    It wasn't that she had any designs on an 18-year-old boy; this was just her respect for a writer.

    She admired such people. Although she was a medical worker, earlier she had been a military art trooper and had some artistic youth temperament.

    From more than half a month ago, she had often heard Wei Ming's name from her colleague Mu Rong.

    Writing fairy tales, composing poetry, even having submissions accepted by Harvest—it was ridiculously impressive.

    At that time, Zhu Lin was somewhat skeptical, until Mu Rong placed newspapers and publications featuring Wei Ming's works in front of her. Only then did Zhu Lin confirm that there were indeed geniuses in this world.

    So when Mu Rong inquired about the radio, she who had originally planned to take it to a trust store readily agreed to the transaction, with the time and place set for Wei Ming's convenience.

    She had even initially set a price of 50 yuan in her mind, just over 60% of the original price, just to make a friend.

    So although they agreed to meet at nine o'clock, she actually arrived at eight-thirty. She hadn't waited for one hour but for an hour and a half, nearly giving up several times.

    If it weren't for Wei Ming's talent, and Mu Rong saying he was a spirited young man, she really wouldn't have wanted to wait.

    She just wanted to see how good-looking he had to be to treat appointments so casually, making her wait so long.

    Then she saw him. Wei Ming's handsomeness exceeded her expectations, and he had prepared an excuse about a flat tire. But this couldn't completely dispel her anger, so Zhu Lin, who had originally planned to sell it to him for the low price of fifty yuan, asked for seventy yuan. The other party didn't haggle, which showed he was straightforward.

    Afterward, they entered the department store together, but now Zhu Lin came out alone. Her evaluation of Wei Ming had already changed from "straightforward person" to "upright, kind, and brave good person."

    She saw Wei Ming running west and was about to get her bicycle, but then remembered with frustration that her bicycle voucher was also in her wallet—it was the credential for retrieving the bike. But her shoes had heels, and she couldn't run fast.

    At this moment, she casually felt something and exclaimed, "Oh!" She had found Wei Ming's bicycle voucher and key in his coat.

    So Zhu Lin decisively went to retrieve Wei Ming's bicycle, and then saw that antique-like big Forever bicycle, with no plating left—Wei Ming was quite modest.

    "This isn't your bicycle, is it?"

    "No, it's my younger brother's." Zhu Lin told a little lie, and with her good looks, successfully retrieved the bicycle. She hopped on it and hurried to chase after Wei Ming.

    But before even leaving Wangfujing Street, the bicycle slowed down. Zhu Lin stopped and looked: "The tire is flat!"

    Fortunately, there was a repair shop nearby. She quickly pushed the bicycle over, asking the repairman to fix it first while she continued her pursuit.

    "Wait a minute~" The repairman efficiently pulled out the inner tube. "Your tire is too worn out. Why not replace it with a new one?"

    "Ah?" Zhu Lin recalled Wei Ming's earlier words. "Can you look at the front tire?"

    The repairman glanced at it and retorted: "The front one was just replaced with a new tire. What more do you want? Is this your bicycle?"

    "It's my brother's bicycle." Zhu Lin repeated this lie, while her heart filled with endless apology.

    So he really did have a flat tire on the way and pushed the bicycle all the way to keep their appointment. And she had still treated him with that attitude. She was truly too harsh!

    The more Zhu Lin thought about it, the more remorseful she felt. Then she realized she didn't have a single cent on her, so she quickly slipped away, saying she would return for the bicycle later.

    She had to find him first.

    But Wei Ming had long disappeared. When passing a police station, Zhu Lin decided to go in and ask. To her surprise, she hit the jackpot.

    "Oh, yes, just now with the help of a concerned citizen, our patrol officers apprehended a knife-wielding bag snatcher. What's your name?"

    "Zhu Lin."

    "Where do you work?"

    "Medical Sciences Academy Health Research Institute," then Zhu Lin quickly added, "There was about 310 yuan inside, which I was going to use to buy a cassette recorder."

    The answer was completely correct. They also had Zhu Lin identify the person who stole her bag. Indeed, it was that long-haired guy!

    But seeing his bruised and swollen face, it was clear there had been a fierce struggle. Zhu Lin clutched Wei Ming's coat, asking with concern: "You said that person had a knife. What about the concerned citizen? Is he alright?"

    Police Uncle: "Oh, he went to the hospital."

    Zhu Lin: "What!"

  

    Zhu Lin retrieved her wallet, first went to the repair stall to settle the balance and "redeem" Wei Ming's old bicycle, then rode it to Peking Union Medical College Hospital, the nearest hospital.

    "Hello, was there a young man who brought a pregnant woman to the hospital just now? He's tall and has a spirited appearance."

    The police officer had told her that the robber had frightened a pregnant woman while escaping, and Wei Ming had taken the woman to the hospital immediately after subduing him.

    "Oh, yes, yes. The pregnant woman is a bit older, and there's also a little boy with her, right?"

    That matched the description. Then the person led Zhu Lin upstairs.

    The pregnant woman was being examined, and Wei Ming was waiting outside with a five or six-year-old boy who wasn't crying or making a fuss.

    Seeing Zhu Lin arrive, Wei Ming was surprised: "How did you know I was here?"

    "I went to the police station and heard you'd gone to the hospital. I guessed it would be this one."

    Wei Ming: "Did you get your wallet back?"

    "Yes, thank you, Comrade Wei Ming," Zhu Lin said sincerely, then asked, "You're not hurt, are you?"

    "I'm fine, but I'm not sure how the woman inside is doing." Wei Ming was worried. The woman seemed to be bleeding. If it weren't for his pursuit of the thief, she wouldn't have been frightened and suffered this undeserved misfortune.

    But seriously, being an older pregnant woman almost at her due date, why was she out strolling around?

    Wei Ming said: "Comrade Zhu Lin, I'll keep an eye on things here. You haven't bought your things yet, right? You can go back to the department store."

    Zhu Lin shook her head: "This incident is related to me. How could I just leave? I'll stay to see how things turn out. After all, I'm a medical worker. By the way, has her spouse been notified?"

    Wei Ming pointed to the little boy: "The child has already called his father's work unit."

    This child wasn't even in primary school yet, only a year or two older than Xizi, but he was calm and composed in the face of an emergency, could remember his parents' work phone numbers, and expressed himself fluently. It was truly a case of "without comparison, there is no injury."

    However, the boy's father seemed to work at some confidential unit. They couldn't speak directly with his father, and it was unclear when he would arrive.

    As they waited, suddenly there was a rumbling sound of stomachs growling.

    Wei Ming looked at Zhu Lin.

    Zhu Lin looked at the little boy.

    The little boy looked at Wei Ming.

    Well, it was a three-part growling chorus—all three were hungry.

    The three had rushed from Haidian and Fengtai early in the morning to come to the city. None had eaten much for breakfast, and now it was almost one o'clock.

    Zhu Lin stood up: "Why don't I see if there's anything to eat outside, to fill our stomachs a bit."

    Just as she finished speaking, several girls in white coats walked over, all carrying lunch boxes.

    The one in the lead looked at Wei Ming and asked: "Are you Comrade Wei Ming?"

    Wei Ming stood up: "Yes, and you are?"

    The girls smiled and started chattering.

    "It really is you!"

    "What a coincidence!"

    "Did you perform another heroic deed?"

    The leader explained the situation.

    It turned out they were medical students from Peking Union Medical College.

    Due to a shortage of basic course teachers at their school, through coordination with relevant departments, their class's foundation stage courses were assigned to Peking University's biology department.

    So they usually attended classes at Peking University and had seen Wei Ming standing guard at the South Gate. They had also heard about Wei Ming's many exploits.

    Just now, one of their classmates said she thought she saw the former South Gate Legend, the current Patrol King, so they came to look.

    Wei Ming and Zhu Lin also explained their situation to them.

    "So you really did perform another heroic deed!" The girls were repeatedly surprised, their eyes full of admiration and worship.

    Wei Ming just helplessly scratched his head: "Isn't it just having bad luck? I always seem to encounter criminal incidents when I go out."

    "Not at all! It's clearly the criminals who have bad luck, encountering you, the criminal nemesis!"

    "Yes, you're really something!"

    After a few more compliments, the girls all offered their lunch boxes, letting Wei Ming and the other two eat first.

    Unable to refuse such hospitality, the three had a simple hospital meal.

    While eating, Zhu Lin suddenly remembered something very important.

    Her plan for today was to buy a cassette recorder and then have a date with her boyfriend! But now, more than an hour had passed since their agreed-upon time.

    "Comrade Wei Ming, can I ask you a question? Please don't laugh at me," Zhu Lin said.

    "I won't. Go ahead."

    "When we first met, what did you mean by 'Weisheng hugging the pillar' and saying I'm the 'living Weisheng'?"

    Wei Ming had overestimated the cultural knowledge level of this generation. Zhu Lin had been busy with political movements during the age when she should have been in school, and then became a cultural soldier, so it was understandable she didn't know.

    "Weisheng was an ancient person. Legend has it that he agreed to meet a woman at a bridge. He waited for a long time, but the woman didn't come. Later, the water rose, but Weisheng refused to leave and eventually died hugging the bridge pillar. So Weisheng became synonymous with keeping one's word in ancient times..." Wei Ming briefly explained this allusion. Not only was Zhu Lin listening attentively, but the little boy was too.

    Having learned new knowledge, Zhu Lin stood up and said she needed to go out to make a phone call.

    She found a public telephone outside and called her boyfriend's work unit.

    As expected, he hadn't waited for her and had already returned to his workplace.

    "You're definitely not a Weisheng."

    "Who? Who is Weisheng?" He sounded very nervous, because it clearly sounded like a man's name.

    "No one, just an ancient person." Zhu Lin couldn't be bothered to explain.

    He didn't pursue the question but cautiously asked: "So why didn't you come? Do you have some issue with me?"

    "It has nothing to do with you. I just encountered some problems and can't make it today. Let's arrange another day."

    "Oh, alright. Take care of yourself. If you're not feeling well, remember to drink plenty of hot water."

    After hanging up, Zhu Lin sighed lightly. Because she was no longer young, under pressure from her parents, she had gone on multiple blind dates and finally met this worker with a decent personality and acceptable looks.

    Her parents liked workers. Although one was a university professor and the other a doctor, they felt workers were safer, providing a risk hedge for their scholarly family.

    Her parents were satisfied, and she didn't mind him, so they continued dating. Perhaps with time, love would develop, and naturally, they could marry.

    Returning to the obstetrics department, Zhu Lin saw a middle-aged man talking to Wei Ming, with the boy, little Yong, holding his hand.

    Zhu Lin breathed a sigh of relief—the family member had finally arrived!

    Wei Ming called Zhu Lin over and introduced her to the senior engineer in front of them. So he was an engineer!

    The senior engineer also expressed his gratitude to Zhu Lin and insisted on getting the phone numbers of their work units, planning to thank them again after the baby was born.

    This matter was now resolved. Wei Ming stretched: "Comrade Zhu Lin, you can go ahead. I'm going to see a doctor."

    "Ah, are you injured?"

    Wei Ming: "It's nothing serious. I twisted my shoulder while fighting with that guy. Just need some Safflower Oil."

    Zhu Lin: "I'll go with you."

    "I really am fine."

    "No, I'll go with you. Afterward, you still need to take me back to the department store. My bicycle is still there."

    "Is that so? Well, alright then."

    The doctor saw the two and asked Zhu Lin: "What's your relationship to the patient?"

    "I'm his sister." By now, Zhu Lin could easily tell lies.

    Wei Ming was surprised to hear this. He hadn't expected this from the Queen of the Women's Country!

    Hearing her say this, the doctor simply said: "Young man, take off your shirt."

    What? Zhu Lin panicked but maintained her composure.

    Wei Ming obediently took off his shirt, bare-chested.

    Fortunately, for the past month or so, he had been eating meat at almost every meal, and with the physical training from Brother Feng and Zhao Debiao, his physique looked quite impressive when revealed—even beautiful. So beautiful that Zhu Lin dared not look.

    Wei Ming: Why don't you look? If you open your eyes and look at me, I don't believe you're looking at nothing!

    The doctor indicated it was a minor issue: "I'll apply some medicine for you."

    After applying some pungent medicinal liquid, the doctor also needed to massage it to help the medicine take effect.

    As he was massaging, suddenly someone came from outside, calling the doctor away.

    The doctor stood up: "Patient's sister, just follow the massage technique I was using. Keep massaging him, or the medicine won't be absorbed properly and might as well not have been applied."

    Zhu Lin: "......"

  

    Zhu Lin was a Beijing native, but not a hutong girl. Her father was a professor at Beijing Institute of Industrial Technology (the predecessor of Beijing Institute of Technology), and her mother was a doctor. Situations like seeing bare chests were quite rare in her life.

    Especially when it was such a vibrantly youthful young man. The 18-year-old body before her was truly enticing. Though Wei Ming's injury was on his shoulder and back, her gaze was drawn to his chest and abdomen. She even suspected she might be swallowing.

    "Sister," Wei Ming called teasingly, "I'll do it myself."

    Wei Ming's words startled Zhu Lin from her fantasy.

    She directly grabbed the medicine and moved behind Wei Ming.

    "Since you've called me sister, let me apply it for you." Zhu Lin put her hands on him, rubbing Wei Ming's back.

    This was her first time having such intimate contact with a male, and her heartbeat noticeably accelerated.

    So this is what a man is like!

    Zhu Lin was worried Wei Ming might feel embarrassed, so she tried to use humor to break the awkwardness.

    "You don't look like a writer at all, more like someone from the Shichahai Sports School."

    Wei Ming laughed: "My main job is security guard; being a writer is just a side job. Of course I need to keep in good shape."

    Zhu Lin blushed, as she hadn't meant to compliment his physique.

    Wei Ming continued: "So sister, you even know about Shichahai Sports School."

    "More than just knowing it—I trained there when I was little."

    "What?!" Wei Ming turned back in surprise.

    Fearing he would see her blushing face, Zhu Lin turned his head back around.

    "When I was small, to help me develop well-rounded skills, my family sent me there to learn gymnastics for a while. It wasn't specialized training though, just using spare time. I'm also good at basketball and swimming."

    "No wonder I felt you stand so straight, sister. You've had training. I thought you might have been in the military."

    Zhu Lin smiled: "I was! I was a cultural soldier for a few years, dancing in the army."

    "Ah, then why did you end up at the Health Research Institute? Someone like you should be in a theater troupe." Wei Ming thought of another nice older sister from the Central Military Drama Troupe.

    Bringing this up, Zhu Lin sighed: "My family wanted me to do this, so after demobilization, I went to the Medical Academy for further education."

    "From your tone, it sounds like you don't really like your current job."

    Zhu Lin: "Every day is repetitive work. I feel like I can already see the end of it—it's boring."

    Zhu Lin had suddenly gone into deep conversation, sharing dissatisfaction with her current situation that she hadn't even revealed to her boyfriend.

    "What about you? Do you like your current job?" she asked.

    "Of course! I get one salary from my job, can earn manuscript fees after work, and during free time, I can attend classes from Peking University's famous professors as I please. I wouldn't take an official position even if offered."

    Zhu Lin sincerely said: "I really envy you, living so freely."

    The two chatted for half an hour before the doctor returned, exclaiming loudly: "Oh my goodness! A few minutes of application would have been enough. Aren't you afraid of rubbing your brother's skin raw?"

    Zhu Lin's face turned bright red.

    Wei Ming explained: "It's fine. My sister's hands are gentle. Her half hour is about the same as your few minutes, doctor."

    Zhu Lin felt even more embarrassed. The statement sounded strange, as if she had been caressing him for half an hour. Her hand was now numb.

    Though her hand was numb, she still had to carry the radio to the department store with one hand, while the other hand had nowhere to rest comfortably.

    As Wei Ming carried Zhu Lin on his bicycle, he was filled with worry. Tire, oh tire, please don't fail me now. Please hold up!

    Fortunately, the tire held up. Just that on some uneven roads, to avoid falling, Zhu Lin had to grab Wei Ming's waist a few times.

    How to describe that waist? It was rock solid, feeling even more powerful to the touch than it looked. Zhu Lin dared not touch too much, just brief contacts.

    "Writer Wei, can I keep calling you little brother in the future?" At the department store, before parting, Zhu Lin made this request.

    Wei Ming smiled: "You're taking advantage of me~"

    Zhu Lin chided: "I am actually older than you, so you're not losing out."

    Wei Ming smiled even more brightly: "Alright, sister. I'll be going now."

    "Take it slow on the road." Zhu Lin revealed her most beautiful and sincere smile since meeting Wei Ming today, making Wei Ming momentarily dazed.

    For the past month since his return, why had he only encountered such exceptional older sisters?

    I'm not even a sister complex person!

    Since a family was waiting at Peking University to thank him, and it was getting late, Wei Ming didn't go to the trust store and headed straight back.

    With a watch on his wrist, he could more clearly feel time passing by. Previously, he'd felt like he was just drifting along.

    About a hundred minutes later, Wei Ming passed a bicycle repair stall near Peking University.

    "Master, change the tire!" Wei Ming stopped his bike, deciding to fix a potential issue.

    The repair man opened the outer tire and laughed: "Are you sure you want to replace such a new inner tube?"

    "Huh?"

    Wei Ming guessed that Zhu Lin must have replaced it. This older sister didn't even mention it—doing a good deed without leaving her name.

    "No need to change it then. Sorry, goodbye!"

    Wei Ming pedaled hard all the way to the South Gate, where a colleague on duty called out to him.

    "Brother Ming, you have letters, several of them!"

    Wei Ming took a look. There were letters from Guangzhou Youth News, Youth Daily, and China Youth Daily—these should be the reprint fee notices.

    But surprisingly, there was also one from Poetry Journal, which was unexpected.

    Poetry Journal—from this concise name, one could tell it was the top poetry publication in China, managed by the Chinese Writers Association. Founded in 1957, its first Editor-In-Chief was Zang Kejia. The first issue began with 18 classical poems from the Great Leader, and in 1976, it was also personally approved by the Great Leader for republication.

    It could be said that this magazine was at the same level as Harvest and People's Literature, with considerable circulation and wide coverage. Although poetry's audience was far smaller than novels', in poetry publications, this was the only major player—the absolute king in this field.

    Just as he was about to open the envelope, his colleague urged: "Oh right, the leader asked you to go to his office as soon as you got back. The family of the little girl you saved is here."

    "Oh, alright." Wei Ming had to pocket the four letters and go meet the visitors first.
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    In the Security Department leader's office, the leader was receiving the Li family.

    The father, mother, grandfather, and the little girl herself were all present.

    They had been there for a while, and the leader was getting anxious. This Little Wei, knowing that people were coming today, couldn't you have stayed put?

    He had already told them about how Wei Ming was also a poet and writer, garnering countless praises, and now had run out of things to say.

    The situation had become awkward.

    Just then, the office phone rang.

    "What? Our Peking University security guard, Wei Ming? Yes, yes, yes, he's from our unit! Ah! Mm-hmm, good, good, good..."

    After hanging up, the leader excitedly told the guests: "No wonder Little Wei hasn't returned. It turns out he went downtown today and encountered a knife-wielding robbery. Our Little Wei immediately stepped up, easily subdued the armed criminal, and even took a pregnant woman to the hospital. Now the police station is calling to thank us."

    Before the guests could express their astonishment, Wei Ming knocked and entered.

    The leader introduced: "This is Comrade Wei Ming!"

    "Daughter, quickly greet him!"

    The little girl, about three years old, walked up to Wei Ming under her mother's urging...

  

    Wei Ming crouched down and smiled at the little girl.

    The little girl smiled back at him. "Hello, uncle."

    Uncle? I'm only about 15 years older than you!

    "Could you call me brother instead?" Wei Ming negotiated with her.

    The little girl looked back at her parents, who were both smiling.

    Wei Ming then took out a White Rabbit candy. He now carried these with him regularly, as they worked well for pacifying children.

    "Thank you, brother!" The little girl was quite adaptable.

    The leader then praised Wei Ming a few more times, and he learned that what had happened in the city had already been reported back.

    Wei Ming: "It was just a coincidence. I couldn't just pretend not to see it when I encountered such a situation."

    "Well done. I'll tell your uncle about this later. I'll leave you all to talk now."

    As soon as the leader left, the girl's mother suddenly burst into tears and began to bend her knees, about to kneel before Wei Ming.

    Fortunately, Wei Ming was quick and stopped her.

    "Comrade, please don't do this. I can't accept such gestures."

    The girl's mother, with tear-filled eyes, said: "The child's father and grandfather are in military uniforms and it's not convenient for them, but I'm not. Thanks to you—without your help, what would have happened to our family!"

    They only had this one child. When the child went missing, she had fallen seriously ill and had only recently been discharged from the hospital.

    After some conversation, it was time to express their gratitude.

    They had already sent Wei Ming a silk banner, and now they presented him with a large assortment of food items, including high-quality mooncakes, Maotai liquor, canned food—both fruit and meat—all packed into a big bag.

    After several refusals, Wei Ming finally accepted, and then they wanted to treat him to a meal.

    It was getting dark, and the post office was about to close. Wei Ming was in a hurry to collect his manuscript fees, so this time his refusal was genuine.

    At this moment, the previously silent Grandfather Li spoke up.

    "I'm from Dingzhou. We're fellow Hebei folks."

    "Greetings, old hero." Wei Ming saluted him.

    Old Li smiled and waved his hand: "There aren't really any decent restaurants around here. I heard you need to return home early tomorrow. How about this—let's set a date, and after you come back, we'll meet at a restaurant in the city for a proper gathering. Otherwise, we can't express our gratitude to you properly. What do you think?"

    With the old man speaking like this, it would be inappropriate for Wei Ming to refuse.

    The little girl happily said: "Grandpa, can we invite godmother too?"

    "Of course."

    "Godmother?" Wei Ming was confused. Who was this character?

    The girl's father explained: "It's like this—a few days ago, our unit watched a performance by the Central Military Drama Troupe. I recalled what the police officer said, that there was a female comrade from the Central Military with you at the time, named Gong Xue. So we took the child to visit Comrade Gong Xue, and the child bonded with her, so they formed a godparent relationship."

    The girl also had a task from her godmother—before leaving, she handed an envelope to Wei Ming.

    "Oh no, no, I can't accept money. This is a matter of principle!"

    The girl's mother laughed: "It's not money. It's a letter from the child's godmother to you, asking her to pass it along."

    "Ah?"

    Wei Ming didn't open the letter immediately. He looked at his watch—too late!

    After seeing them off, he met Mei Wenhua at the South Gate, first gave him the "thank-you gift package" to take back, and then quickly cycled to the post office.

    He only started opening the letters at the counter. The reprint fees from the three newspapers added up to 55 yuan.

    Additionally, Poetry Journal sent a notice informing him that they had reprinted "Ideals" in their October issue and enclosed a fee of 5 yuan.

    The money wasn't much, but Wei Ming's reputation as a poet would soon spread nationwide through Poetry Journal, likely attracting another wave of passionate fans.

    In this era, poetry fans were comparable to future internet celebrity fans—especially combative.

    Although he had spent over two hundred yuan today, he had also earned sixty, bringing Wei Ming's cash flow back to 270+!

    After collecting the fees, Wei Ming finally had the opportunity to open Gong Xue's letter.

    The envelope was inscribed with "to Wei Ming—by Gong Xue," which made Wei Ming smile knowingly.

    The contents of the letter surprised him. He had thought that Sister Gong Xue was lusting after his good looks and taking the initiative to make the first move.

    Unexpectedly, this was a letter of consolation.

    It turned out that in the past few days, Gong Xue had seen several authoritative newspapers publish articles criticizing "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," some with quite harsh wording, which troubled her greatly.

    Gong Xue was concerned that the young Wei Ming might not be able to withstand this social pressure, so she specially wrote a letter urging him not to take those words to heart, even using examples from people around her.

    "At the very least, both my father and mother praised your story highly after reading it, showing that you are a writer with a promising future. My father even specifically bought a bottle of medicinal wine—see how impressive you are..."

    Looking at Gong Xue's graceful handwriting and the implicit concern and affection behind these words, Wei Ming couldn't help but feel a warmth in his heart.

    The letter also included her unit's telephone number and address at the end.

    "...If you're feeling troubled, you can confide in me."

    What a considerate sister! Wei Ming, still at the post office, decided to call her from there.

    Someone quickly called Gong Xue to the phone.

    "Is this Comrade Wei Ming?" Gong Xue's voice couldn't hide her delight.

    After a moment of silence, Wei Ming said: "Thank you, Sister Xue."

    The two then had a conversation that was neither too long nor too short.

    Gong Xue had mustered a lot of courage to write this letter. Upon learning that Wei Ming's mindset was still relatively stable, she felt relieved.

    Wei Ming then teased her about taking on a goddaughter.

    "Had I known earlier, I should have let that girl call me uncle. Now she calls me brother, making you a whole generation younger."

    Hearing Wei Ming's complaints, Gong Xue covered her mouth, unable to contain her laughter.

    "I think she's so cute, and her mother and I do look somewhat alike."

    "Really? I didn't notice."

    "We do."
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    After Mei Wenhua brought back Wei Ming's gift package, Zhao Debiao was so envious that he was practically drooling: "When will I get to perform a heroic deed too!"

    Then Qiao Feng returned, bringing a second wave of devastation.

    "Let me announce some good news! Today Wei Ming went to the city, and unexpectedly encountered a knife robbery. The criminal was subdued by him again!"

    "What!" Zhao Debiao slumped onto the bed. "Why can't I encounter such good opportunities!"

    Mei Wenhua pursed his lips: "If I remember correctly, Wei Ming also invited you along before he left, but you said you wanted to catch up on sleep."

    That was indeed the case. Thinking about how he had turned away the opportunity to perform a heroic deed, Zhao Debiao felt even more regretful.

    "I was so stupid, really. I only knew to stay within the confines of the school, not realizing that there are more opportunities in the city. Next time Brother Ming goes to the city, I'll definitely follow him. He encounters incidents every time he goes out—it's a bit uncanny!"

    "Who, who's gossiping about me?" Wei Ming pushed open the door with his left hand, his sleeve rolled up high, prominently displaying the all-steel Shanghai watch on his wrist.

    Amid everyone's admiring voices, Wei Ming opened a can of meat and a can of fruit, sharing them among the four dormitory brothers.

    After all, he was able to subdue criminals, and Brother Feng and Zhao Debiao had contributed too. As for Mei Wenhua, even if he had no merit, he had put in effort—after all, he had polished that bicycle.

    Then Qiao Feng asked about Wei Ming's transaction with Zhu Lin.

    Wei Ming displayed the radio and turned it on.

    "The quality is quite good, only 70 yuan, and that sister is nice too." Wei Ming touched his back and smiled.

    After tuning through channels for a while, he found a storytelling program.

    It was Yuan Kuocheng's "Peach Blossom Village," also known as "Punching the Little Tyrant," a story about Lu Zhishen from "Water Margin."

    Zhao Debiao commented: "Although Master Yuan tells it well, the story is too formulaic, not as good as Brother Ming's martial arts stories."

    Wei Ming: "No, no, no, those are Jin Yong's. But if you want to hear some, fine, I'll tell another segment today."

    He was just preparing to decide what to narrate when a guy came down from upstairs.

    "Little Wei, there's a phone call for you!"

    Wei Ming went upstairs and was surprised to find it was a call from Zhu Lin.

    From the other end of the line, she excitedly said: "She gave birth—it's a girl!"

  

    Wei Ming's colleagues gave him strange looks—what birth? Wei Ming was also confused about the situation and why Zhu Lin was calling him with this news.

    "No, sister, please explain clearly. My colleagues are listening," Wei Ming said righteously.

    "Oh, Senior Engineer Gao's baby was born. He's especially grateful to you and even wants you to be the child's godfather," Zhu Lin quickly explained.

    Wei Ming glanced around—did you all hear clearly? It's not mine.

    "We can discuss the godfather business later. Why are you the one making this call?" Wei Ming asked.

    "Oh, I'm at the hospital."

    Then Zhu Lin explained the whole story.

    After returning to the department store, she suddenly realized that Senior Engineer Gao had rushed over from his workplace empty-handed, without bringing anything the new mother might need.

    Thinking that the child's premature birth was somewhat related to her situation, Zhu Lin temporarily gave up buying her cassette recorder and instead bought some necessities for the new mother to bring over.

    "They say a baby looks like the first person they see, so they insisted I be the first to hold the baby."

    What a narcissistic queen.

    However, Wei Ming didn't agree to be the godfather. He was still so young—just a child himself.

    "But you could be her goddaughter."

    "I actually thought about that too. I'm going to buy a longevity lock for the little baby later. She's so beautiful," Zhu Lin giggled.

    When Wei Ming returned to the dormitory, the room was unexpectedly packed with people.

    It turned out everyone had heard Wei Ming was going to tell martial arts stories again and had come specially to listen.

    Wei Ming coughed twice: "Today's story begins in a place called Ox Village..."

    Early the next morning, when Brother Feng, Zhao Debiao and the others saw Wei Ming off, they complained that his timing was inconsiderate.

    He could have told stories any time, but he chose to do it right before leaving, and he stopped at the most critical point.

    Could the Seven Freaks of the South find Guo Jing? Could Qiu Chuji find the Yang family's child? Could the two of them end up happily married?

    The story stopped right there—who taught him this trick!

    After seeing him to the bus stop outside the gate, they left.

    As soon as they were gone, a school bus stopped beside Wei Ming.

    Wei Ming was surprised: "Master Liu!"

    Master Liu poked his head out and grinned: "Get in, let's go."

    Wei Ming: "I'm going to the train station."

    Master Liu: "As if we're not all going to the train station. Don't dawdle."

    It turned out that Professor Hou Renzhi from the Geography Department had returned with his team from the great desert in Western Xinjiang. Old Liu hadn't driven the bus for a long time and was itching to do so, so he took this job.

    "I thought you were demoted for making a mistake," Wei Ming joked with Old Liu, lighting a cigarette for him.

    "No, but you're always giving me cigarettes. How come I've never seen you smoke?"

    Wei Ming: "Smoking is harmful to health. I don't smoke."

    Master Liu: "......"

    The Great Front Gate cigarettes suddenly lost their appeal.

    Meanwhile, just after Wei Ming left, the mail carrier arrived at the South Gate.

    He emptied all the letters from his bag: "Letters for the great writer Wei."

    Mei Wenhua and Zhao Debiao, who were about to go to the cafeteria, immediately started searching: "Where, where?"

    The mail carrier pointed to the letters on the table: "All of these."
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    Learning that Master Liu, like himself, hadn't eaten breakfast and planned to grab a quick bite at the station, and that Professor Hou's train was an hour later than his own, giving them plenty of time.

    So Wei Ming asked Master Liu to swing by Wangfujing, and he made a quick trip to the department store.

    Shortly after, Wei Ming boarded the bus with a pickle jar, and two jianbing guozi in hand, one for each of them.

    Master Liu didn't stand on ceremony and accepted the pancake, asking: "Why are you taking a jar home?"

    "It's for my mother," Wei Ming smiled. He hadn't expected to find a mini version, costing only two yuan, which was more convenient to carry.

    But Wei Ming's luggage was already substantial. He had packed most of the gifts from the girl's family, plus the radio, magazines, newspapers, and the high school study materials he had collected for Little Hong.

    What a fruitful month it had been!
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    Although Ping'an County was only two hundred kilometers from Beijing, transportation was still very inconvenient. Ping'an County didn't have a train station, so Wei Ming had to first go to the more distant Hengzhou, then take a bus back to Ping'an County. As for how to get back to the village, that would depend on luck.

    So Wei Ming wasn't even sure if he could make it home that day.

    After saying goodbye to Old Liu, Wei Ming hurried to the platform. Around ten o'clock, the train started moving.

    He would spend more than four long hours on this train.

    This time he didn't bring any thick novels, but instead bought two magazines.

    One was the October issue of Popular Cinema, with Zhao Dan on the cover, focusing on the dozen or so tribute films for National Day. Wei Ming hadn't seen any of them yet.

    The other was the September issue of Beijing Literature and Art, a special novel issue without poetry or essays.

    It included "A Wild Tartar in Western Beijing" by Chen Jiangong from the '77 Chinese Department of Peking University, as well as works by famous veterans like Xiao Jun, Wang Meng, Liu Shaotang, Gao Xiaosheng, and others—truly a star-studded issue.

    This time on the train, there were no pretty girls beside him, just middle-aged men and women. Only the bespectacled young man sitting opposite him looked somewhat refined and pleasing to the eye.

    Shortly after boarding, the young man took out a copy of People's X Daily and began reading.

    When he turned the page, Wei Ming inadvertently caught a headline on the front page.

    "On the Progressive Nature of 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.'"

    Wei Ming was startled. After the man finished reading the newspaper, he smiled and asked: "Comrade, may I see your newspaper?"

    "Can I see your Popular Cinema then?"

    "Of course, let's exchange."

    Wei Ming took the newspaper and saw the author's name "Fan Rongkang" next to the headline. Wow, brother-in-law had stepped in!

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    Beijing, Peking University.

    Liang Zuo sneezed. They were currently holding a celebration meeting for the sold-out inaugural issue of Weiming Lake.

    Fortunately, the May Fourth Literary Society's experiment hadn't lost money; they had even made a small profit. The classmates who had previously supported the magazine all got their money back.

    They were even considering whether to reprint this issue, as the market response had been quite good. The supporters were Weiming Lake's Editor-In-Chief Old Xiong and Liu Zhenyun, among others.

    Cen Xianqing, the president of the May Fourth Literary Society, held the opposite opinion: "The magazine sold well, and Wei Ming's 'Ideals' contributed significantly to that. However, the latest issue of Poetry Journal is already out, and 'Ideals' is included. For those who like poetry, if they want to read 'Ideals,' buying Poetry Journal is more economical. So I think the funds would be better used for the next issue."

    In the end, Cen Xianqing won the majority's support, while Liu Zhenyun worried that without a compelling work like "Ideals" in the next issue, would it still sell well?

    Brother Wei, Brother Wei, I heard you've gone back to your hometown. Don't know how long you'll stay. Missing you on day one~

  

    After receiving Old Wei's letter upon returning from Shanghai, Wei Ming didn't write back. He figured he'd be going home in a few days anyway, so there was no need.

    But this tormented Old Wei.

    Normally, he could avoid crowds and focus on tending to the production brigade's livestock, but during this autumn harvest season, both he and the animals had to move between the fields.

    So more and more people asked him: "Jiefang, let us see your son Wei Ming's works!"

    "Yes, I want to show them to my grandson. Wei Ming will be his role model in the future!"

    "You're not reluctant to let us see them, are you? Don't be stingy."

    The photocopied royalty receipt he had shown countless times was now barely recognizable, and far less convincing than before.

    In these situations, Wei Jiefang could only smile and reply: "What's the hurry? They're already on the way."

    But what he often received were skeptical looks and sarcastic comments: you've been saying that for how long now?

    Just as Old Wei was feeling anxious, the village accountant Jia San'er gave him hope.

    That day, Accountant Jia pulled him into the production brigade office and took out a newspaper: "Jiefang, is this Wei Ming your Wei Ming?"

    The newspaper was the issue of Wenhui Daily that serialized "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," with the author listed as "Wei Ming."

    Although Wei Jiefang didn't know if his son had written such a story, and the excerpt had neither beginning nor end, making it somewhat incomprehensible.

    But he confidently declared: "That's right, it's my boy! Haha, another new work! This kid writes with one word: fast!"

    Though there might be many people named Wei Ming in the country, someone named Wei Ming who was also a writer—that possibility was too small. So this Wei Ming must be his son!

    Good boy, so you not only write about foxes and tigers, but ducks too! However, after reading through these thousands of words, he couldn't find a single character for "duck," and didn't understand why it had this title. Was he craving Quanjude roast duck?

    The newspaper had been brought back by Accountant Jia from a commune meeting, and was now taken by Wei Jiefang, who showed it to everyone he met.

    Compared to "The Toothless Tiger," which he felt he could have written himself, Old Wei thought this incomprehensible story better demonstrated his son's level.

    "Yes, this was written by my Little Ming! You can't understand it? That shows your level isn't high enough."

    When the newspaper was passed to Qi Kexiu, he questioned: "Brother Jiefang, are you sure this Wei Ming in the newspaper is my nephew? This is all about Shanghai, isn't he in Beijing?"

    Wei Jiefang's heart skipped a beat. Could there be another writer named Wei Ming? But he still insisted: "What do you know? You're just a substitute primary school teacher with a middle school education like me."

    Qi Kexiu was furious. He strongly suspected Wei Jiefang was deceiving everyone, that this Wei Ming wasn't that Wei Ming. Is pretending worth it? You're just randomly claiming someone as your son! Shameful, too shameful!

    Soon Qi Kexiu's suspicions spread throughout the village, and two different opinions emerged. People couldn't distinguish truth from falsehood.

    At this time, Wei Jiefang's daughter Wei Hong came home for vacation. After her assessment, she confirmed that the story was written by her brother.

    Her reasoning: being able to know the world without leaving home is a basic quality of writers. Did Wu Cheng'en really walk the Journey to the West? It's all imagination. Moreover, her brother was naturally gifted. Their homeroom teacher, Teacher Zang, had said he wasn't surprised that her brother became a writer.

    Wei Jiefang found this reasoning valid and became even more arrogant.

    Until Accountant Jia produced several more newspapers, frightening him into wanting to retract his claims.

    Those newspapers all criticized "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," using very harsh words that terrified him.

    He had lived through that era. Back then, his mother and Ping'an's mother had partnered to run a tofu workshop to help their families live more comfortably, but later they weren't allowed to continue.

    Fortunately, his grandfather had some connections, allowing them to get through it smoothly.

    Now Brigade Leader Zhao Chunlai emerged to intimidate Wei Jiefang: "Your son's thinking is very dangerous. You should persuade him to stop writing novels. Wouldn't it be better to come home and farm? Being a farmer is glorious."

    Zhao Chunlai was Wei Ping'an's classmate. Jealous of Wei Ping'an's achievements but unable to reach his level, he could only secretly make trouble for Wei Jiefang.

    Wei Jiefang strongly suspected that these newspapers were deliberately collected by Zhao Chunlai. He had never seen so many newspapers in the brigade office before. Since when did Zhao Chunlai love studying so much? What, are you planning to apply to Peking University too?

    And when these newspapers appeared in the brigade office, rumors immediately spread in the village, saying that Wei Ming's story had caused trouble and was being criticized nationwide. There were even rumors that Wei Ming had been arrested, with vivid details.

    Fortunately, Qi Kexiu still insisted that this story wasn't written by Wei Ming. He even found the discrepancy that "how could Wei Ming know about advertising?"—villagers in this era didn't even know what advertising was.

    Wei Jiefang desperately hoped that Qi Kexiu's loose mouth was telling the truth. At worst, he would lose some face, which was better than his son's future being damaged.

    Now Wei Jiefang's strategy was to ignore whatever others said. "I can play deaf and dumb, right?" But Wei Hong couldn't tolerate it.

    This 13-year-old girl hadn't inherited her mother Xu Shufen's gentleness. She was more like a Sichuan-Chongqing girl than Xu Shufen, nicknamed "Red Pepper."

    Today was the Mid-Autumn Festival, and some brats shouted outside their house: "When will Wei Ming be released? Has he been executed?"

    Hearing this, Wei Hong walked out carrying a basin of boiling water: "I'm the Shu mountain road, are you going to scram or not! One! Two!..."

    As "three" came out of her mouth, the hot water splashed over the low fence. Although it didn't hit anyone, it scared the brats badly.

    Her mother quickly pulled her back inside, sighing: "They all seem to be from the Zhao family."

    Zhao Chunlai had five brothers, and over a dozen cousins. Those children were all his nephews. In the countryside, having many male descendants meant you could walk with your head high, so his position as brigade leader was as stable as an old dog.

    Wei Jiefang said to his daughter: "Hong, you must get into Peking University in the future, just like your Uncle Ping'an. You see how Zhao Chunlai tucks his tail when your uncle returns to the village!"

    Wei Hong nodded firmly with a straight face, then Wei Jiefang asked hopefully: "Do you think it's possible that story wasn't written by your brother?"

    Wei Hong scratched her head: "I've seen my brother's essays that Teacher Zang kept. The punctuation usage does seem different."

    "Really?!" Wei Jiefang was overjoyed.

    Wei Hong nodded reluctantly. She thought the story was well-written and still hoped it was her brother's work.

    Seeing Wei Hong nod, and recalling Qi Kexiu's arguments, Wei Jiefang felt much more relaxed, as if the dark clouds above him had dispersed.

    Later, Geng Dazhu called him, saying a cow was sick and asking him to check. Wei Jiefang hurried over.

    He wasn't a veterinarian, but he had learned some basic livestock knowledge from Old Dai at the commune's veterinary station. If he couldn't handle it, they would request help from the commune.

    He worked until dark before returning home, without having eaten dinner.

    Before entering the house, he saw a motorcycle with its lights on approaching from a distance, its beams particularly bright.

    Wei Jiefang's heart leaped with joy. The post office had recently acquired a motorcycle. Could it be a letter from Little Ming?

    But as the motorcycle drew near, it wasn't a letter from Wei Ming—it was Wei Ming himself!

    Wait, where did he get a motorcycle?!

  

    Wei Ming didn't like to wear brocade at night—after all, he was Wei Jiefang's son and had inherited his personality.

    But there was no choice. It was already dark when he returned, so he had to travel at night, but he kept his lights on.

    The first person he encountered in the village turned out to be his father, which wasn't surprising since the road from the county town to the village passed through the southern end, where their house was located on the village edge.

    However, he didn't expect his father's first words to be: "Quick, turn off the lights!"

    "What's going on, Dad? Have you learned to hide your brilliance?" Was this still the Old Wei he knew, being so low-key?

    Wei Ming turned off the lights, his long legs steadying the motorcycle on the ground.

    Old Wei first asked the crucial question: "Was that Duck Knows First thing written by you?"

    "Yes, you already know about it?" Wei Ming was surprised.

    Old Wei asked again: "Did you get in trouble because of that story?"

    "No. Well, there was some controversy, but now it's over."

    "Ah, the issue is resolved?"

    Wei Ming roughly guessed the reason and nodded: "Yes, it's resolved."

    Old Wei's somewhat hunched body immediately straightened, and his facial expression became rich and varied, as if he was ready for battle.

    Wei Ming asked: "Can I turn on the lights now?"

    "Wait a moment," Old Wei asked again: "Where did you get this motorcycle?"

    "Ah, don't mention it!"

    Wei Ming explained: "The train arrived in Hengzhou an hour late, and the bus to Ping'an County had already left. Fortunately, I flagged down a tractor carrying fertilizer from Ping'an to Hengzhou halfway, and that's how I got back to the county town. By then it was already dark, so I thought of borrowing a bicycle from Liu Rulong's grandfather. Unexpectedly, the old man had just bought a new motorcycle, so I simply rode this back."

    "Hey, is that Old Yang so well-off? A motorcycle costs quite a lot!" Wei Jiefang exclaimed.

    After all, even their production brigade didn't have a motorcycle. The entire commune had only one or two, and the one Wei Ming was straddling was a brand-name Suzuki.

    Wei Ming smiled: "The old man had to save up royalties for more than a year before reluctantly buying it."

    Drawing comic books was incredibly lucrative in this era. Famous artists like Yang Songqiao earned ten yuan per page, sometimes with room for price increases.

    "What? His annual royalties can buy a motorcycle?!" Wei Jiefang was even more shocked. Then his gaze shifted from the motorcycle to his son, his eyes somewhat eager. "Then you...?"

    Wei Ming was surprised: "Ah, you want a motorcycle too? Had I known, I wouldn't have bought you a radio. Saving that money would have been enough for a set of wheels."

    "What? You bought me a radio! Where is it? Where?" Wei Jiefang only now noticed the large package tied to the back of Wei Ming's motorcycle.

    Wei Ming: "We'll look at it when we get home. There's too much stuff."

    "What kind of things?"

    "All brought for you all—good food and fun things." With that, Wei Ming was about to push the motorcycle into the courtyard.

    But he was stopped by Old Wei. How could they let just their family see such a large package of goods!

    "Don't go home yet, and don't turn on the lights," Old Wei began plotting. "Do this: quietly circle around to the north end of the village, then enter from there."

    This way, he could cross the entire Gouzitun, passing by the brigade office and Zhao Chunlai's house.

    Wei Ming was both amused and exasperated: "Dad, I'm coming back from the county town. How could I enter from the north end? That doesn't make sense."

    "In Henghe Li, this makes perfect sense!" Wei Jiefang explained to him. "You've returned gloriously to your hometown. Shouldn't you visit the graves of your grandfather, grandmother, and second grandmother?"

    Gloriously returned? I've only been gone for a month!

    However, to please Old Wei, who had been suppressed for so long, Wei Ming turned and rode out of the village, planning to detour to the cemetery at the north end. It was late at night, and Old Wei wasn't even worried about his son getting scared.

    As soon as Wei Ming left, Wei Jiefang quickly pushed open the door, only to hear his wife ask: "Sit down and eat. Who was outside just now?"

    Wei Jiefang excitedly said: "Our son is back!"

    "Ah!" Xu Shufen and Wei Hong both exclaimed simultaneously.

    Wei Jiefang proudly declared: "And he's returned gloriously!"

    The two were about to go out, but Wei Jiefang stopped them.

    "He'll be back later."

    "Why?"

    Wei Jiefang: "He said he had something to tell his grandfather."

    Wei Hong grabbed a flashlight and headed out: "My brother must have brought luggage. I'll go meet him!"

    Xu Shufen looked at the food on the table. Although it was the Mid-Autumn Festival and there were mooncakes on the plate, it was still too simple and meager.

    But the family couldn't provide anything better. Although Wei Ming had given twenty yuan, Old Wei had spent twenty as well, and in rural areas at that time, money couldn't always buy grain and meat.

    Fortunately, they raised a few chickens. The eggs were usually taken to the market to sell for money, but Xu Shufen decisively took out the eggs she had saved for several days, planning to add a dish for her son.

    If it hadn't been so late, it wouldn't have been eggs on the menu but chicken.
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    Wei Ming had reached the north end of the village. Looking at the cemetery before him, he hesitated for a moment, then took out the desk lamp he had bought for Little Hong, got off the motorcycle, and walked over.

    He didn't turn off the engine. From a distance, it looked like the grave was emitting blue smoke, and the desk lamp resembled a ghostly flame.

    Soon, Wei Ming found several Wei family graves.

    Great-grandfather Wei Jiang had three children, two sons and one daughter. Grandfather Wei Senhao was the youngest, born in 1920. The tombstone stated he died in 1953.

    Wei Ming stood before his grandfather Wei Senhao's grave, his heart full of complex emotions. What kind of person were you? Will we ever have a chance to meet again?

    A moment later, Wei Ming bowed three times and left.

    Although it was late and the village had no electricity, the moon hung high, large, round, and bright.

    After entering the village, many villagers were still doing simple work like stacking corn stalks by moonlight, or squatting at their doors with bowls in hand, chatting with neighbors while eating.

    Wei Ming's appearance on a motorcycle, like a visitor from another world, made everyone stop what they were doing.

    "Wei Ming?"

    Someone called out first, with uncertainty in their voice.

    "Yes, Auntie, you're busy." Wei Ming slowed down, and was soon surrounded by people, with chattering voices all around him.

    "Wow, how come you're riding a motorcycle now!"

    "This motorcycle looks much better than the one at the commune!"

    "Is this motorcycle yours?"

    Wei Ming: "No, it's borrowed."

    Hearing it was borrowed, many people sighed in relief.

    "I heard you were arrested?" someone asked inappropriately.

    Wei Ming responded with a smile: "Whoever told you that, let them come arrest me and see if they dare."

    "You really aren't in trouble?"

    "What trouble could I be in?" Wei Ming asked in return, while checking the time on his left hand. "Oh, it's getting late. My parents are waiting for me to come home for dinner."

    In the darkness, that watch gleamed brilliantly in the villagers' eyes.

    After riding a bit further, with several children still following, Wei Ming reached the brigade office, where even more people had gathered.

    "Uncle Chaoyang," "Aunt Guihua," "Brother Song"...

    Wei Ming greeted familiar people until he saw Qi Kexiu.

    "Oh, Uncle-in-law, you're here too."

    "Little Ming," Qi Kexiu stood up abruptly at the sight of Wei Ming on the motorcycle. He was still stuck on that question and immediately asked, "Is 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms' really written by you?"

    "Yes, it is." Wei Ming openly admitted.

    "Ah, you're a northerner. How do you know so much about Shanghai?" Hearing the person involved confirm it, Qi Kexiu still had doubts.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Because I went to Shanghai recently."

    "What? You went to Shanghai? You've actually been to Shanghai!"

    Not only was Qi Kexiu shocked, but also Accountant Jia beside him, along with Zhao Chunlai's wife, sister-in-law, and others.

    That was a metropolis on par with Beijing! Some villagers had been to Beijing, but Shanghai was too far—no one had ever been there. They had only heard it was even more prosperous than Beijing, with everyone being very stylish.

    Qi Kexiu wanted to ask more, but Wei Hong came running with a flashlight.

    "Brother, Brother!" Wei Hong's voice was full of delight.

    She knew her brother was back but hadn't expected him to return on a motorcycle.

    "Little Hong," Wei Ming now showed a genuine smile from the heart. "Quick, get on. I'll give you a ride home."

    He got off and adjusted the luggage bag to let Wei Hong sit on the back seat, hugging him.

    "Brother, what's this? It's so square," Wei Hong asked loudly.

    "A radio I bought for Dad, or maybe it's a wine box. Hold tight!" Wei Ming revved the engine and rode off, leaving dust behind.

    Among the group, only Qi Kexiu and Accountant Jia quickly followed, wanting to see what was happening at Wei Jiefang's home.

    As Wei Ming and Wei Hong approached their house, they suddenly heard banging and someone shouting, "Fire! Fire!"

    That direction seemed to be their house!

    Wei Ming thought: Dad, was this necessary? Setting our house on fire just to draw villagers over?

  

    As they got closer, Wei Ming and Wei Hong could already see the flames.

    At that moment, an old man wearing a liberation cap and a blue jacket ran past them with a bucket.

    "Old Party Secretary!"

    "Little Ming, Little Hong!" Old Party Secretary Zhou Xingbang glanced at the motorcycle in surprise and hurriedly said, "Quick, your house is on fire!"

    When they arrived, the fire was still burning. The courtyard was filled with neighbors who had come to help, but everyone had already given up.

    First, the fire was burning vigorously, and one or two buckets of water would be hard to extinguish it. There had been a severe drought in Hengzhou this year, so it was better to save water.

    Second, the burning area wasn't critical, and there were no other buildings or flammable materials nearby. As long as they maintained a fire barrier, they could just let it burn out.

    Wei Ming recalled that it was a shack made of reed mats, right next to the chicken coop.

    Since Old Wei sometimes brought donkeys and mules home overnight to care for them, he had built this shack, which could hardly be called a house.

    At this moment, Wei Jiefang was watching the vigorously burning shack with a sooty face. When he saw Wei Ming pushing the motorcycle into the courtyard, he immediately flashed two rows of contrasting white teeth.

    "Little Ming, you're back! Oh, Old Party Secretary, you're here too."

    The neighbors who had come to help all turned their heads at these words.

    "Yes, Dad, Mom." Wei Ming called out affectionately, especially to his mother.

    Although they had nominally been separated for only a month, they had actually been apart for five years. He hadn't seen Xu Shufen, not yet forty, for decades.

    Just as Old Wei was about to put on a show of paternal love, Old Party Secretary Zhou Xingbang seriously asked: "Jiefang, what exactly happened? You've alarmed half the village."

    Wei Jiefang sighed and picked up a drooping speckled hen from the ground: "Shufen and I were cooking when we heard the chickens squawking. I immediately pulled out a fire poker and saw a weasel carrying a chicken into the shack. I scared it away and got the chicken back, but the fire poker fell in the shack. The poker still had sparks on it, and then the fire started. Alas!"

    So that's what happened. Wei Ming had thought Old Wei was trying to create a spectacle like the ancient "beacon fire trick" used to summon allies.

    The Old Party Secretary said: "As long as no one is hurt, that's good. Everyone can disperse now."

    He had of course heard the recent rumors and wanted to ask Wei Ming a few questions in private once everyone left.

    But the villagers didn't want to leave. Wei Ming had become too famous lately, and today he even returned on a motorcycle, making them almost unable to recognize the boy they had watched grow up. Today, they all wanted to reacquaint themselves with him.

    Wei Jiefang didn't want everyone to leave either. He gave Wei Ming a meaningful look, as if saying: Where's my radio?

    Wei Ming smiled and said to Zhou Xingbang: "Old Party Secretary, the fire is still burning. Why don't we wait until it's completely out before everyone leaves? That would be safer."

    "Yes, yes."

    Everyone agreed enthusiastically.

    The Old Party Secretary nodded, and Wei Ming continued: "And to all the uncles, aunts, and elders, as the saying goes, 'true friendship reveals itself in times of trouble,' and 'distant relatives aren't as good as close neighbors.' Thank you all for coming to help put out the fire. I don't have much to offer in return, but please wait a moment."

    With that, Wei Ming opened his luggage bag and first took out the stylish small desk lamp, handing it to Wei Hong.

    Wei Hong's eyes lit up, falling in love with it at first sight.

    Then Wei Ming took out the radio and handed it to Old Wei. Everyone's eyes immediately focused on the small, exquisite radio.

    "Oh, where did I put it? Wait a second," Wei Ming then pulled out a wine bottle box of Shen Gui Yang Rong Tonic Wine, a brand unfamiliar to the villagers.

    Then came another wine box, this time Maotai. Many people hadn't seen those two characters before but had heard of them. Maotai and Wuliangye were like the Tsinghua and Peking Universities of liquor!

    Not just the villagers, even Old Wei couldn't close his mouth in surprise. He hadn't expected this unexpected bonus!

    Then came some mooncake boxes and canned food for his mother, all high-end items not usually seen in the village, with distinctive packaging. Goodness, they even used tin boxes for mooncakes!

    Next were some magazines and newspapers. "Little Hong, take these. Don't let them burn."

    "Brother, are these all articles you published? All of these?!" She exclaimed repeatedly. There were so many!

    Wei Ming smiled and continued searching in his bag: "Ah, found it!"

    Wei Ming took out a bag, opened it, and began distributing candy.

    "These are White Rabbit milk candies, a local specialty I bought during my business trip to Shanghai. Thank you all for your help. There's not much, just one piece per person, for everyone present."

    Originally, Wei Ming had bought these for Little Hong, but with today's fire incident, he had to show appreciation to the neighbors who came to help. Naturally, he couldn't be stingy, and sharing the candy was most appropriate.

    White Rabbit milk candies were already in short supply in the cities, let alone in rural areas. Many people had only seen them in the county's supply and marketing cooperative but rarely bought them.

    Ordinary candies cost just one or two fen each, but White Rabbit cost one jiao per piece.

    Most people didn't eat them immediately. Some wanted to savor them slowly later, while others planned to save them for their children.

    His mother and Little Hong also received pieces. When Little Hong saw her mother putting it in her pocket, she immediately unwrapped her own and offered it to her.

    Xu Shufen smiled with stars in her eyes. "Sweet!"

    She also gave the piece she had planned to treasure to her daughter. Instantly, a rich milky fragrance spread in Wei Hong's mouth.

    This was so delicious!

    She looked at her brother's bag—only a few pieces left. She quickly put them away, knowing such candy must be expensive.

    Soon, more people arrived—Qi Kexiu, Accountant Jia, and others who couldn't run as fast as the motorcycle.

    "How did the fire start?" they asked urgently.

    Wei Jiefang pointed to the fire and said: "Look how vigorous this fire is, just like the life in our Gouzitun. It will certainly flourish and grow more prosperous!"

    Wei Ming felt awkward hearing this. What value was there in such empty talk? Did he want to become the brigade leader or something?

    Unexpectedly, the Old Party Secretary was quite supportive, leading the applause: "Jiefang's optimistic spirit is commendable, don't you all agree!"

    "Yes!" Many people responded in agreement.

    Wei Ming was about to distribute candy to Uncle-in-law Qi and the others, but looking down, he found the candy bag was gone. So he took out a pack of cigarettes from his pocket and handed it to Old Wei to distribute.

    Hey, Great Front Gate brand!

    Old Wei thought giving such good cigarettes to them was a waste, but since today was a good day, why not?

    "Come, come, Xiuzi, San’er, have one, have one."

    Qi Kexiu and Accountant Jia were surprised to accept the good cigarettes from Wei Jiefang, who moved closer to the fire to light up. In the reflection of the roaring flames, he was the first to puff smoke, looking quite like a formidable figure.

    The neighbors who arrived first were already explaining the recent scene to the latecomers.

    "Cigarettes and alcohol, this Little Wei Ming has really made something of himself!"

    "What kind of alcohol, you ask? Have you heard of Maotai!"

    "There's also a radio, looks very high-end. You don't see many of those around here."

    "I saw a tin box earlier—must be mooncakes. Mooncakes in a tin box!"

    "And there are so many canned goods!"

    "The Wei family is really going to prosper!"

    Old Wei didn't even need to speak. He just stood there, flicking his cigarette ash, and the scene was already filled with impressive aura.

    "Those things are worth just a few yuan. The really valuable item must be this motorcycle!" someone else said.

    Wei Jiefang quickly replied: "The motorcycle belongs to Little Ming's friend. We can't afford this yet."

    Listen to those words—"yet"—meaning that sooner or later, they would be able to afford it!

    Seeing Wei Jiefang's expression, Qi Kexiu felt extremely uncomfortable, thinking: Why isn't Wei Ming my son? Why does my son only score thirty points in Chinese class?

    It was infuriating. Qi Kexiu now just wanted to go home and beat his son.

    The empty shack had only a few things in it, so the fire gradually weakened until it went out. Some neighbors had gone home to get shovels, and everyone worked together to cover the burnt ruins with soil to prevent the embers from reigniting.

    By now, Wei Ming's stomach was growling. He gave his father a signal.

    Old Wei smiled and said: "My goodness, thank you all for your hard work. Why don't you stay for a bite?"

    With these words, it was time for everyone to leave.

    Everyone was somewhat reluctant to go. There were good cigarettes, good candy, and good stories here. They were all waiting to hear Wei Ming's stories, but Wei Ming didn't tell any, leaving them for Old Wei to embellish tomorrow.

    Everyone else dispersed, with only the Old Party Secretary and Qi Kexiu staying behind.

    "Little Ming, no one else can understand that story of yours, only I can. But there's just one newspaper. Do you have the complete version for me to read?"

    Wei Ming's Uncle-in-law Qi, though also somewhat unreliable and fond of competing with Old Wei, had let Wei Ming read many novels at his place when he was young.

    So Wei Ming took out the three issues of Wenhui Daily and gave them to him. Old Wei quickly said: "Don't take them away. Read them here. I want to read them later too."

    Qi Kexiu: "Can you understand it?"

    "If I can't understand it, I'll just have the author explain it to me." Old Wei stood with his hands on his hips.

    Xu Shufen was busy setting the food on the table. The table had the desk lamp, while the kerosene lamp was left for Qi Kexiu.

    The Old Party Secretary had already eaten, but Wei Jiefang still invited him to the table for a drink or two. Qi Kexiu didn't receive such treatment.

    Old Wei was reluctant to open the bottle of Maotai, so he casually picked up the Shen Gui Yang Rong Wine.

    Qi Kexiu asked curiously: "Little Ming, is this the especially expensive medicinal wine from your story?"

    "Yes."

    Wei Jiefang was startled: "Especially expensive? How expensive?"

    Wei Ming: "Fifteen yuan a bottle."

    Wei Jiefang said "Oh," then smoothly put the bottle back and picked up the common white liquor from the corner...

  

    After leaving the Wei family home, the villagers were still discussing and exclaiming, with many likely unable to sleep tonight.

    Accountant Jia San'er didn't return to his own home but went to Brigade Leader Zhao Chunlai's house, telling him in detail everything he had seen today.

    Zhao Chunlai's wife was washing his feet. Hearing Accountant Jia's words, Zhao Chunlai hurriedly wiped his feet and asked incredulously: "He bought so many things! Is writing novels so profitable now?"

    Accountant Jia: "Probably not. I've heard most writers are poor. It might have been Wei Ping'an who bought all that."

    Mentioning Wei Ping'an made Zhao Chunlai uncomfortable. He was Zhao Chunlai's lifelong nemesis from primary school. While Zhao couldn't even finish middle school, Wei Ping'an had gotten into Peking University.

    Later, Zhao joined the army but was just a common soldier, while Wei Ping'an, after graduating, joined the army at a rank several levels higher than his!

    Now Zhao was just a village official, while Wei Ping'an was reportedly already a department-level cadre with real authority at Peking University.

    The Brigade Leader was unhappy, but the Old Party Secretary was now very pleased.

    He didn't care about the quality of the wine, he just feared that such a good child as Wei Ming might go astray.

    To reassure the old man, Wei Ming took out a copy of People's Daily that he'd bought at the station. The front page featured Fan Rongkang's article defending "Duck Knows First."

    First, the People's Daily brand itself was impressive—at least in this era, it still had full authority.

    Second, Wei Ming explained: "This author, Fan Rongkang, is a deputy Editor-In-Chief of People's Daily. His article can basically be viewed as People's Daily's stance, and People's Daily's stance essentially indicates the country's direction. So reform and opening up is imperative, the country must revitalize the economy, and no one will pick on trivial matters anymore."

    Wei Ming didn't think Zhan Rong's sister would interfere in government affairs through family connections. This should be the direction from above that prompted Fan Rongkang's article, though perhaps he didn't originally need to act personally.

    Oh, he is indeed Liang Zuo's biological father. Fan Rongkang is a pen name; his real name is Liang Da.

    Zhou Xingbang sighed: "One trip away really makes a difference. You've matured a lot and know much more. Compared to you, it's we who don't understand policies thoroughly enough."

    Wei Ming modestly replied: "I've just read a few more newspapers and attended a few more lectures. It's veteran cadres like you who truly understand the grassroots."

    After seeing off the Old Party Secretary, Wei Ming could finally focus on dinner. Although there wasn't a single meat dish, his mother's cooking was excellent, especially the final dish of green peppers with scrambled eggs—the simpler the dish, the more it showcased her skills.

    Just that the mooncakes were rock-hard and filled with five kinds of nuts, with some unidentifiable green and red threads inside, which was rather unappetizing.

    But how could they not eat mooncakes during the Mid-Autumn Festival?

    Not long after the Old Party Secretary left, Uncle-in-law Qi also departed. Wei Ming then took out the tin box mooncakes from the Li family.

    Surprisingly, some of these mooncakes had fresh meat filling. Wei Ming also opened a can of meat. Today, the Wei family was having a meat feast.

    Old Wei savored the food with satisfaction while admonishing: "I know you can earn money now, but you shouldn't be so extravagant. You still need to save."

    Wei Ming: "Except for the White Rabbit candies, all these foods and drinks were gifts, not bought by me."

    "What?" Three pairs of eyes turned to him simultaneously.

    Wei Jiefang pointed at the Maotai and medicinal wine: "These, these were also gifts?"

    Wei Ming: "Yes."

    "Brother, why?" asked Wei Hong.

    Wei Ming pulled out a school newsletter, pointing to Uncle Ping'an's article: "Because of this."

    The three heads huddled together to look, and Wei Ming continued: "The medicinal wine was given by a pharmaceutical factory in Shanghai. The Maotai, canned food, and mooncakes were given by this little girl's family."

    "Brother, you're amazing! Excellent in both literature and martial arts!" Wei Hong read the fastest and was also quickest with flattery.

    Wei Ming responded by giving her study materials: "That stack is for you. The prestigious schools in Haidian all use these. Study hard, and Tsinghua and Peking University are beckoning you."

    High school students in those days weren't worried about having too many study materials; they were only delighted. In this era, finding reliable study materials and test papers was extremely difficult—these were scarce resources.

    "I won't apply to Tsinghua, I'll apply to Peking University!" said Wei Hong. "Then I can be with you and Uncle Ping'an."

    Wei Ming laughed heartily: "Great! If you get into Peking University, I'll have Uncle transfer me to the canteen. Then when you come to my counter for food, I guarantee my hand won't shake."

    "Not only must your hand not shake, but you must give me a full big ladle!"

    Their parents laughed along. Good days were beckoning to them!

    After dinner, mooncakes, and canned food, his mother and Wei Hong began making Wei Ming's bed. The parents had one room, while the siblings shared another, even sleeping on the same kang bed.

    Thinking that Little Hong was now a young lady and this arrangement was inconvenient, Wei Ming suggested to his father: "Dad, since the shack burned down, why not build a west room there?"

    "For what?"

    "For me to live in."

    "The house isn't crowded, and building a room isn't free, you know."

    "Money is not a problem," with everyone gone, Wei Ming finally revealed his last card, placing two stacks of bills in Old Wei's hands. "Is this enough?"

    The two stacks amounted to two hundred yuan. Before coming home, he had specifically exchanged them for one-yuan notes to make them look thicker.

    This shocked Old Wei, his wife, and Little Hong into immobility.

    "Son, first a watch, then a radio, and now so much money? Aren't you earning money too quickly?"

    Old Wei's heart was a bit anxious at the speed, as the slogan "let some get rich first to lead others to prosperity" hadn't yet been proclaimed.

    Wei Ming: "It's not really that fast. I've received advances for two upcoming novellas—one to be published in a few days, another next month."

    Even after Wei Ming's explanation, Old Wei was still shocked that his son could already receive such a large advance. That required significant clout.

    He was truly a rising star in the literary world!

    Xu Shufen said: "A small west room wouldn't cost that much. Take a stack back."

    Wei Ming smiled: "Mom, I haven't emptied my pockets. I've kept some for myself. With this money, after building the room, you can improve things at home. The desk lamp and radio need batteries. Don't sell eggs anymore; keep them for ourselves. Little Hong needs nutrition too."

    "Mom, can we raise a pig?" Wei Hong poked her head in to ask.

    Wei Ming slapped his thigh: "That's a great idea! When it's grown, we won't sell it but keep it for ourselves. Mom, don't you know how to smoke cured meat? This time you can make more."

    At this moment, Wei Jiefang was already salivating: "Why don't we go buy one tomorrow?"

    Wei Ming suggested: "Dad, let's go to the livestock market in Chengguan. I need to go into town anyway. I have things still at Old Man Yang's place, and I need to return the motorcycle."

    Because the motorcycle ride was too bumpy and his luggage too bulky, Wei Ming had left the pickle jar at Yang's house.

    Wei Jiefang was familiar with all the markets throughout the county. Chengguan Town had a greater variety and more complete selection, and tomorrow happened to be market day.

    "Alright, then we'll go to Chengguan Market!"

    "Brother, I want to go too!" Wei Hong said eagerly.

    Perhaps because of the many shocks today, Wei Hong couldn't fall asleep and kept asking her brother about his experiences in Beijing and his business trip to Shanghai over the past month.

    Wei Ming suddenly remembered he hadn't shown the photos from Shanghai, so he showed them to her.

    The next day, the photos ended up in Wei Jiefang's hands. These photos had to be kept!

    "Shufen, you're really not going?" Old Wei asked his wife after breakfast.

    Xu Shufen: "I'm going to prepare this chicken, so you can have chicken stew with mushrooms when you return. Besides, with so many things at home, how could I leave without worrying?"

    "Alright then." He then opened the radio and placed it beside his wife to keep her company.

    Early in the morning, Old Wei had gone to the brigade's animal pen to get a donkey, hitched it to a cart, and laid straw mats on it.

    Wei Hong chose to ride on her brother's motorcycle.

    Just as they left the village, they saw a stubborn little boy carrying a bundle.

    Wei Jiefang laughed: "Delong, what are you doing?"

    Qi Kexiu's son, Qi Delong, said: "Uncle, my dad beat me last night. I can't stay in that home anymore!"

    Wei Ming asked his nine-year-old cousin: "Why?"

    Qi Delong said angrily: "He said there was no reason, just that he couldn't stand the sight of me. What did I ever do to anybody!"

    Wei Jiefang laughed even more heartily: "Get on the cart. Uncle will give you a ride."

    Qi Delong looked at Wei Ming's motorcycle: "Brother Ming, can I ride on your bike?"

    Wei Ming patted the gas tank area: "Come on up."

    After Qi Delong got on, his bundle pressed against Wei Ming's chest.

    Wei Ming asked: "What did you bring?"

    Qi Delong: "My dad's clothes. All of them!"

  

    Qi Delong was an interesting kid. Because of him, his father Qi Kexiu had changed from a Beijing resident to a rural villager.

    Educated youth Qi Kexiu originally had a chance to return to the city, but Fan Chunhua, three months pregnant, along with her cousin Wei Jiefang and others, tied him up on the train and brought him back. The choice was either marriage or being charged with hooliganism—pick one.

    Qi Kexiu was pragmatic and chose marriage, then had a son but lost his urban household registration.

    Later, to obtain a Beijing household registration, Qi Delong worked himself to death in Beijing for several years, and finally managed to become a Beijing resident again by marrying a Beijing woman ten years his senior.

    Of course, ten years older was considered an old woman, but eight or nine years older would only qualify as a good sister.

    Life dependent on others wasn't easy. Later, Wei Ming let Qi Delong work as a production assistant in his film company. He was reliable and much more dependable than Qi Kexiu.

    The donkey cart was slow, the motorcycle fast. Even with three people on it, even on uneven roads, the efficiency of machinery remained terrifying.

    So Wei Ming would ride for a while, then stop to wait for Old Wei. Once they reached the main road, the donkey cart could barely keep pace with the slowed-down motorcycle.

    Old Wei said to his son: "Going to Old Yang's home empty-handed doesn't seem right. Should we buy some eggs at the market?"

    Wei Ming replied: "There were originally two bottles of Maotai. I already left one bottle for the old man yesterday."

    Hiss! Wei Jiefang felt a slight pain, but still forced a smile: "That's appropriate. You've troubled Teacher Yang and Old Yang a lot during your four years of high school. It's just one bottle of liquor."

    Speaking of Teacher Yang Shuting, Wei Hong also began to gossip. She was the head of the high school English teaching group, a talented graduate from Beijing Foreign Studies University. Though already forty, she was elegant and beautiful, in a class of her own among the female teachers at school.

    "Many single middle-aged men in the county offices want to pursue Teacher Yang, but she doesn't fancy any of them."

    Wei Ming smiled: "They have no chance. Although she's divorced, her feelings haven't ended."

    Besides, during winter and summer vacations, Teacher Yang would take Liu Rulong back to Guangzhou. Liu Rulong's father had obtained official Hong Kong residency, making travel to Guangdong relatively convenient.

    Wei Jiefang asked curiously: "How is Liu Rulong's father doing in Hong Kong?"

    "Although I don't know exactly what he does, judging by Hong Kong's income standards, he should be doing quite well. Liu Rulong wears brand-name clothes, uses high-end items, and frequently visits places like the Overseas Chinese Store."

    Wei Jiefang sighed: "Times have really changed. In the past, people feared having overseas connections; now they can't wait to have them."

    Hearing him say this, Wei Ming suddenly asked: "Dad, if one day, overseas relations were to find you, would you want this connection or not?"

    Wei Hong was surprised: "Ah? Do we have overseas relations?"

    Wei Jiefang firmly stated: "No, definitely not. If your grand-uncle or grand-aunt were to write to me, I wouldn't even look at it—I'd burn it directly!"

    "Grand-uncle? Grand-aunt? Who are they?" Wei Hong was even more confused.

    Wei Jiefang: "Your grandfather's brother and sister. I've never met them either. Don't even know if they're alive or dead."

    In front of Qi Delong, Wei Jiefang didn't want to say too much, because their family had suffered terribly due to these two people he'd never met. Wei Hong was too young then and had no impression, but Wei Ming remembered clearly.

    Wei Ming quickly instructed: "Dad, if there really is a letter from overseas, don't rush to burn it. Let me see it first."

    Old Wei waved his hand: "I know, I know. You're the pillar of our family now. I'll definitely consult you on important matters."

    Wei Ming smiled. That's the way.

    Since the livestock market closed early, they first went to buy a pig. The market in Chengguan Town was right next to the county town, not far from Yang Songqiao's home.

    Since it was only a little over four months until the New Year, buying a pig that was too small wouldn't allow it to grow to full size by then. So professional Old Wei bought a healthy, robust three-month-old half-grown pig and got a pig cage from the seller.

    Then he took the three young ones to eat tofu pudding and fried dough sticks. Runaway Qi Delong also joined them for a good meal.

    The running away business had already been forgotten—he would probably just roam around the town with them and then go home.

    Going back would definitely involve a beating, so he might as well eat something good to strengthen himself.

    "Let me buy a chick too," Old Wei looked at the old man selling chickens nearby. "The one that died laid eggs most diligently. We need to replace it."

    Wei Ming said: "You might as well buy several more. Policies are relaxed now."

    Actually, one of the concerns about raising chickens in this era was the feed problem, as even people didn't have enough to eat.

    But this wasn't an issue for their family. Living on the edge of the village, they could let the chickens out during the day to catch insects and eat grass in the fields, so they wouldn't starve. The chickens knew to return home in the evening.

    "Alright, then let's buy three!"

    Wei Hong nudged Qi Delong: "Little Long, three chickens and one pig—how many legs in total?"

    Qi Delong counted on his fingers and finally concluded there were nine.

    Wei Jiefang laughed: "Your father beating you isn't unjustified at all."

    "Is that wrong?" Qi Delong ran to the donkey cart to look at the piglet, then squatted beside the chicken seller for a while, realizing he might indeed be wrong.

    "It's ten legs," he then asked in return, "Sister Hong, then adding a donkey, how many legs in total?"

    "Fourteen legs, of course."

    Qi Delong said proudly: "No, it's fifteen legs. Go count if you don't believe me."

    Wei Hong actually went to check and came back to give Qi Delong a thorough beating.

    However, the simple-minded Little Long had no idea what he'd done wrong. Why does everyone beat me? It really is fifteen legs!

    At thirteen, Wei Hong already understood some things, while nine-year-old Qi Delong didn't understand human affairs.
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    After leaving the market, Wei Jiefang told Wei Ming to return the motorcycle by himself. They would wait for him here, as it wasn't convenient to visit with chickens, a pig, and a donkey.

    "Brother, I'll go with you," Wei Hong said, climbing onto the back of the motorcycle.

    "Aren't you most afraid of going to a teacher's home?"

    Wei Hong: "I want to ask you something."

    "What?"

    "What's the story with our grand-uncle and grand-aunt?"

    Wei Ming: "There's actually nothing that can't be talked about. It's all in the past, but we need to start with our great-grandfather."

    Great-grandfather was his paternal great-grandfather.

    "In his youth, great-grandfather traveled to Cangzhou to learn martial arts, acquiring exceptional skills. However, despite his abilities, the country was faltering. So when he heard about a military school opening in Baoding, he left his wife and young children to attend it—he was part of the first class."

    "Ah! The Baoding Military Academy mentioned in the history books?"

    "That's right. After graduating, he stayed as a martial arts instructor for several years. But eventually, he became a professional soldier and died during the First Northern Expedition."

    Wei Hong knew some history. She asked: "Which side was great-grandfather on?"

    The First Northern Expedition was during the period of Kuomintang-Communist cooperation when the National Revolutionary Army fought against three forces of the Beiyang warlords: Wu Peifu of the Zhili clique, Zhang Zuolin of the Fengtian clique, and Sun Chuanfang of the Zhili clique.

    Wei Ming said: "He was with the National Revolutionary Army."

    Wei Hong breathed a sigh of relief. According to the history textbooks, the National Revolutionary Army was on the righteous side—great-grandfather was righteous!

    Wei Ming continued: "Before the Northern Expedition, great-grandfather sent his eldest son, our grand-uncle, to the Whampoa Military Academy. He was a sixth-term student."

    This was even more famous. Wei Hong suddenly felt strange that she, a rural girl, was somehow connected to modern history.

    And the connection was quite deep. "Do you know who else was in the sixth term of Whampoa?" Wei Ming asked.

    Wei Hong shook her head; she wasn't clear on that.

    So Wei Ming told her about it, leaving her stunned to learn that many important historical figures were involved.

    "So our grandfather was on our side, grand-uncle was on the other side, and grand-aunt is abroad?"

    "Your summary is very accurate."

    "Oh my!" Wei Hong's face turned red. "Our family background is too complicated!"

    She had always thought her family was pure poor peasant stock for eight generations.

    Wei Ming: "Who says they're not?"

    As they talked, they arrived at Old Man Yang Songqiao's home, a quiet, private courtyard.

    Meanwhile, at Gouzitun, Brigade Leader Zhao Chunlai had convened an impromptu meeting to discuss Wei Jiefang's situation...

  

    When Wei Ming and Wei Hong found Old Wei, he looked at his son in surprise: "How did you bring a bucket of oil from Beijing?"

    Wei Ming pointed to the pickle jar in Little Hong's hands: "This is what I brought back. The oil was given by the old man."

    "What?" Wei Jiefang was delighted. This bucket of oil was at least five or six jin, no worse than a bottle of Maotai.

    Wei Ming continued: "His nephew came to visit him yesterday and brought some grain and oil. He said he couldn't eat so much, so he gave me a bucket. He would have been upset if I refused."

    Wei Jiefang immediately looked at Qi Delong: "Look at their nephew!"

    Qi Delong, chewing on the sweet sorghum stalks bought by Wei Jiefang: "Cousin, it's cousin~"

    Wei Jiefang kicked him: "You hopeless thing!"

    Wei Ming and Wei Hong also got on the cart, ready to go home. The donkey felt a weight on its shoulders, and its fifth leg had no energy left.

    With this daily workload, who would still think about that business?

    Wei Jiefang fiddled with the pickle jar Wei Ming bought: "Is this what you brought for your mother from so far away?"

    "Yes, she can make the kind of pickles she talked about."

    Wei Jiefang: "Seeing this will probably make her homesick again."

    Wei Ming: "Then take her back home for a visit. We have the means now."

    Wei Jiefang sighed: "It's so far away, easy for you to say."
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    Meanwhile, at the Gouzitun Brigade office, Zhao Chunlai angrily said: "This Wei Jiefang is too much. He's treating the production team's mules and horses as his own, using them whenever he wants!"

    Below the stage, the comrades were quietly discussing what had happened last night.

    "Have you heard? Blue smoke rose from the Wei family ancestral graves!"

    "Ah, someone set fire to their ancestral graves?"

    "No, it really emitted blue smoke. Someone at the north end of the village saw it yesterday, and then heard about the Wei family's son."

    "Last night's big fire was also strange, as if it was lit to welcome Little Wei Ming home and illuminate his way."

    "Indeed, only a shack burned down, and that was built by the village for him. He suffered no loss at all."

    "Oh my, although the Wei family doesn't have many members, each one is extraordinary!"

    "Yes, only Wei Jiefang is somewhat of a drag."

    Seeing that no one took his words seriously, Zhao Chunlai became even angrier. He slammed the table and raised his voice: "Wei Jiefang's behavior can be described as a typical abuse of public resources for private use, infringing on the collective interests of the brigade. He must be severely criticized!"

    Old Party Secretary Zhou Xingbang tapped his pipe, thinking Zhao Chunlai was simply making trouble out of nothing.

    Everyone in the Henghe Li Commune knew that Wei Jiefang was a friend to animals. The commune had only one official veterinarian, and when he was too busy, even neighboring villages would come to Wei Jiefang for help.

    With Wei Jiefang in Gouzitun, livestock basically lived to a ripe old age, and there were rarely any complications during births. He had saved the brigade collective from how many losses? Other villages were envious.

    So sometimes Wei Jiefang would use some "off-duty" animals for his own business, which was tacitly approved by the village—who could blame someone with such skills?

    Now that Zhao Chunlai was suddenly making an issue of this, the Old Party Secretary could only assume he was sour with jealousy, envious that Jiefang had a good son while Brigade Leader Zhao only had four daughters.

    Then Zhao Chunlai asked for the Old Party Secretary's instructions.

    What could Zhou Xingbang say? "I think Chunlai is right. Why not simply remove Wei Jiefang from his position? Don't let him manage the brigade's livestock anymore."

    Zhou Xingbang thought this would intimidate Zhao Chunlai, but unexpectedly, he immediately agreed and nominated his brother-in-law.

    Now Zhou Xingbang objected: "Although Jiefang isn't very diligent, at least he doesn't steal. Your brother-in-law, hmph, I'm afraid he'll compete with the livestock for food."

    "Hahaha!"

    The entire audience erupted in laughter. Zhao Chunlai's brother-in-law had indeed done such things, though it was during a special period when he was starving. Wei Ming had also referenced this incident when writing "Tale of Two Donkeys."

    "We can discuss the replacement later, but Wei Jiefang's behavior must be criticized. I think it's about time; the family should be returning from their outing. Let's go to the south end of the village to confront him!"

    The Old Party Secretary shook his head and turned to check if any corn cobs had been missed in the fields. He wouldn't get involved. Several other leadership team members went to join the excitement—the autumn harvest was over, and entertainment was rare.
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    Meanwhile, things were terrible for Qi Kexiu.

    Qi Kexiu never did farm work at home; he was a noble Beijing gentleman.

    Early in the morning, his wife Fan Chunhua made breakfast and went to the fields to earn work points, and his son went to school.

    Since he had no classes for the first two periods, Qi Kexiu decided to sleep in. He hadn't slept well last night due to feeling unwell and needed to catch up.

    He was awakened by the need to urinate. Looking at the clock, it was about time to eat and then go to school.

    But he couldn't find his clothes or pants. Currently, he was only wearing briefs.

    "This old woman, washing my clothes without telling me."

    Fortunately, he had more than one set of clothes. He opened the wardrobe and was shocked to discover that all his clothes, even winter wear, were gone. Only a few of his wife's underwear remained.

    What's going on? Had their home been robbed?

    But now he was desperately needing to relieve himself. Either he went out wearing only underwear, or he solved the problem indoors.

    Although this was his home, the courtyard walls were low, some just wattle fences, offering no privacy in the yard.

    He wondered if he could take down the door curtain to wrap around himself, but found all the door curtains in the house were missing—not even a towel remained!

    Who did this? How ruthless! I curse your child to be born without an anus!

    Another option was to use the quilt as cover to go to the toilet, as it was now the only fabric item that could provide modesty.

    But the condition of rural dry toilets in this era was indescribable. Let's just say that going to the toilet wrapped in a quilt meant the quilt would be unusable afterward—too great a sacrifice.

    So he decided to take a risk.

    Finally, Qi Kexiu found a cover cloth, used it to hide his lower body, and ran out toward the latrine.

    Halfway there, a young, delicate girl pushed open the door and called out: "Teacher Qi, are you—Ahh, you, you, you pervert!"

    The girl was Qi Delong's homeroom teacher, Hu Qiuyang, a new teacher at the village primary school. Seeing the child hadn't come to school, and even his father Teacher Qi hadn't come to work, she quickly came during the break to see what was wrong.

    Then she witnessed this scene: Teacher Qi Delong seemingly completely naked, running in the courtyard. It was truly shameless and disgraceful, scaring the young girl into tears.

    Just one glance, and she felt defiled!

    Coincidentally, Zhao Chunlai, leading people to confront Wei Jiefang at the south end of the village, happened to see Teacher Hu running out crying.

    "What's wrong? What happened?"

    Hu Qiuyang pointed at Qi Kexiu's house: "Teacher Qi, he, he acted indecently!"

    Wow!

    Qi Kexiu was Wei Jiefang's brother-in-law and supposedly the most educated person in the village. Zhao Chunlai was immediately energized. This matter—he would definitely handle it!
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    Wei Ming's group drove the donkey cart back home. They could smell the aroma before even entering the yard.

    Wei Jiefang said: "First unload everything. I'll go return the donkey cart."

    Usually, they had a shack at home where the old fellow could rest, but now it wasn't convenient.

    Qi Delong swallowed: "Uncle, I dare not go home. Can I eat lunch at your place?"

    Wei Jiefang: "Wasn't it cousin?"

    Qi Delong: "Though it's cousin, it's closer than family!"

    Wei Jiefang wasn't stingy: "Help your brother with work, carry the pig."

    "Sure thing!"

    The Wei family originally had a pigsty connected to the latrine. A few years ago, after grandmother passed away, the family owed a lot of debt. They couldn't even feed themselves, naturally they couldn't raise pigs anymore.

    After settling the pig, they put the three chicks in the chicken coop.

    Xu Shufen happily brought a bucket of water and poured it into the trough, with some chicken scraps in it. The pig ate happily.

    "Mom, don't busy yourself anymore. Look, do you like this?" Wei Hong put down the oil bucket and carried the pickle jar to show her mother. "This is what brother brought back for you from Beijing."

    "Ah!"

    Xu Shufen took it with great surprise and excitement: "Yes, yes, yes, just like this. We used this to make pickles back home! Just, how small~"

    As her father had guessed, her mother was moved to tears. She was homesick, missing her hometown and relatives she had left twenty years ago.

    She didn't even know if those relatives were still alive.

    She had fled from her home in Sichuan-Chongqing during the three difficult years, just for food, to survive.

    After hopping on countless trains, she had drifted to this completely unfamiliar place in Hebei, where even communication was difficult.

    Here was a vast plain with more land per person, and the people were kind. She felt she would never starve here again.

    So after being taken in by a mother-in-law who ran a tofu workshop, she obediently agreed to marry Wei Jiefang, who was lonely because his cousin Wei Ping'an had gone to the county town for school. They were both only eighteen at the time.

    Wei Jiefang was initially unwilling. This woman was dark and dirty, and he could barely understand her speech. If he married her, he would lose face in the village. If Ping'an found out, he would laugh at him.

    But the old lady had a discerning eye. After a bath, the black coal ball transformed into a fair and beautiful young girl, giving Gouzitun a small taste of the shock of the Land of Abundance.

    Besides being beautiful, she was also hardworking, sensible, obedient, and kind. Wei Jiefang had struck gold, and having such a wife had fostered his lazy personality.

    As Xu Shufen was hugging the jar and reminiscing, Wei Jiefang suddenly returned midway, peeking his head in excitedly: "Little Long, your father has been arrested! They say he acted indecently toward your Teacher Hu!"

  

    Hearing his father had been arrested, Qi Delong couldn't help feeling happy—finally, no one to beat him!

    But he quickly became worried. Wouldn't his classmates call him "son of a pervert" from now on? That's too awful!

    After this mix of joy and sorrow, he couldn't help wondering, if Dad was acting indecently toward Teacher Hu, did that mean he liked her? Would Teacher Hu become his stepmother then?

    Thinking about it this way, it could be a good thing, because he also quite liked Teacher Hu. She was especially gentle and pretty. Most importantly, she was patient with him, unlike other teachers who would constantly report to his father and have him beaten.

    Wei Ming asked Little Hong to help her mother prepare lunch. He and Old Wei took Qi Delong with them to check things out, though the boy didn't want to go.

    "Not going is not an option, you're involved in this," Old Wei said.

    Wei Ming also coached him: "Little Long, if you want your dad to stop beating you, this is a good opportunity."

    "Really?"
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    When they arrived at the scene, quite a few people had already gathered outside Qi Kexiu's home, including the village militia leader and security officer. The women's director was consoling Teacher Hu, whose spirit had been traumatized.

    Actually, Qi Kexiu hadn't been captured yet. He was firmly defending his position in the outhouse, shouting whenever someone tried to rush in: "I'll throw feces out if you come in!"

    Using such tactics, Zhao Chunlai and others couldn't overcome him, but he wasn't worried: "Qi Kexiu will come out when he gets hungry. He surely won't eat feces."

    Qi Kexiu: "Don't push me, I'm capable of anything!"

    By now, Wei Jiefang and the other two had come over. Old Wei curiously asked the women's director who was holding little Teacher Hu: "Was Qi Kexiu really wearing nothing at all? He doesn't usually work in the fields, is he very fair-skinned?"

    Teacher Hu had almost been comforted, but hearing his words, she started crying "wuwuwu" again. But truth be told, he was indeed fair-skinned.

    Seeing Wei Jiefang's arrival, Zhao Chunlai snorted: "Wei Jiefang, you're criticizing others? Your matter isn't resolved yet!"

    Wei Jiefang: "I didn't act indecently either, did I?"

    Zhao Chunlai: "I'm talking about you using public resources for private purposes."

    "Public resources for private purposes?" Wei Jiefang was stunned for a moment. "Oh, you mean the donkey cart?"

    "Yes! Didn't you use the brigade's donkey cart to take your children out for fun!"

    Wei Jiefang smiled contemptuously, then gave his son a signal. To deal with someone like Zhao Chunlai, he didn't need to act personally—his son was sufficient.

    "Everyone please quiet down, can I say a few words?" Wei Ming stood in the center of the courtyard. He wasn't an ordinary person now; he was the only writer born in Gouzitun's five thousand years of history.

    With his voice, the whole scene fell silent, giving him face. Even the Old Party Secretary might only achieve this effect.

    Wei Ming continued: "This morning, my father and I found a note at our doorstep, written by my cousin Qi Delong. He said his father beat him yesterday, so he was running away from home, never to return. My father and I thought this was unacceptable—children are the flowers of the motherland, the future of our Gouzitun! Then, one of us riding a motorcycle, the other driving a donkey cart, and taking my sister along, we divided into two teams. After a non-stop journey, we finally found this child at the Chengguan Town market. And guess what? This child had taken all his father's clothes with him."

    As he spoke, Wei Ming opened the bundle, making everyone laugh heartily.

    "Fuck you, so it was you, brat!" Qi Kexiu cursed angrily from the outhouse, while the villagers watching were greatly amused.

    Wei Ming continued: "So Qi Kexiu wasn't acting indecently. He just needed to relieve himself urgently but had no clothes around, so he went to the outhouse naked in his own home, then accidentally defiled Teacher Hu's eyes. This wasn't the fault of either of them, don't you all agree?"

    "Yes!"

    Wei Ming's words now carried great weight. He first removed the label of "hooligan" from Qi Kexiu, then legitimized Old Wei's use of the donkey cart, blocking both ends and leaving Zhao Chunlai speechless.

    Then Wei Ming walked to the outhouse door: "Uncle-in-law, what Little Long did today was indeed wrong, but as a teacher, wasn't it unreasonable for you to beat the child?"

    "I..."

    Wei Ming shook his clothes at the door.

    Thinking about his own nakedness, Qi Kexiu could only swallow his grievance: "Yes, I was wrong. I shouldn't have been so irritable; I should have reasoned with him."

    "Will you beat Little Long again in the future?"

    "No, never again."

    Wei Ming: "Good, everyone is here to witness. Little Long, what will you do if your father beats you again?"

    Qi Delong: "I'll take his clothes again!"

    "Hahaha!"

    Qi Kexiu was fuming, feeling that he would be manipulated by this kid from now on.

    Wait, couldn't he just wear clothes to sleep in the future?

    Wei Jiefang said: "Alright, father and son have reconciled. Let's all disperse!"

    Wei Ming handed over the clothes, and Qi Delong pulled him away quickly, leaving Wei Jiefang to clean up.

    When most people had left, Fan Chunhua finally rushed back anxiously.

    "Brother, did that bastard Qi Kexiu act indecently?!"

    "No, no, he just didn't wear clothes in front of another woman," Wei Jiefang said.

    "What!" Fan Chunhua was furious. Seeing Qi Kexiu emerge fully dressed from the outhouse, she swung her iron shovel at him.

    Seeing that Qi Kexiu dodged it, Wei Jiefang was reassured and sauntered back home to eat chicken.

    After lunch, Qi Delong decided to go to school to avoid trouble, but his father also went to school to avoid trouble. At this moment, enemies meeting face to face—extra hostility.

    As for whether they fought, Wei Ming didn't know. He was now discussing the trip back to Sichuan-Chongqing with his mother.

    Hearing her son's words, Xu Shufen's eyes reddened again.

    "Is this really possible? I don't even know where they are," Xu Shufen felt a sense of helplessness.

    Initially, she couldn't recognize many characters. It was after marriage that Wei Jiefang patiently taught her to read, and with his encouragement, she wrote letters home. But after so many years, not a single reply had come.

    She guessed her parents might have passed away, but thought her brothers and sisters might still be alive, though she didn't know where they were now.

    Old Wei quickly put his arm around his wife's shoulders, taking his turn to perform: "If we can't find them, we'll ask around. Anyway, there isn't much work in the village during winter. I'll accompany you back."

    Wei Hong: "Mom, I'll go too!"

    Since childhood, she had heard her mother talk about her hometown, where giant pandas could often be seen! That's a giant panda!

    Wei Ming laughed: "Then it's settled. We'll go during winter break when there's not much going on at school, and it's convenient to ask for leave."

    However, if the whole family went, the expenses would be substantial. Wei Ming felt he needed to work harder to earn money.

    So after lunch and a brief rest, he continued creating "Tales of the Heavenly Book." It was a novella, and he had just started it—Egg Boy hadn't even been born yet.

    Although she wanted to talk with her brother who would be leaving tomorrow, seeing him start working, his sister obediently went to her parents' room to do homework.

    When Wei Ming came out for a stroll, Wei Hong said: "Brother, you can even write poetry! And it's so good!"

    She had finally discovered "Ideals," signed by "Wei Ming," in Weiming Lake and the school newsletter.

    Wei Ming smiled: "It's good to have multiple skills, right? Fairy tales, poetry, novels, and maybe scripts in the future."

    Wei Hong knew her brother was currently writing a fairy tale, but she felt she was past the age for fairy tales and wasn't very interested, so she was more concerned about his novels.

    Wei Hong said: "When Beijing Literature and Art comes out, I should be at school. I'll see if I can buy it in the county town."

    Wei Ming: "If you can't buy it, write to me, and I'll send you a copy."

    "Great! Brother, what novel do you plan to write next?" Wei Hong asked with concern.

    Wei Ming shook his head: "I haven't decided yet."

    Wei Hong said: "I think our family's story is quite interesting. Our great-grandfather could be considered an old hero, right? And grandfather and his brothers, although they were blood brothers, each had their own stance. They might even have been opponents on the battlefield. It's a story full of conflict."

    Wei Hong was indeed the top student at Ping'an County Middle School. Although Chinese wasn't her strongest subject, she had quite a knack for writing.

    Wei Ming felt moved, then said: "If I were to write it, the background would be quite grand, and the modern historical research work would be very complex. It would at least be a medium to long novel."

    Currently, a medium-length novel the size of a movie adaptation script was Wei Ming's comfort zone, but he would eventually need to challenge himself with long novels, even extra-long novels.

    As a writer, who wouldn't hope to have a book to rest their head on in their coffin when they die?

    "Little Hong's suggestion is very good. Do you have any other ideas?" Although Wei Ming now focused more on medium-length novels that showed results quickly, he still encouraged his sister.

    Little Hong couldn't think of anything else at the moment, but Old Wei had something to say: "Son, do you think the love story between your mother and me could make a novel?"

  

    Old Wei's words made Xu Shufen very shy. She was doing needlework and lightly punched Old Wei a few times.

    "What's there to write about, aren't you embarrassed~"

    "What's the big deal? Let me tell you two, at that time I was up in a tree stealing bird nests when your grandmother came to find me, asking if I wanted a wife. Your uncle had gone to the county town for school, and there was no one to play with me. I thought, if you're giving me one, I'll take her..."

    Mother's cheeks grew redder, but she didn't stop Wei Jiefang. That period was her most beautiful memory.

    She didn't know what love was; she only knew she had married a good man who would never let her go hungry if he had food.

    She only knew she had given birth to a wonderful pair of children—a son who wasn't good at school but was a literary genius, and a daughter who was always first in her grade, requiring no worry at all.

    As Old Wei narrated, Wei Ming suddenly knew what he would write for his next story.

    However, their love story alone was somewhat monotonous. He felt he could add some other popular elements.

    For instance, the male protagonist could be a former rightist with a father overseas who was extremely wealthy, who suddenly returns to find him, wanting to take him abroad to live and inherit billions in assets.

    That evening, Wei Ming wrote a new title on his letter paper.

    He'd written about donkeys, cows, and ducks. This time, let's write about a "horse."

    The sixteenth day's moon was very round, most likely to evoke longing for distant relatives. Were those overseas wanderers also thinking of their relatives left in the motherland at this moment?
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    Early the next morning, Old Wei brought a horse cart to take his son to the station and his daughter to school.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Aren't you afraid Zhao Chunlai will accuse you of using public resources for private purposes?"

    Old Wei snorted: "Today is the first day of high school. There are several students in the village. If I don't drive them, who will? If Zhao Chunlai doesn't like it, he can let his eldest daughter walk to the county town."

    Although the brigade also had a tractor, it obviously had more important uses. Mules and horses were more cost-effective.

    Old Wei drove around the village once, and the cart was filled with five or six students, including Zhao Zhaodi.

    Wei Hong was chattering away, reciting Wei Ming's poem to everyone, saying it would be useful for writing compositions.

    The two words "ideal" were highly likely to appear in high school compositions. Even if it wasn't the main theme, adding a couple of lines about it wouldn't hurt.

    "Wei Hong, speak slower, I can't remember it all," said a clever student who had already started taking notes.

    Wei Hong smugly took out her notebook: "You can copy it yourselves. Just return it to me when we get to school."

    The county middle school was right at the entrance to town. Wei Jiefang first dropped off the students, then would take his son to the station.

    But before Wei Hong and the others had left, they saw a young man wearing glasses who sped up on his bicycle and stopped beside them.

    "Little Ming, is that Little Ming?!"

    Everyone called out in unison, "Teacher Zang!"

    Zang Kefou was Wei Hong's homeroom teacher and also Wei Ming's Chinese teacher.

    Teacher Zang examined Wei Ming, whom he hadn't seen for over two months, then exchanged an adult greeting with him.

    He shook Wei Ming's hand: "Welcome back to your alma mater. Come in and sit for a while. The principal and the director miss you very much!"

    Wei Ming smiled: "Teacher Zang, I miss you all too, but time waits for no one. I need to catch the bus. Let's just chat here for a bit."

    "Oh, that's too bad. I've already read your story in Wenhui Daily. After reading Wei Hong's composition, I thought you were focused on children's literature, but I didn't expect you to write such a brilliant reform literature masterpiece!"

    "Ah, composition? What composition?"

    "'My Brother is a Writer,'" Teacher Zang said, looking at Wei Hong. "Student Wei Hong, your understanding of your brother is not comprehensive enough. Write another one later."

    Wei Hong nodded vigorously. She had been eager to write the completely upgraded "My Brother is a Writer 2.0"!

    "By the way, Little Ming, did you really go to Shanghai?"

    "Yes, I stayed there for a few days."

    "No wonder you wrote so vividly. But what did you go there for, so far away?" Zang Kefou was curious because Wei Hong's composition stated that her brother's main job was protecting the safety of all teachers and students at Peking University.

    Wei Ming: "I submitted a novella to Harvest, and they called me over to revise it."

    "Har-Harvest!" Teacher Zang stuttered, his face full of disbelief.

    To be honest, as a Chinese teacher, he had also submitted manuscripts, but at most to local Hebei newspapers, and even then, nine out of ten submissions were rejected.

    He thought that when he had sufficient ability, he might consider provincial literary journals like Hebei Literature.

    But his student had already been recognized by Harvest, the highest-status publication in the literary realm!

    "Have, have you met Old Ba?" Teacher Zang asked, barely able to contain his excitement.

    Wei Ming: "Yes, he even gave me a novel with his personal signature."

    The other students also looked over in shock. Was it the "Old Ba" from the famous group of Lu, Guo, Mao, Ba, Lao, and Cao?!

    The shocked people included Wei Hong—you didn't tell me this part, brother, you're too low-key!

    Looking at the time, it was indeed about time to leave. Before departing, Wei Ming told Old Zang one last thing: "I brought some study materials and test papers from prestigious schools in Haidian for Little Hong. Teacher Zang, you and the other subject teachers can take a look, and if you find them useful, please share them with the students."

    "Oh, this, this is wonderful!" Zang Kefou once again firmly shook Wei Ming's hand. "I didn't expect you to still remember your alma mater. You're so thoughtful!"

    Wei Hong also enjoyed the grateful gazes from her classmates. She would probably be able to walk with her head high from now on.

    Wei Ming had discussed this issue with her last night. With her grades, her classmates wouldn't pose any threat to her. Her real competitors were the top students across the province, the students from Shijiazhuang No. 1 and No. 2 High Schools, Xinji High School, and Wuyi High School.

    After saying this, Wei Ming finally bid farewell to Teacher Zang and the others, boarding his father's horse cart.

    Only after the cart had turned a corner did Teacher Zang withdraw his gaze and say to Wei Hong: "No word limit for the composition. When you write it well, I'll post it up."

    Wei Hong's lips curled into a smile. Her creative urge was already almost impossible to contain.
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    Wei Jiefang only returned to the village after watching the bus to Hengzhou depart.

    On the way, he made a detour to the neighboring commune, where there was a brick factory. He wanted to order a batch of bricks to build a west room. Since it was for his son to live in, it had to be built well.

    As for timber, that could be sourced from the village.

    Wei Jiefang returned to the village around noon. When entering the village, he encountered a small car, with his horse cart in front and the car behind.

    The road was too narrow, and the car could only follow behind at a reduced speed. Once they entered the village, the car immediately overtook him.

    Looking at the rapidly departing car, Wei Jiefang thought that compared to a car, even a motorcycle wasn't much. He wondered if he would have the chance to drive a car in this lifetime.

    However, not long after, this car, after circling the village, stopped at his doorstep.

    A middle-aged man wearing glasses got out and asked: "Is this Comrade Wei Ming's home?"

    "Yes, and you are?" Wei Jiefang and Xu Shufen came out together to greet him.

    Just as the middle-aged man was about to speak, another person clumsily emerged from the other side of the car—it was the village accountant, Jia.

    He excitedly said: "Brother Jiefang, this is Deputy Commissioner Wang Shunchen from Hengzhou Prefecture, in charge of culture and education!"

    Xu Shufen quietly asked: "What kind of official is a deputy commissioner?"

    Wei Jiefang whispered back: "If he can make Jia San'er call me brother, he's probably higher-ranking than the county revolutionary committee director."

    Then Old Wei said with a smile: "Commissioner Wang, you've come at an unfortunate time. My son has already left. Did you need something from him?"

    "He's gone? I see, what a pity. Actually, I don't have any particular business. I was just passing through Henghe Li and thought I'd meet Comrade Wei Ming, this young talent. Unfortunately, we missed each other."

    Accountant Jia hurriedly said: "Should we bring him back now?"

    Wei Jiefang and Commissioner Wang both frowned. Wang waved his hand: "If it's meant to be, we'll meet. Brother and sister-in-law, we won't disturb you any further."

    Wei Jiefang frowned even more. Am I that old?

    After Commissioner Wang left, Accountant Jia continued calling Wei Jiefang "brother" repeatedly. This time, he truly witnessed what level of influence Wei Ming currently had.
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    In reality, it wasn't much influence, just some fame.

    To avoid a boring journey, Wei Ming bought several newspapers at the bus station. When he opened a copy of Guangming X Daily, he surprisingly found a commentary on "Duck Knows First" on the third page.

    People's Daily and Guangming Daily, the two newspaper powerhouses, had both reported on his story!

    Although it was mainly using this story to encourage unemployed youth to seek their own paths, with Wenhui Daily + China Youth Daily + Guangming X Daily + People's X Daily, plus several smaller papers, these newspapers combined probably had a circulation of over ten million, reaching tens of millions of readers!

    With such enormous exposure, Wei Ming had a feeling he might be about to become famous!

  

    Even though these newspapers weren't directly reporting on him, "Wei Ming" as a person, just touching a bit of this massive exposure, catching a hint of it, was unimaginable good fortune.

    Another point that confirmed this was that while on the train, Wei Ming heard "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms" mentioned multiple times as he listened to passengers "discussing politics."

    He also heard the phrase "The brave enjoy the world first" from the mouths of several young people who looked quite enterprising.

    While reading the newspaper, Wei Ming also saw the old leader's National Day speech, which said: Economic work is currently the greatest politics, economic issues are the overwhelming political issues.

    These words were printed in bold, enlarged text.

    Just as Uncle Ping'an had said, he had truly caught the prevailing wind of the times and risen with it.

    He ate lunch on the train. By the time he reached Beijing Station, it was already afternoon, and by the time he got to Peking University, it was almost dark.

    Wei Ming's luggage was much lighter than when he left, carrying only a few bottles of hometown baijiu and some local specialties his parents had sent for Uncle Ping'an.

    His bicycle stopped at the South Gate. Looking at the familiar sign, he realized he'd missed it, even though he'd only been gone for three days.

    "Oh my, Wei Ming is back!"

    A senior guard at the gate cried out in delight, drawing everyone up from the downstairs dormitory.

    "Brother Ming, let me carry your luggage!" Zhao Debiao was still as enthusiastic as ever.

    "I know what you're thinking. Don't worry, I'll continue telling you the story of 'The Eagle-Shooting Heroes' tonight."

    Zhao Debiao: "Brother Ming, don't you think martial arts stories go better with good wine?"

    Wei Ming chuckled: "Hengzhou old baijiu, I remember, I remember."

    With that, Wei Ming was about to tidy up his bed, but saw it was covered with items.

    "Are these... letters?" Wei Ming was puzzled.

    Zhao Debiao said: "That's right, all yours. More will probably arrive later."

    "How, how can there be so many?!"

    Zhao Debiao said: "Don't touch them yet. I've sorted them for you."

    Sitting on Mei Wenhua's bed, he pointed them out to Wei Ming: "The smallest pile are all addressed to various editorial departments. The middle pile is addressed specifically to Wei Ming, the author of 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.' The largest pile is for Wei Ming, the author of 'Ideals.'"

    "What about that other pile?"

    "Oh, those didn't specify which Wei Ming they were for, so I put them together."

    "How many letters in total?"

    "326 letters, weighing about ten jin." Zhao Debiao reported casually, showing how responsible he'd been.

    What Wei Ming didn't know was that after finishing the serialization, Wenhui Daily had published a review article about the novel, mentioning that author Wei Ming was a staff member at Peking University.

    China Youth Daily had also mentioned this when reprinting it.

    Additionally, Poetry Journal, which had reprinted "Ideals" a few days ago, had briefly introduced Wei Ming, mentioning he was an 18-year-old young poet currently employed at Peking University.

    Looking at the more than 300 letters covering his entire bed, Wei Ming asked a soul-searching question: Where the fuck do I put them?

    The dormitory did have a personal cabinet, but it was already crowded, and the space under each bed was already full.

    "Brother Ming, what are you thinking about?"

    Wei Ming: "I'm wondering if I should buy a house to store the letters."

    "Brother Ming, you're so funny. It's not that serious."

    It wasn't that serious now, but who could say about the future? Having previously received only ten letters for a fairy tale, he hadn't considered this issue, thinking he was less charming than Old Zheng.

    Now he realized that the people he attracted were adults.

    "Brother Ming, do you want to open the letters now? I'm quite curious what these readers and editors wrote to you."

    Wei Ming nodded and started with the smallest pile.

    He opened one from a provincial literary journal—it was a solicitation letter. Wei Ming put it aside and opened another, which was also a solicitation. At this moment, Qiao Feng returned with another handful of letters.

    "You're back, Little Ming. Here, the brothers at the West and East gates brought these when they got off work, 35 letters in total." Now there were 361 letters altogether.

    Zhao Debiao took them: "I'll sort them!"

    "Guangzhou 'Works' Editorial Office, put here; for 'The Duck'... put here; 'Ideals' goes here..."

    Soon the letters were sorted, and Wei Ming continued opening them, striking gold.

    Haha, a reprint fee notice!

    It was said that some phenomenal blockbuster novels could receive over a hundred reprints—how much in fees would that be!

    And "The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms," because it aligned with the times and policies, had already been elevated to a phenomenal work, with heat no less than the pioneering reform literature piece "The Story of Factory Director Qiao Taking Office."

    Wei Ming finished reading these dozens of letters from various editorial departments, which fell into roughly three categories.

    The first category, and the most numerous, were solicitation letters, mostly from local newspapers and journals in various provinces and cities. Heavyweights like People's Literature, Contemporary, Flower City, and October hadn't yet made a move.

    The highest-ranking publication that had written was Red Rock from Mountain City, which had just resumed publication last month and had caused a small stir in literary circles with "Xu Mao and His Daughters."

    The second category were reprint fee notices, about 11 in total, earning Wei Ming another 200 yuan in fees!

    He really hadn't expected that his most profitable piece would be "Duck Knows First," a short piece he'd written casually!

    The third category were requests for interviews about his personal achievements, represented by China Youth Daily and a few other media outlets. Wei Ming planned to discuss this with Uncle Ping'an tomorrow.

    Just looking through the smallest pile of editor letters had taken over an hour, and after sitting on a vehicle all day, Wei Ming was tired. Even his meal was brought back by Zhao Debiao.

    Just then, Mei Wenhua returned from his shift. He had been eyeing Wei Ming's reader letters for a long time.

    "Why don't I help you open and read them?"

    So Wei Ming let him open the second pile, those addressed to the author of "Duck Knows First."

    "Respected Teacher Wei Ming, have you eaten..."

    When editors introduced Wei Ming, they only mentioned he worked at Peking University, so people thought he was a teacher.

    This was from a confused, unemployed educated youth who had heard that Guangzhou was developing rapidly and wanted to see if there were opportunities there. But his family thought it was too far and there was no market for selling jianbing guozi, so they strongly disagreed. He wanted to ask Teacher Wei Ming if he should be brave for once.

    Mei Wenhua asked: "Will you reply?"

    "If I had to reply to each one, I wouldn't be able to do anything else for the next few months," Wei Ming said. "Not considering it for now."

    He still needed to earn enough money to take the whole family to Sichuan-Chongqing to search for relatives. Since they were looking for relatives, shouldn't they also buy a camera? So the urgent matter was to create.

    Besides, the cost of replying to one letter was 0.1 yuan. With so many letters, that would be a significant expense.

    Mei Wenhua moved to the next letter, muttering: "If they were my readers, I would definitely reply to each one."

    Zhao Debiao: "That's because you don't have any, so you can say that."

    Mei Wenhua didn't retort and continued reading. Most letters treated Wei Ming as a life mentor, hoping he would help confused individuals decide whether to take a brave step—essentially looking for someone to give them a push.

    But Wei Ming really didn't dare to be that pusher. Going south in this era carried certain risks; many people later disappeared.

    A small portion simply liked "Duck Knows First" and discussed its literary merits. Although the story wasn't a profound literary work by current standards, its writing style was quite distinctive.

    As Mei Wenhua was opening letters, Wei Ming had somewhat recovered, so he casually picked up a letter addressed to Wei Ming, the author of "Ideals."

    When he opened the envelope, a photo fell out—a photo of a pretty girl.

    Wei Ming quickly read the letter. This was actually a friendship letter!

    The girl first expressed her admiration for Wei Ming's talent, then talked about her own situation, including her family background and age. As for her appearance, it was evident from the photo—definitely not ugly.

    Although Wei Ming similarly wouldn't reply to her, his interest in this pile of letters greatly increased.

    By the third letter, in addition to a photo, Wei Ming also found a local food ration ticket inside.

    And a five-yuan banknote! ......

  

    This was also a female reader who hoped Wei Ming could visit her hometown of Heze, Shandong to drink mutton soup with her if he had time.

    Are you really craving that mutton soup? You clearly crave my talent!

    Wei Ming considered returning the money and tickets, but seeing the color photo she'd sent, her pretty dress, and the background, she clearly wasn't from an ordinary family.

    Forget it, just keep it. It's all the readers' goodwill. He continued to the next letter.

    Letters to the poet Wei Ming were predominantly from female readers, and they were all quite generous.

    Of the ten letters Wei Ming opened, three contained food ration tickets or cash. The reasoning was similar—all hoping Wei Ming could visit, with these serving as travel subsidies.

    As for these readers' psychology, Wei Ming could roughly guess.

    First, Poetry Journal had enough influence as the country's premier poetry publication. Its impact on poetry enthusiasts was equivalent to Harvest + People's Literature + Beijing Literature and Art + Contemporary +... and so on.

    So this poem "Ideals" had been seen by at least a million readers.

    Second was the quality of "Ideals." Poems selected for textbooks were never bad, and the emergence of "Ideals" aligned with trends, lighting a lamp for confused youth. Its popularity was not surprising.

    Third was Poetry Journal's introduction of Wei Ming: 18 years old, Peking University staff member—indicating he was neither a teacher nor a student, just a working person. Though the prestige was lower, it made him easier to sympathize with, leading to this "reward" behavior.

    Another key point was that poetry enthusiasts' adoration of poets far exceeded novel readers' admiration for fiction writers. You didn't see Mei Wenhua opening more than half and not finding a penny. In terms of popularity, "Ideals" couldn't hold a candle to "Duck Knows First."

    Poetry fans' fanatical love for poets was somewhat similar to future celebrity worship. By comparison, including money was a small gesture.

    For example, Zha Jianying and Wang Xiaoping from the '77 Chinese Department, whom Wei Ming had met, were hardcore fans of Bei Dao, voluntarily promoting his magazine Today and organizing activities. However, after extensive contact with Wei Ming, they now showed signs of "climbing over the wall."

    Then there was Gu Changwei—someone was even willing to be his mistress, wanting the three of them to live happily together.

    "Wait, Brother Ming, you have money in your letters?!" Zhao Debiao was the first to discover this.

    Qiao Feng and Mei Wenhua all looked over in surprise. Damn, it really was money!

    Wei Ming put his palms together: "Writing poetry only earns a few yuan in fees. Perhaps kind readers were worried I might starve."

    Then he opened another letter—more money, not much, just two yuan.

    This made Mei Wenhua extremely envious. He quickly accelerated, wanting to find some money in his pile of letters. It's unclear what he was competing for—whatever he found would still belong to Brother Ming.

    Even Zhao Debiao joined this competition, starting to open the letters addressed ambiguously to either the poet or novelist.

    Men's damned competitive nature!

    His very first letter yielded something, making him laugh.

    "Brother Ming, guess who wrote this letter?"

    "Who, Yanzi?"

    "Stop joking," Zhao Debiao acted coy. "This letter is from your hometown, Hengzhou. It contains 5 jin of food ration tickets and 5 yuan, hoping you'll visit Hengzhou, tour the liquor factory, and write another story like 'Duck Knows First,' but replacing Shen Gui Yang Rong Wine with old baijiu, hahaha!"

    Wei Ming didn't know whether to laugh or cry. The letter writer probably didn't know where he was from. Promoting his hometown's specialty product was an obligation—why this approach? Did he really think Wei Ming wrote advertorials?!

    But this person had quite a business mind, so Wei Ming paid special attention.

    After that, no one was interested in reading the letters—opening letters became opening red envelopes. Wei Ming's pile often contained money, Zhao Debiao's occasionally did, and Mei Wenhua's almost never did.

    "Almost never" meant there was still some—he finally found fifty cents and two jin of tickets, leaving Mei Wenhua very depressed. Didn't these novel readers know how important rewards were to an author?!

    In the end, Wei Ming counted the money enclosed in the letters—a staggering 132 yuan!

    Poetry still earned the most per character—equivalent to one yuan for every five characters!

    There were also over a hundred jin of various food ration tickets and other vouchers. Wei Ming organized them by province, carefully keeping the national food tickets and those from Beijing and Hebei. Unfortunately, there were none from Sichuan-Chongqing.

    One male reader from Qingdao deserved significant credit for this bounty, contributing 20 yuan alone—in the future, that would be equivalent to a Golden Alliance Member!

    Wei Ming just wanted to say: Big spender, let's get acquainted!

    However, the big spender stated he only admired the poem and hoped the author would persist in his ideals, with no other intention for deeper interaction, nor did he want to invite Wei Ming to Qingdao to drink beer and eat clams. He clearly wasn't short of money, and his attitude was quite nonchalant.

    After this round of letter opening, everyone was both tired and excited, but it was already late. No stories tonight—time to sleep.

    After the lights went out, Mei Wenhua still forcefully said: "If there are more letters tomorrow, I'll open those addressed to the poet."

    Wei Ming replied lazily: "Fine, fine, fine, just don't pocket the money."

    That night, Wei Ming had a beautiful dream, dreaming of many rewards—at minimum a Guild Leader, many Silver Alliance Members, and even Golden Alliance Members.

    Female readers not only gave rewards but also asked him: Little Wei, do you want a wife?

    Why wouldn't I? If you're offering, I'll take it... no, not so many...

    Early the next morning, Wei Ming first changed his underwear, then began morning exercises and breakfast.

    To accommodate his return, they'd scheduled him for the afternoon shift, allowing him to rest more in the morning.

    But how could he stay idle? First, he ran to Tiger Cave and collected the reprint fees from the post office.

    Adding to what he had left, plus the readers' rewards, Wei Ming's cash flow returned to the 400 yuan high position!

    Li Bai was right—a thousand gold spent will indeed return!

    With so much money, Wei Ming's first thought was to buy a camera. Beijing changed every day, and he wanted to record these changes, as well as the people around him.

    Last time he couldn't visit the trust store. When there's an opportunity, he'll go into the city with Zhao Debiao. Maybe they'd find something suitable.

    Next, he rushed back to school to audit classes.

    This time it was also a master class—Professor Wu Zuqiang, one of the four senior professors in the Chinese Department, teaching Ancient Vernacular Fiction.

    Professor Wu Zuqiang was 71 years old this year, studied at Tsinghua, taught at Peking University, and specialized in classical fiction research, especially Ming and Qing novels. He was also a scholar of Dream of the Red Chamber.

    The old gentleman was open-minded and optimistic by nature. His proudest achievement was once sweeping toilets at Peking University—he was the one who cleaned the most thoroughly among everyone.

    Wei Ming's current work, "Tales of the Heavenly Book," was derived from Ming and Qing novels, so this course was also helpful for him.

    When he arrived, class had already started, so he slipped in through the back door.

    Unexpectedly, Liu Zhenyun, who was usually most enthusiastic about sitting in the front row, was sitting in the very last row this time, with an empty seat beside him.

    Saved for me? Wei Ming immediately sat down.

    "I'm sorry, this seat is..." Liu Zhenyun began, then realized it was Wei Ming and quickly invited him to sit.

    The two whispered to each other.

    "Who were you saving the seat for?"

    "My Junior Sister."

    "Why didn't she come?"

    Liu Zhenyun sighed: "She seems upset with me."

    "What did you do?" Wei Ming listened to the lecture while playing emotional advisor.

    "I didn't do anything special. Yesterday, I finally got some chewing gum through a classmate—just one piece. I didn't even dare to eat it myself and gave it to her."

    "Did you say anything when you gave it to her?"

    Liu Zhenyun: "Nothing much, I just told her this candy is not only sweet but can also remove mouth odors. Chew it and remember to spit it out. Those were all the words you taught me. Then she seemed a bit unhappy."

    Wei Ming laughed: "Oh, just one piece. You didn't eat it yourself but let her eat it, and told her it could eliminate bad breath. Why don't you think about this again?"

    Liu Zhenyun's eyes suddenly widened. Wait, this could be interpreted that way?!

    Girls might even think deeper: He wants to kiss my mouth but thinks it smells bad.

    Zhenyun, you're done for!

    Liu Zhenyun anxiously paced in circles. What should he do? He looked at Wei Ming: "Brother, teach me!"

    Master Wei Ming said calmly: "We'll talk after class."

    After class, Wei Ming gave Liu Zhenyun a suggestion: "Since your classmate has connections, ask him to buy you a piece of chocolate."

    "What is chocolate?" Zhenyun was confused.

    Wei Ming: "A candy that looks like shit, and looks even more like it when melted. Then you can do this and that and that..."

    Zhenyun was overjoyed, almost wanting to kowtow in gratitude.

    Usually frugal, this time he even took the initiative to treat Wei Ming to a meal in the great dining hall. Of course, meat dishes were out of the question—he got two portions of pan-fried tofu.

    While eating, Liu Zhenyun saw Chen Jiangong from the '77 Chinese Department getting food, and quickly whispered to Wei Ming: "Brother Ming, have you heard?"

    "What?"

    Liu Zhenyun: "Senior Brother Chen Jiangong has joined the Writers Association!"

  

    The Beijing Writers Association hadn't been formally established yet, so the Writers Association Liu Zhenyun mentioned was naturally the Chinese Writers Association led by Mr. Mao Dun.

    People's Literature, Poetry Journal, and Literary Gazette were all managed by the Writers Association, giving these three publications a transcendent status.

    Though Chen Jiangong was just a sophomore, this older brother was a full cycle older than Wei Ming—already 30 years old. He had been publishing poetry and fiction since six years ago when he was still a coal miner.

    In the past two months, he had published short stories in both Beijing Literature and Art and Flower City. He truly had the substance to be a leader in the Chinese Department, so Wei Ming wasn't surprised about his induction into the Writers Association.

    Liu Zhenyun was curious: "Brother Wei, hasn't the Writers Association approached you?"

    In Liu Zhenyun's view, Wei Ming's abilities were quite strong. Although his works weren't as numerous as Senior Chen's, one "Duck Knows First" and one "Ideals" had made him universally known. It was said that half the letters received at the East Gate every day were for him, earning him the nickname "Wei Half."

    Wei Ming waved his hand: "I've only been in the field for a few days—at most ten days or half a month. How could they possibly approach me?"

    The pen name "Wei Ming" had become known starting with "Duck Knows First," indeed just about ten days ago—a complete newcomer.

    As they were talking, Chen Jiangong actively approached them: "May I join you?"

    Liu Zhenyun quickly made room for his senior brother. The great dining hall had no tables or chairs, so everyone had to squat while eating, which was advantageous for people from Shaanxi.

    Chen Jiangong was from Guangxi, but he had moved to Beijing with his parents when he was young, so his speech had no trace of a Guangxi accent.

    Wei Ming had met him before, but since they were almost two generations apart, he usually hung out with younger people like Liu Zhenyun or female classmates.

    The big brother smiled, trying to integrate: "What were you two just discussing?"

    Wei Ming: "We were talking about you."

    Liu Zhenyun: "......" Brother, that's too direct! Be more tactful!

    "Ah, me?"

    Wei Ming: "Zhenyun told me you've joined the Writers Association."

    "Yes, that's true."

    Wei Ming smiled: "Congratulations. Do you get paid for joining the Writers Association?"

    "If you become a full-time writer for the Association, there is a salary. I don't have that."

    Although full-time writers had established positions and salaries, they had less freedom. Sometimes they needed to accept topics provided by the Association for assigned creative works.

    Wei Ming inquired further: "Who else joined with you?"

    "Oh, as far as I know, there's also Jiang Zilong and Ye Wenling," Chen Jiangong honestly replied. "Speaking of which, you and Brother Zilong are considered two banners of reform literature."

    Wei Ming: "Ah, is my reputation so high in the industry?"

    Chen Jiangong awkwardly scratched his head: "That's my personal assessment. 'Factory Director Qiao' and 'Duck Knows First'—one focuses on cadres in large state-owned factories, the other on ordinary people in a great era. Each has its strengths."

    Hearing others' praise was still very pleasing, even enhancing his appetite. So Wei Ming asked Liu Zhenyun to get him a portion of rice noodles.

    "I'm out of meal tickets~" He was in the habit of exchanging meal tickets with southern classmates for noodle tickets, making a profit to eat more noodles.

    "Then get a steamed bun too."

    Liu Zhenyun murmured: "Brother Wei truly lives up to his surname Wei. Your stomach is so elastic."

    Wei Ming laughed heartily: "I'm at the age of growing, after all."

    Chen Jiangong couldn't help but smile after hearing this. This Comrade Little Wei was indeed as humorous as his writing. Then he and Wei Ming discussed recent creative developments.

    Chen Jiangong was currently creating one of his representative works, "Phoenix Eyes," while Wei Ming told him: "I'm writing a fairy tale."

    "Ah, a fairy tale? For children?"

    Wei Ming nodded.

    Chen Jiangong was very surprised. How could such a promising pioneer of reform literature be engaging in children's literature?

    "Brother Wei, have you heard some rumors in literary circles? Are you feeling disheartened?"

    Hmm? Rumors? Disheartened? Not at all.

    But Wei Ming deliberately sighed and remained silent.

    Chen Jiangong quickly said: "They merely think 'Duck Knows First' became so popular due to luck, lacking some depth of thought and humanistic care. But they still highly recognize your writing style. One senior figure believes your writing is a rare commodity in today's literary world."

    Wei Ming strongly suspected Chen Jiangong's words were already sugar-coated. No wonder all the newspaper reviews about "Duck Knows First" he'd seen focused on its practical significance, while literary professionals seemed indifferent.

    They probably all thought "Duck Knows First" had been elevated by officials to a height it didn't deserve, that it was just dumb luck.

    Wei Ming smiled bitterly and shook his head. At this moment, Liu Zhenyun returned, handing over a steamed bun: "What are you discussing?"

    Wei Ming said: "I mentioned I'm writing a fairy tale, and Classmate Jiangong got anxious, thinking I'd never touch serious literature again."

    Liu Zhenyun laughed: "Senior Brother, what you don't know is that Wei Ming was initially a children's author. His first work was published in Children's Literature magazine, under the pen name Wei Shenme."

    Chen Jiangong: "Ah!"

    Now he felt extremely awkward. In a moment of hastiness, he had revealed some unfavorable views that older literary comrades held about Wei Ming.

    But Wei Ming didn't take it too seriously. "Duck Knows First" was just a casual game-like creation for him; causing such a storm was already an unexpected joy.

    So what if I'm just lucky? Luck is also a kind of strength!

    He touched his pocket—the cash in there was the most tangible thing.

    While on duty in the afternoon, facing Peking University's various landscapes strengthened Wei Ming's determination to buy a camera.

    That day, he was patrolling with Mei Wenhua. When they reached Langrun Garden, they saw a familiar figure.

    "Hello, Professor Wu."

    It was Professor Wu Zuqiang, whose class Wei Ming had audited that morning.

    The old professor examined the taller, more handsome one: "You must be Wei Ming."

    "That's me."

    "Since you've attended my class, you can call me Teacher Wu."

    He could even recognize him sitting in the back row?

    Wei Ming quickly said: "Hello, Teacher Wu."

    "How was this morning's class? Could you follow it?"

    "It was very good and helpful for my current creative work. I just arrived late and missed some parts, but I later caught up with classmate Liu Zhenyun from the '78 Chinese Department."

    Wu Zuqiang nodded, then said: "I've read your story. It has strong street flavor, a rare writing style in today's literary world. What's remarkable is that you only stayed in Shanghai for a few days."

    "Thank you for your praise, Teacher Wu." Wei Ming thought to himself, could the literary veteran Chen Jiangong mentioned be old Wu?

    Wu suddenly asked: "Would you like to join the Writers Association?"

    "Ah?" Wei Ming hadn't expected to be asked this question so suddenly.

    Mei Wenhua: I fucking didn't expect it either! Just patrolling with him, and suddenly I get a face full of showing off!

    He quickly went to patrol elsewhere, feeling very resentful.

    "Would joining the Writers Association help in obtaining a Beijing household registration?" Wei Ming asked a question Wu Zuqiang hadn't anticipated.

    Old Wu thought for a moment: "It might help somewhat, and also with future housing allocation."

    After all, the Writers Association's membership was still relatively small, making members scarce talents. So when Wu Zuqiang saw someone with heaven-bestowed talent like Wei Ming, he wanted to bring him in, especially since they were both from Peking University.

    Wei Ming: "Then I'll join." After all, one more title meant one more path. If he didn't like it, he could always quit later. It would also set an example for Zheng Yuanjie.

    "Very well, I'm a director of the Association, so I'll nominate you this year. With 'Duck Knows First' and 'Ideals,' you're absolutely qualified. It should be approved by next year. It's just a pity you'll miss this year's Literary Congress."

    "Ah? Literary Congress?"

    "Yes, the Fourth National Congress of Literary and Art Workers after a gap of more than a decade will be held at the end of the month!" Old Wu seemed very excited about this.

    As he described who might attend, Wei Ming wasn't particularly interested in participating, but he became very interested in taking photographs at the event.

    After his shift, Wei Ming immediately brought his things to visit Uncle Ping'an.

    Good, all four family members were home this time.

    The usual three items—baijiu, chili sauce, and salted duck eggs—had been brought last time. This time he added two pairs of tiger-head shoes sewn by his mother for Xizi and Le Le. Old Wei had asked for their sizes during his last visit.

    "Oh my, these are so cute, absolute works of art. Your sister-in-law is so skilled!" Lu Xiaoyan couldn't bear to put them down, almost reluctant to let the children wear them. Well, let Le Le wear them, and Xizi can just look at them.

    "Food's ready!" Uncle Ping'an served the dishes wearing an apron.

    Wei Ming's timing was somewhat perfect, arriving just in time for dinner.

    Seeing how eagerly Xizi ate, his aunt couldn't help saying: "You're so enthusiastic about eating, but never so enthusiastic about homework. Have you finished your homework?"

    Wei Ming: "Ah? He already has homework at this age?"

    Lu Xiaoyan: "Just some simple writing of numbers, from 0 to 9. Next time, no eating if the homework isn't done."

    Wei Ming gave an "Oh" and was about to use his chopsticks when Aunt Xiaoyan smiled and asked: "Little Ming, have you finished our new work?"

  

    Wei Ming thought, "Oh no," would they not let him eat if he hadn't finished writing? "Auntie, this time I'm not writing a short story, it's likely to be a novella, tens of thousands of words. And it involves many knowledge points, so you'll have to give me a bit more time."

    "A novella? So it'll need to be serialized."

    "I suppose so," Wei Ming said. Given Children's Literature's capacity per issue, if published all at once, it would probably take up a third of the space.

    Lu Xiaoyan nodded thoughtfully.

    After dinner, they discussed how People's Daily and Guangming Daily had stood up for "Duck Knows First," triggering nationwide discussion.

    Wei Ping'an had anticipated that "Duck Knows First" would be popular, but reality exceeded his imagination. Wei Ming had transformed overnight from an unknown to a hot author.

    "Duck Knows First" had been reprinted by nearly 20 media outlets, and articles commenting on the story numbered dozens. Previously, negative opinions predominated, but after Deputy Editor Fan's article in People's Daily, the tone had generally shifted to positive.

    "Literary Gazette and China Youth Daily both want to interview me. Uncle, I'm a bit hesitant about this."

    Wei Ping'an: "Oh, tell me your thoughts."

    Wei Ming said: "Look, if the country is promoting this story so vigorously, they certainly hope public attention remains on the story itself and the spirit it conveys. If I step out now and divert some attention, that's definitely not what the authorities want to see."

    Wei Ping'an nodded: "In the past, I might have advised you to accept, but now with such excessive heat, cooling down is wise. However, you should call both of these outlets back and decline tactfully."

    "Yes," then Wei Ming jokingly mentioned his readers' letters and the money and tickets inside. "Uncle, do you think I should return these? They feel a bit hot in my hands."

    Hearing about this, Lu Xiaoyan immediately moved closer with gossipy interest: "Little Ming, did you bring any photos?"

    "No."

    "Have you taken a fancy to any of them? Tell your auntie."

    "What fancy? I'm still young and haven't considered those things."

    Wei Ping'an laughed: "You should be considering it. Your father was already married to your mother at your age."

    Lu Xiaoyan: "Really? That early?"

    "Indeed, I was still in high school then."

    Amid the gossipy discussion of the couple, Wei Ming hurriedly stood up and excused himself.

    It wasn't that he didn't consider it, but having moved to the city, getting married at eighteen or nineteen like Old Wei wasn't so easy anymore.

    But without marriage, without getting serious, what was the point of dating?

    Uncle and Aunt hadn't given him any advice, so Wei Ming could only keep the money for now. He had noted the amounts on the envelopes. When he had money and time, he could send small gifts in return.

    On the way back to the dormitory, Wei Ming encountered the two foreigners Lee Aiguo and Lee Kui again.

    Were they dating? Why were they always together? The two Lees now knew that Wei Ming wasn't a student but a poet, and they could even recite a few lines from "Ideals." With their accents, they were really making an effort.

    Lee Aiguo also solemnly invited Wei Ming to attend his birthday party at Shao Garden in a few days.

    Wei Ming readily agreed. As a patrolman, he couldn't enter Shao Garden, so he was curious about what life was like in this "country within a country."

    Back at the dormitory, Mei Wenhua was telling colleagues the continuation of "The Eagle-Shooting Heroes."

    Wei Ming found this guy was good at repeating stories, so he would tell him during patrol, then let him tell other colleagues, thus freeing himself.

    Though it was secondhand storytelling, Mei Wenhua did it well, sometimes adding his own creations. Hearing his colleagues' cheers greatly satisfied his vanity.

    But now he was more addicted to the letter-opening game, so he drove away the audience and began monopolizing the letter-opening privilege. Another hundred-plus letters had arrived today.

    This time, there were actually letters from readers in Sichuan-Chongqing, which hadn't been there the previous days.

    Wei Ming hurriedly collected the local food tickets, which he might need later.

    Brother Feng said: "It's probably because it's far away, so the mail is slower. Wait a couple more days, and we'll likely see letters from Yunnan and the two Guangs."

    Wei Ming nodded. Due to limited conditions, transportation and mail were slow, even slower in the past.

    This time when opening letters, not only Mei Wenhua but also Wei Ming and Zhao Debiao weren't so excited. Wei Ming was even a bit worried as the increasing letters were becoming too much for his bed.

    He discussed with everyone: "If I put a set of cabinets in the dormitory for the letters, would it be too crowded?"

    No one objected, telling him to go ahead.

    "Alright then, I'll go into the city when I have time and buy a cabinet."

    Zhao Debiao quickly said: "Brother Ming, this time you must take me with you!"

    So, considering both their schedules, they decided to go into the city the day after tomorrow to buy a used cabinet, check out used cameras, and pick a used birthday gift for Lee Aiguo.

    The next day, Wei Ming had the morning shift. At noon, Liu Rulong came, bringing his successfully drawn illustration of Egg Boy eating cakes.

    Wei Ming was very satisfied. The illustration had many details, much more exquisite than the illustrations in Children's Literature.

    "However, there's no need to make it colored. The magazine is black and white."

    "Oh? Alright." Liu Rulong regretted his coloring effort.

    Afterward, Wei Ming showed him his own character design drawings of several other important characters, once again harvesting a wave of exaggerated compliments from Liu Rulong, especially for the three foxes, which were particularly stunning.

    "It feels like you're my grandfather's real grandson!" Liu Rulong felt Wei Ming had truly inherited his grandfather's skills.

    His feeling wasn't wrong. In his previous life, after returning from Beijing at 18, besides farming and odd jobs, Wei Ming often visited the old man. Although he hadn't formally apprenticed, over time, he had learned some genuine skills.

    "Enough nonsense, take a look at this." Wei Ming tossed the manuscript of over ten thousand words to Liu Rulong. This would roughly be the content of the first installment when serialized.

    "Select about ten sections and characters you find interesting to illustrate."

    "Okay." Liu Rulong began reading with enthusiasm. At exciting parts, he wanted to discuss with Wei Ming several times but restrained himself.

    Because Wei Ming was also working, writing the subsequent parts. If he completed "Tales of the Heavenly Book" this week, he could write his parents' love story next.

    While the two were each busy in the dormitory, a colleague on duty suddenly came down to call Wei Ming: "Brother Ming, someone's looking for you, says they're an editor from Contemporary magazine."

    Wei Ming was surprised. He hadn't received solicitation letters from many publications. He had originally thought that high-end ones didn't value him as a rising star, but unexpectedly, Contemporary had directly sent someone to the school to solicit manuscripts.

    Upstairs, standing before him was a middle-aged woman with considerable charm.

    "Hello, Bai Shurong from Contemporary," she extended her hand. "I didn't expect you to be so young."

    Wei Ming knew she also had the unspoken words "handsome": "Editor Bai, you're too kind. Are you here to solicit manuscripts?"

    "Yes, it seems many publications have been approaching you lately. So, do you have any new creations recently?"

    "Indeed I do. Although I haven't started writing yet, once I begin, it'll be quick. It should be completed by early next month."

    Hearing this, Editor Bai was overjoyed: "Would you consider our Contemporary? We're under the People's Literature Publishing House, like siblings with People's Literature."

    This was one reason why Contemporary, a new magazine, could rise so quickly.

    Wei Ming smiled: "I'm aware of that, but my collaborations with Harvest and Beijing Literature and Art have also been very pleasant. They're also keeping an eye on my new works."

    Bai Shurong smiled: "Beijing Literature and Art will be released tomorrow. I deliberately chose this time to find you. Do you know why?"

    Wei Ming shook his head.

    "Because our entire editorial department highly values your talent. Although the literary world currently has some criticism of your abilities, defining you as lucky based solely on 'Duck Knows First,' we don't think so. We believe that someone who can write both 'Duck Knows First' and 'Ideals' must possess superior literary accomplishment. His success is not accidental but inevitable."

    Editor Bai paused: "I also believe that after Beijing Literature and Art is published, your new work will still achieve success. Even though I haven't seen it yet, I've specially come to solicit manuscripts in person before that happens. This shows our sincerity. I believe other publications of the same level haven't reacted yet, right?"

    The same-level publications she referred to were probably Flower City, October, Bell Mountain, and a few others. She had guessed correctly.

    Wei Ming smiled slightly: "You've convinced me, but I have a small condition."

  

    Wei Ming's condition wasn't about the payment for his manuscript, which could be negotiated after the work was completed.

    Now what he was negotiating was the publication date.

    "I hope it can be published within this year."

    "Oh, why?"

    "This novel is adapted from my parents' story. They know I'm writing it and are already eager to see it in the magazine."

    The real reason was that the original author would begin writing in March next year.

    Contemporary only had the third issue of December left this year, and works had already been prepared. They weren't short on content. Bai Shurong couldn't decide right away whether to squeeze in Wei Ming's work.

    "May I go back and discuss it with the Editor-In-Chief?"

    "Of course."

    Returning to the editorial office at 166 Chaonei Street, Bai Shurong didn't bring this matter directly to Editor-In-Chief Yan Wenjing. She wanted to wait until Beijing Literature and Art was published tomorrow, to see the quality of Wei Ming's novella before making a decision.

    If it was truly well-written, she would advocate for him, and she was confident she could succeed.

    After all, Contemporary was a newly created publication, and everyone hoped to increase sales, while Wei Ming was now a top literary sensation.

    It was said that Literary Gazette, which first published "The Duck Knows First," and Poetry Journal, which reprinted "Ideals," both increased their sales by at least 15%!

    But this top literary figure was somewhat insubstantial, lacking supporting works.
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    The next day, Wei Ming and Biaozi set out early. Biaozi was excited and said to Wei Ming: "If there are any villains, just let me know when to act."

    After leaving the campus gate, they passed a newsstand outside the school. Wei Ming deliberately went over to take a look. Good, the October issue of Beijing Literature and Art was ready, and there was a thick stack. He'd buy it when he returned.

    On the way, Wei Ming asked Biaozi: "How are things between you and Yanzi? She hasn't visited since your head healed."

    Biaozi chuckled: "During the days you were away, I invited her to see a movie, the one you recommended, 'The Two Girls and Two Boys,' about a love story between male twins and female twins. It was really interesting. I don't know where the director found two pairs of twins. Yanzi even said the twins were played by one person. Isn't she a silly Yanzi, haha."

    Yanzi: You're the silly one, stupid Biaozi!

    "Wow!" Wei Ming exclaimed, "Not bad, Biaozi. Does this mean she's agreed to be with you?"

    "I didn't dare to ask, after all, I lost last time."

    "Your approach is actually fine." Wei Ming looked at Biaozi. His attraction to Yanzi was indeed somewhat lacking now.

    He wasn't a pretty boy, nor a national champion. All he had left was his physique and potential, the former visible, the latter intangible. Unlike Little Li, who had won several championships at the National Games recently.

    So forcing a confession might actually make the relationship awkward.

    "But the fact that she agreed to watch a movie with you is a good sign. Keep trying."

    "Yes, I plan to accompany you to buy furniture, then watch 'Little Flower' with her in the afternoon. Brother Feng saw it a couple of days ago and said it was excellent."

    "Fine, you take care of your business, and I'll wander around the city."

    Biaozi added: "But you have to come to my home for lunch."

    "Huh?"

    "What do you mean 'huh'? My mom has wanted to invite you for a long time."

    "For what?"

    Biaozi said: "It's about that neck pillow you made. My mom made one for me, right? Later she suggested that their neighborhood garment factory produce a batch. Unexpectedly, they sold very well and were even sent to the Friendship Store. My mom got promoted to team leader because of this!"

    So that's it, Wei Ming smiled: "Then I must accept this meal."

    About an hour and a half later, the two saw the Forbidden City. Going around it, Biaozi took Wei Ming to the Donghuamen Trust Store.

    "Being named outside Donghuamen" was the lifelong pursuit of ancient scholars. This trust store was on Donghuamen Street, extending from the Donghuamen Gate of the Forbidden City, very close to the palace.

    Standing outside the store, they could smell the scent of wood. Upon entering, they saw all kinds of tables, chairs, benches, boxes, beds, as well as safes and office cabinets, most of which appeared to be modern second-hand goods.

    Wei Ming asked Biaozi: "Why aren't there any cameras?"

    Biaozi replied: "This Donghuamen Trust Store specializes in furniture. If you want to buy cameras, you need to go to those stores that buy and sell miscellaneous items, like those in Dongsi, Tianqiao, Qianmen, or Caishukou."

    Additionally, if you wanted to buy or sell second-hand bicycles, you'd go to the Beixinqiao store.

    Wei Ming nodded, then explained his cabinet requirements to the shop assistant.

    Before coming, he had wondered if he could find a bargain, like some ancient furniture or something, but looking around, there was nothing particularly antique.

    As a layman, he could only recognize those old items that practically had "I am an antique" written all over them, and even then there was still a risk of being deceived.

    Actually, Ma Weidu was an expert in antique furniture. He might be less knowledgeable in other categories, but he truly knew his furniture.

    But that wasn't possible now, as he was probably still working as a laborer in some remote corner.

    Wei Ming asked: "Will you deliver after I've made my selection?"

    "For nearby places it's fine, but for far away there's a delivery fee."

    "Peking University."

    "That's too far. The delivery fee is quite high, two yuan, and we'll make sure it's properly set up for you."

    Wei Ming could accept that: "Let's look at the items first."

    Actually, Wei Ming thought a safe looked quite nice, but keeping a safe in the dormitory would hurt brotherly feelings. He'd wait until he had his own home.

    Finally, Wei Ming chose an office cabinet. The advantage was that it took up little space but had a large capacity and could be compartmentalized. The disadvantage was that it wasn't good-looking.

    Although second-hand goods were cheaper, the savings were limited. Including the item and delivery, Wei Ming spent a total of 17 yuan, almost as much as his last month's salary.

    Coincidentally, they had just received their salary yesterday, 18.5 yuan.

    Afterward, Wei Ming found a Lu Ban lock puzzle toy among a pile of wooden items. It had a base, an exquisite ancient design, and some beautiful decorative carvings and text.

    This was good, though at most it was from the Republican era, it was still decent as a gift.

    After paying, Wei Ming watched as a manual tricycle loaded the items and drove away.

    They didn't follow along, having already arranged with the guards at the South Gate to receive the delivery.

    "Didn't Lao She live around here?" Wei Ming suddenly remembered.

    "Yes, yes, turn left ahead and then right," said Biaozi.

    Children who grew up in the hutongs knew everything. Mei Wenhua even claimed he saw Lao She jump into the lake.

    Wei Ming: "Let's go take a look."

    The place was on Fengfu Hutong, Dengshi West Street. The gate was closed, and they couldn't see much, after all, it wasn't the Lao She Memorial at this time.

    When chatting with Professor Wu Zuqiang, Wei Ming had mentioned Lao She. Wu self-deprecatingly said: Mr. Lao She cared about face, so when a person suddenly fell out of favor, he jumped. I'm a shameless person, so when he jumped, I was cleaning toilets, and I had to clean them spotlessly.

    Wei Ming sighed, admonishing himself to maintain a good mentality that remained unmoved by honor or disgrace, then followed Biaozi back to his home, which was near the Back Lakes, not far from Shichahai Sports School.

    Biaozi first went to the garment factory to notify his mother, Auntie Qian, that they would have a guest for lunch, asking her to come home early to prepare the meal.

    Then the two wound through the hutongs, and after a long time finally made it to his home. Wei Ming swore he wouldn't remember the way even after a few more visits.

    This was a three-courtyard siheyuan (traditional courtyard house) where more than ten households lived, with dozens of people. Their family was in the front courtyard.

    Seeing the layout of this siheyuan, Wei Ming thought of "Love in a Courtyard," and Biaozi's family's position was very similar to Third Master Yan Bugui's family.

    Then he thought about his former colleague at the People's Art Theatre, Li Guangfu, who truly owned an ancestral siheyuan. Wei Ming had even visited it.

    Biaozi's family had only two rooms, but the advantage was that there were few people, just his parents and him, so it was relatively spacious.

    Wei Ming sat at Biaozi's home for a while and saw a group photo of Biaozi and Yanzi, though it was a class photo of dozens of people, with one in the front row and the other in the back row.

    By now, Auntie still hadn't returned, so Wei Ming asked Biaozi to take him out for a walk.

    "Biaozi, are there any families around here who own an entire courtyard?"

    "There should be," Biaozi thought for a moment, "Now they're gradually returning previously occupied courtyards, but most have people living in them who can't be evicted."

    After finishing, Biaozi suddenly paused: "Brother Ming, you're not really thinking of buying a house, are you? Although you have much more money than us, a whole residence isn't cheap!"

    Wei Ming looked around: "I'm just looking, just looking."

    He wasn't considering waiting for housing allocation anymore. He was too young, with shallow seniority, and it would take at least a decade—he couldn't wait that long.

    And even at their lowest, siheyuans couldn't be obtained for just a thousand or eight hundred yuan.

    Of course, if he really had eight or ten thousand yuan, Wei Ming might prioritize an overseas Chinese apartment. The siheyuans of this era didn't offer much in terms of living experience.

    In their hometown courtyard, at least the latrine was within their own yard. By building the walls higher, one could even urinate in the yard.

    But living in these old siheyuans, one had to go to public toilets on the street just to defecate, and they had to empty chamber pots daily, with no alternative even when the weather was bad.

    But because of their appreciation potential, irreplaceability, and scarcity, buying one as an investment for the future, or thoroughly renovating it when conditions allowed, would offer a unique living flavor~

    But ultimately, it all comes down to money!

  

    Bai Shurong bought a copy of Beijing Literature and Art on her way to work. When she entered the Contemporary editorial department, Editorial Director Long Shihui smiled and said, "Little Bai, you bought this magazine too?"

    Bai Shurong glanced at her colleagues' hands and saw at least three copies of the same magazine.

    Liu Yin, sitting at the workstation next to her, said, "I heard from Zhang Dening of Beijing Literature and Art that this issue has Wei Ming's novel, and it's his debut work, so I must read it."

    Bai Shurong: "She's talking nonsense. Wei Ming's debut was in Harvest."

    Liu Yin: "Oh, Harvest has good taste indeed, worthy of being the big brother."

    Bai Shurong asked: "What do you think after reading it?"

    "I'm like you, just sat down. Had I known you bought it, I wouldn't have spent the money."

    So Bai Shurong decided to read the novel first before doing anything else. She smiled when she opened the contents page.

    This issue of Beijing Literature and Art contained only two novels: one was "Liberation" by Jiang Zilong, the pioneer of reform literature, and the other was "Two Cows" by Wei Ming, the rising star of reform literature. Both were novellas, taking up almost half of this issue's content.

    These two writers were arguably the hottest authors recently and were often compared to each other. Beijing Literature and Art was so calculating! Just by placing these two names at the front, this issue's sales wouldn't be low.

    Bai Shurong skipped "Liberation" and went straight to "Two Cows."

    Unlike the gradual progression of typical novels, Wei Ming started with an explosive scene that immediately captivated readers. His powerful writing and superb atmosphere-building skills instantly transported Bai Shurong to that desolate Yimeng mountain village with only one man and one ox.

    He hadn't disappointed her; he truly had skill. Bai Shurong adjusted her sitting position and continued reading.

    With more than 40,000 words, Bai Shurong read slowly. As the story developed, her expressions constantly changed—sometimes she couldn't help laughing out loud, other times she pulled out a handkerchief to wipe away tears. She finished reading around noon.

    The final scene was written brilliantly. Niu Er begged the soldier to leave him words for a tombstone, promising never to come down from the mountain again. So he was given four pieces of paper with the characters for "ox," "two," "of," and "tomb."

    When the wind blew, the order got mixed up. Illiterate Niu Er arranged them randomly, eventually creating "Two Cows's Tomb." In the vast wilderness, with only him and the ox depending on each other for survival, wasn't the incorrect "Two Cows's Tomb" a kind of heart-wrenching romance?

    "Has Old Yan left yet?" she asked Liu Yin.

    "Not yet."

    Bai Shurong immediately ran into the Editor-In-Chief's office. She needed to have a good talk with him.
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    When Wei Ming and Biaozi returned home, Auntie Qian had prepared authentic zhajiang noodles for them, full of motherly flavor.

    Biaozi was delighted to discover meat cubes in the sauce, a treat he didn't usually get.

    Moreover, Auntie Qian gave Wei Ming a neck pillow produced by their factory, saying, "This thing sells for several yuan at the Friendship Store."

    Wei Ming tried it on. It was more than a little better than his original primitive version.

    "Thank you, Auntie!" Mom will never have to worry about my business trips again!

    "I should be thanking you. Not only did you help me get promoted, but you've also taken such good care of our Biaozi. As they say, one takes on the color of one's company. After spending time with an educated person like you, he's become more refined."

    Wei Ming thought: His refinement has nothing to do with me; it's mainly because of Yanzi.

    It was almost time for Biaozi's movie, so he urged Wei Ming to stop chatting with his mother and leave!

    Biaozi didn't need Wei Ming to accompany him to the sports school; he worried Yanzi might be tempted away.

    Meanwhile, Wei Ming rode his bicycle to the Dongsi Trust Store.

    The editorial offices of Children's Literature and People's Literature were also in this area.

    Inside, there were indeed many miscellaneous items. He saw more than a dozen watches, but only one camera.

    Most urban families now had watches, so second-hand watches circulated quickly, but cameras remained rare.

    Wei Ming didn't encounter cameras until the mid-to-late 1990s. This camera model was too ancient; he wasn't familiar with it—a Magic City DF-7 model. The Magic City brand was the predecessor of Seagull, probably not much younger than himself.

    There was also no film inside, and Wei Ming had concerns about the image quality.

    Although the price was very tempting, Wei Ming didn't make the purchase. He wasn't a camera enthusiast after all. If he wanted to buy second-hand, he would need to consult a professional.

    As for professionals, Zhang Yimou was the only one Wei Ming could think of.

    Among Wei Ming's reader letters, there were many from Beijing readers, including some with meat and sugar coupons. So before returning to school, Wei Ming first went to Tianfuhao to buy a soy-sauce pork knuckle, then to Gongyifu to buy some pastries, sharing the joy with the common people, since he was now so wealthy.

    Before entering the campus gate, Wei Ming went to the newsstand to buy Beijing Literature and Art.

    But the old man said, "All sold out!"

    "Not a single copy left?"

    "I kept one copy for myself to read. Come back tomorrow; I'm urging them to restock." The old man seemed frustrated.

    Wei Ming asked, "Grandpa, how long would it normally take you to sell all these?"

    "Usually that's a week's worth, but they sold out in less than half a day!"

    Wei Ming found it strange. Even if a work had good word-of-mouth, shouldn't there be a spreading process?

    When he returned to the dormitory, he found ten copies of Beijing Literature and Art on the table. The magazine was thin, with Huang Yongyu's colored ink painting "Four Boxes of Flower Shadows, Angry as the Tide" on the cover.

    "Wait, who bought these?"

    Mei Wenhua proudly said, "I did. The brothers asked me to buy them and get your autograph. Come on, great writer."

    Wei Ming remembered the stack at the newsstand was much thicker than this, so a large portion must have been bought by others.
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    In a classroom at Peking University, the Chinese Department Class of '77 was about to have a class meeting.

    Chen Jiangong arrived a bit late. When he entered, he found many classmates holding copies of Beijing Literature and Art.

    He was deeply moved. Last month, his work was prominently featured in Beijing Literature and Art's special fiction issue, placed in the first position. At that time, he had joked with his classmates: "You guys didn't even support a classmate's work."

    Unexpectedly, this time they had bought so many copies. How thoughtful!

    As he got closer, he heard Su Mu say, "This 'Two Cows' is written brilliantly. I feel like I've watched a movie in my head!"

    Li Zhihong said, "The character of Niu Er is crafted so well. He reminds me of Ah Q—he's so typical!"

    Gao Xianjun said, "Wait, why does Wei Ming get to have meals with you girls? I want to invite him to dinner too!"

    Huang Ziping said, "Count me in. I feel like studying Chinese literature is pointless. I don't know when I'll ever have such writing power, and he's only eighteen!"

    The more Chen Jiangong listened, the more uneasy he felt. Moving closer, he discovered that Wei Ming's novel was also published in this issue of Beijing Literature and Art, titled "Two Cows," ranked second.

    How embarrassing! He almost expressed the wrong sentiment. But it was also good—he saved half of his manuscript fee.

    He reminded his classmates: "After reading Wei Ming's novel, remember to read mine too."

    Liang Zuo: "Ah, does this issue also have your work, big brother?"

    Chen Jiangong: "Look at the author of the reportage literature 'The Road Is Opening Up for You' below."

    "Oh my, we didn't even notice until you mentioned it. Big brother, you're really keeping a low profile!" Liang Zuo gave a thumbs up.

    Chen Jiangong: "......"

    He took the copy from Liang Zuo's hand and began reading Wei Ming's highly praised work during the class meeting.
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    In Tianjin, Sun Li, the founder of the Hehuadian literary school, came to Baihua Literary Publishing House to discuss the publication of a collection of essays.

    Then Editor Xiao Fei eagerly handed him a copy of Beijing Literature and Art: "Old Sun, there's a work by a fellow townsman of yours here, and it's really well written!"

    Sun Li took it and looked at the table of contents. Wow, this issue had a strong lineup, including Ding Ling, Wang Meng, Qin Mu, Qin Zhaoyang, and of course his own essay.

    He smiled and said, "Xiao Fei, you misunderstood. Although Jiang Zilong and I are both in Tianjin, his hometown is Cangzhou, while mine is Hengzhou. We're more like neighbors."

    "I wasn't referring to Teacher Jiang, but to Wei Ming below."

    "Oh, never heard of him. Is he from Hengzhou?"

    "Yes, he's become quite popular recently. There's a brief introduction at the back: 18 years old, from Hengzhou, author of the recently popular poem 'Ideals' and the novel 'The Duck Knows First When the River Water Warms.'"

    Sun Li smiled gently: "Then it's my ignorance. I must read it."
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    Sun Li was reading, and similarly in Tianjin, Jiang Zilong, who had recently been paired with Wei Ming as the unparalleled duo of reform literature, was also opening this issue of Beijing Literature and Art.

    When he saw Wei Ming's name, he was visibly startled, then immediately opened Wei Ming's "Two Cows" and began reading...

  

    In Wei Ming's dormitory, four people were devouring a pork knuckle with great relish.

    Tianfuhao's soy-sauce pork knuckle was made from carefully selected meaty and fatty pig knuckles, known for being fatty but not greasy, lean but not dry, with skin that wasn't tough, and melt-in-your-mouth tenderness. It was a distinctive and enduring old brand in Beijing.

    Though the knuckle was large, it was no match for four young men.

    When only bones remained, Wei Ming looked at his expensive all-steel Magic City watch, stood up and wiped his mouth: "Biaozi, time for work. Little Mei, clean this up."

    Biaozi expressed his regret that because of work, he could only eat a little but couldn't drink. Of course, the biggest disappointment was that during this trip to the city, they hadn't encountered any opportunity to perform heroic deeds. Brother Ming wasn't effective!

    They had just gone upstairs when they saw Contemporary editor Bai Shurong walking toward them.

    "Editor Bai, you've come so far. You could have just called."

    "That wouldn't do. Coming in person shows our sincerity," Bai Shurong said. "I've already consulted with the Editor-In-Chief, and he's agreed to your request. As long as you can finish the manuscript and pass the third review before December, the space in the third issue is yours."

    A little over a month—this timeframe was very ample for Wei Ming.

    Bai Shurong actually wanted to ask Wei Ming about the creative process behind "Two Cows," and also wanted to tell him that the entire editorial department praised the novel, feeling it was like the work of a veteran writer with decades of experience. Editor-In-Chief Yan Wenjing especially highly praised it: "This is a work that bites into the soul."

    However, seeing that Wei Ming needed to go to work, Bai Shurong only had time to ask one question: "You haven't told me the name of your new work yet. Do you have a title now?"

    "Oh, it's been decided. It's called 'The Herdsman.'"

    "The Herdsman~" Bai Shurong repeated twice, then smiled.

    Duck, ox, and reportedly the piece in Harvest was about a donkey, and now a horse. This rural youth seemed to have a thing for poultry and livestock.

    As soon as Bai Shurong left, Biaozi immediately summarized a pattern.

    "Brother Ming, are all your editors women?"

    Wei Ming was stunned for a moment, then nodded: "It seems they really are."

    Biaozi enviously said: "Brother Ming, you've got such good luck with women!"

    Wei Ming shook his head. What use were female editors? They were all more than ten years older than him, big sisters. There wasn't even one who was eight or nine years older, a younger big sister.

    Afterward, they first circled around the female dormitory, then entered the male dormitory building to patrol, and were immediately surrounded. The leader was Chen Jiangong.

    "Comrade Wei Ming, can we discuss the creative background of 'Two Cows'?"

    In just one day, the reputation of "Two Cows" had spread throughout the Chinese Literature Department's classes of '77, '78, and '79. It could be said to have spread through three grades.

    Wei Ming: "This isn't very appropriate. We're working."

    "Then you can continue your patrol, and we'll just follow you, okay?"

    So this group of enthusiastic college students began to follow Wei Ming, listening to how he created "Two Cows."

    Obviously, compared to sketches like "The Duck Knows First," "Two Cows" had successfully captured these young readers with its deep exploration of human nature.

    "This is actually a derivative creation. I wrote this novel based on a local legend from Yimeng Mountain..."

    After walking for about an hour, Wei Ming had been talking the whole way. The readers, their curiosity about the story behind "Two Cows" satisfied, finally dispersed. Only Liu Zhenyun, who had been hovering on the periphery, approached.

    Seeing his dejected expression, Wei Ming asked: "What's wrong? Didn't the method I taught you work?"

    Liu Zhenyun shook his head: "I asked around with classmates, and that chocolate is too expensive, so I thought I'd..."

    Wei Ming nervously stepped back twice. He wasn't going to ask him for money, was he?

    Liu Zhenyun: "So I thought I'd submit articles to earn money."

    Wei Ming stepped forward twice again, releasing a master's aura: "Oh, you want to write novels? I'll teach you~"

    Liu Zhenyun shook his head: "I want to write an article critiquing 'Two Cows.' I have a feeling that the literary world will have demand for this kind of content. If I write quickly, I might earn some manuscript fees. Even if it's just the minimum of two yuan per thousand words, it would be enough for me."

    He had come to tell Wei Ming that after finishing, he'd like guidance to see if his analysis was correct.

    Having the original author guide you in writing a critique of his work—Liu, you're something else!

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    Liu Zhenyun had the advantage of being close to the source, while Teacher Zang Kefou in Ping'an County No. 1 High School could only work in isolation.

    As Wei Ming's Chinese teacher, he was very interested in Wei Ming's novella. Early in the morning, he bought the magazine and started reading on his way home, becoming increasingly shocked.

    Unlike the playful attitude of "The Duck Knows First," "Two Cows" peeled back the bloody shell of human nature. The successive appearances of refugees, bandits, and Japanese soldiers made his blood pressure fluctuate.

    Arriving at the office, Zang Kefou couldn't help but share and discuss this novel with other Chinese teachers.

    Everyone's consensus was that this was beyond their ability to write, far beyond.

    "Little Zang, is this really your student? Not someone with the same name?"

    "Of course it's not a namesake. Didn't you see the introduction at the back? Age 18, from Hengzhou," Teacher Zang said. "I'm also shocked by his progress, but after pondering, I realized it's not that his progress was so fast, but rather that composition had word count and theme restrictions, which seriously limited his expression."

    Zang Kefou, age 28, prone to imagination.

    "It seems our Hengzhou is about to produce another great writer!" a female teacher said.

    "Then he truly surpasses his teacher," an older teacher said with a sour tone.

    Zang Kefou laughed: "The disciple need not be inferior to the master, nor must the master be worthier than the disciple. But to have taught such a student, I'm proud!"

    When it was time for his evening self-study session, Zang Kefou brought the magazine into the classroom, while considering writing a review to submit.

    But from which angle should he approach it? This novella was just over 40,000 words, but there was so much to write about.

    While he was thinking about this question, Wei Hong was staring intently at the Beijing Literature and Art magazine.

    At noon today, she had left school specifically to buy this magazine. Now, the elder sister Wei wasn't short of money. However, the county's Xinhua Bookstore had only received a few copies, which had already sold out. She hadn't expected to find it unexpectedly elsewhere.

    She immediately ran to the podium and quietly consulted with Teacher Zang: "Teacher Zang, may I look at this magazine?"

    Teacher Zang instinctively wanted to refuse, but seeing it was Wei Hong, he readily agreed.

    However, after Wei Hong had been reading for a while, Teacher Zang suddenly realized—oh no, he shouldn't have let her see it. There were some descriptions about sex in there!

    Mainly Niu Er's imagination and touching of Nine's breasts, both human Nine and cow Nine.

    But it seemed too late. Wei Hong's cheeks were flushed red, obviously having seen it, but she still resolutely continued reading.

    The novel had a heavy tone. Nine was one of the few bright spots in Niu Er's life. She understood that her big brother wrote this way to serve the story and the characters.

    This was her big brother's true ability!
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    In the dormitory, Mei Wenhua, lying on his bed reviewing Beijing Literature and Art, also reached this heart-racing passage. After turning the page, he flipped back to read it again.

    He couldn't help but praise Wei Ming for writing so well!

    But suddenly he realized, wasn't this kid supposed to be innocent? He had been pretending to be pure with them. Bah!

    Then Mei Wenhua adjusted his position and continued reading.

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    At this time, Wei Ming and Biaozi were patrolling Langrun Garden. Professor Wu Zuqiang, on the second-floor balcony, saw Wei Ming and quickly waved to him, then ran downstairs.

    "Teacher Wu." Wei Ming hurriedly stepped forward.

    The old professor said: "You did well!"

    Wei Ming was puzzled: "What did I do?"

    Wu Zuqiang laughed heartily: "I'm talking about 'Two Cows.' It's really raised your prestige!"

    Previously, because "The Duck Knows First" had large sections of dialogue, occasional jokes, and lacked internal monologue, some literary critics believed the text lacked deep exploration of human nature and wasn't particularly superior.

    So regarding the enormous fame and reputation Wei Ming gained from "The Duck Knows First," many in the literary world felt unconvinced.

    As the person who recommended Wei Ming to join the Writers Association, Wu Zuqiang had received some mockery from old friends.

    Old Wu now said proudly: "In 'Two Cows,' one man and one ox run throughout. The extensive internal monologues and metaphors, the depth and thoroughness of exploring human nature, as well as the concise and powerful writing style, and the strange and varied writing techniques, surpass what even some old writers can achieve. They weren't convinced before, but I really want to ask them—are you convinced now?"
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    In Tianjin, Jiang Zilong put down Beijing Literature and Art, shaking his head. The younger generation is formidable!

    Convinced, thoroughly convinced! ......

    "Two Cows" was Wei Ming's first appearance as a novelist in a mainstream literary journal, and it was a very successful debut. It reversed his reputation, instantly transforming him from a popular young star to a powerhouse. Many who didn't understand him recognized his level for the first time.

    However, apart from the praise of those around him, Wei Ming temporarily couldn't see just how successful it was.

    Early the next morning, Mei Wenhua sneakily went to the water room to wash his underwear, then returned to start the early shift with Wei Ming.

    To attend Li Aiguo's birthday party, Wei Ming's two shifts were very close together, with less than six hours of sleep in between. After finishing his shift at noon, he took another nap.

    After waking up, he first wrote a bit of "Tales of the Heavenly Book." Now he was writing the stage where Egg Boy battles with three foxes, including both content from the original film and Wei Ming's own innovations.

    Writing with enthusiasm, he almost couldn't stop, but fortunately he had a watch. Seeing it was almost time, he finally took his gift and went to the appointment.
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    Shao Garden was one of Peking University's eight gardens, south of the west gate, and had been hosting international students since the 1950s.

    Wei Ming passed through the first gate smoothly. During his patrols, he had already become familiar with the gateman, Old Qin.

    He also knew that Wei Ming held a special position in the Peking University staff system. The professors in the Chinese Department loved him even more than the regular college students who had tested in.

    So even though he found it strange that Wei Ming had become acquainted with international students, he still let him in, but required a signature.

    Shao Garden was building new dormitories for international students. Currently, the international students lived in the old Buildings 25 and 26.

    The first gate was easy to enter, but at the second gate, the dormitory supervisor wasn't so easy to get past...

  

    The dormitory supervisor apparently hadn't heard of the great name of the South Heavenly Gate Guardian, and coldly said: "Who invited you? Have them come down to get you."

    So Wei Ming reported Li Aiguo's, or rather, Tom White's dormitory number.

    The supervisor made a phone call, and soon, Li Kui came rushing down like Black Whirlwind.

    "Hey, Ming! Come up quickly!"

    Wei Ming went up to the second floor and entered Li Aiguo's dormitory.

    The international student dormitories were all double rooms, very spacious, with one international student and one accompanying student. So besides Li Aiguo, who was applying wax, Wei Ming also saw an accompanying student.

    "Hello Wei Ming, I'm Guo Xiaocong from Chinese Department '77. I've heard a lot about you!"

    "Oh, hello, Student Xiaocong." From his accent, he should be from Beijing.

    Generally, accompanying students were chosen from local Beijing residents, first because their standard Mandarin was better, and second because their family conditions were somewhat better, to avoid too stark a contrast.

    If Liu Zhenyun were to be an accompanying student, his worldview would collapse—how could they eat meat at every meal!

    Wei Ming looked at the black, white, and yellow trio: "It's not just the four of us, is it?"

    What about the party? With just a few guys, what's the point? I want to see curvaceous, blonde foreign girls with closed eyes!

    Li Aiguo smiled: "Of course not. This place is too small, not enough room. So later we'll gather at the dining hall and have fun there!"

    Just as he spoke, a guy with yellow hair knocked on the door, wearing large glasses, looking like a golden-spectacled marmoset.

    He was hugging a guitar and humming John Denver's world-famous song "Country Roads, Take Me Home."

    Li Aiguo introduced him to Wei Ming: "This is my American fellow Matt, his Chinese name is Mao Tianci, though I think Li Aiguo is better."

    "Hello, new friend! You can also call me Ah Mao." He greeted Wei Ming with a smile.

    Once Li Aiguo was ready, the group carried their things downstairs to the dining hall, which was in the northeast corner of Building 26.

    Four girls were already waiting for them there, occupying a round table in a corner of the dining hall.

    Of these four, two had Asian faces, one had silver hair, and one was a redheaded beauty—a particularly vivid kind of red. The redhead had a tape recorder in front of her.

    The foreigners who came were all from English-speaking countries. One Asian girl was British-Chinese, one was Australian-Chinese, the silver-haired girl was American, and the redhead was British.

    Wei Ming, being the only unfamiliar face among the girls, was specially introduced.

    The British-Chinese girl exclaimed: "So you're Wei Ming! My roommate told me about you—poet, writer, security guard!" Her Chinese had a distinct Cantonese accent.

    "Who is your roommate?"

    "Xia Xiaohong."

    "Oh, we've eaten together."

    "You even speak Cantonese! Are you from Guangdong? My father is from Guangdong..." she asked, talking non-stop.

    "No, no, no, I know someone from Guangdong, so I understand a little Cantonese."

    "You're so impressive, and handsome too. No wonder they all say you're a Peking University celebrity."

    Seeing how impressive Wei Ming was, Li Aiguo felt incredibly proud. He was his friend, so in the future, he would also be someone with connections at Peking University!

    At this point, the tall, fair-skinned redheaded beauty volunteered: "My roommate Little Zha also mentioned you."

    Little Zha was Zha Jianying. "Oh, yes, we've had meals together," Wei Ming asked her, "What should I call you?"

    "Li Bai."

    Wei Ming immediately recalled Li Aiguo mentioning that among the international students, there were two Li Bais, a Big Bai and a Little Bai.

    "So are you Li Da Bai or Li Xiao Bai?" Judging from her height and curves, Da Bai (Big Bai) seemed more appropriate.

    But she said she was Li Xiao Bai: "That Li Da Bai is a head shorter than me, and not as fair-skinned either."

    But there was no help for it; they were classified by age.

    Her name always reminded Wei Ming of a certain little girl he had rescued, so he simply called her by her English name, Melinda.

    Seeing Melinda and others start giving gifts, Wei Ming also took out the Lu Ban lock and introduced it as an ancient Chinese intelligence toy. The way to play was to take it apart and put it back together, over and over without end.

    "Wow, it's so beautiful, it's truly a work of art!" Li Aiguo really liked it, and everyone gathered around.

    Melinda's eyes lit up: "Is this an antique? Is it valuable?"

    "I'm not sure. I bought it from a secondhand store where it was forgotten in a corner, covered in dust and the vicissitudes of time." After Wei Ming's description, everyone was more convinced it was an antique, but Li Aiguo said he would definitely not sell it and would keep it forever.

    Compared to Wei Ming's gift, Guo Xiaocong suddenly felt embarrassed about the Analects of Confucius he had bought, but Li Aiguo still gave him full emotional value.

    After the gifts were given, they opened the boxes they had brought, which contained red wine and Coca-Cola.

    Earlier this year, the first batch of Coca-Cola had entered Beijing from Hong Kong and was available at Friendship Stores and Overseas Chinese Stores.

    There were also some snacks, like popcorn and the chocolate that Liu Zhenyun had sought but couldn't get.

    They brought their own drinks and snacks, but the main course had to come from the dining hall.

    Wei Ming saw that steak was an option and decisively gave up on stir-fry dishes. In the month and more since his return, he hadn't eaten beef; the faculty and student dining halls simply didn't have any.

    Li Aiguo told them to order whatever they wanted, as all expenses today would be covered by Young Master Li. Wei Ming didn't stand on ceremony with him.

    After sitting down, Wei Ming also observed some dynamics. Li Aiguo and the Australian-Chinese girl seemed to be flirting.

    Li Kui and the silver-haired girl were very intimate. The rest were probably all single, or their partners weren't here.

    Although Ah Mao and Melinda were chatting animatedly, Wei Ming could understand they were exchanging work experiences.

    Not all international students were wealthy. Even though living expenses in China were very low, round-trip airfare wasn't cheap.

    Li Aiguo was from an American middle-class family, but many international students couldn't even be considered middle-class.

    These two had found part-time jobs mostly in one-on-one foreign language teaching. At this time, some people were already planning to go abroad.

    However, Melinda's opportunities were obviously fewer, after all, America was the beacon now, so American English was naturally more popular.

    Guo Xiaocong kept staring at Wei Ming after sitting down.

    "What's wrong?"

    Guo Xiaocong: "You wrote the ox in 'Two Cows' with such humanity, I thought you wouldn't eat beef."

    Wei Ming thought: It's Gu Tianle who doesn't eat beef!

    He smiled and said: "The donkey in my other novel is even more human-like, but donkey meat sandwich is my favorite."

    Guo Xiaocong asked: "Do you prefer Baoding donkey fire or Hejian donkey fire?"

    "I refuse to answer questions that might cause wars! My creed is love and peace."

    "Hahaha~"

    Overhearing their conversation, Melinda interjected: "What is this donkey fire you're talking about? Does it have anything to do with donkey rolling?"

    "Not at all, not at all." Wei Ming explained the concept of donkey meat sandwich.

    Melinda asked curiously: "Is donkey meat really delicious? I've never had it."

    "We have an ancient saying in China: 'Dragon meat in the sky, donkey meat on the ground,' illustrating the deliciousness of donkey meat."

    After hearing Wei Ming's description, Melinda secretly vowed that before leaving China, she must try it once, hoping it wouldn't be expensive.

    After dinner and birthday cake, the party entered the next phase. Melinda started playing music, and everyone began dancing to it.

    The music was very familiar—Queen's "Bohemian Rhapsody."

    Later, hearing the more energetic "We Will Rock You," Wei Ming felt he had found some of his youthful spirit, so he began dancing to the rhythm. The enthusiastic Melinda even danced close to him.

    As for Guo Xiaocong, although he wiggled to the rousing music, he didn't have the courage to get too close to the female international students. Even with Li Aiguo, he maintained a certain distance, occasionally making reports.

    He really envied Wei Ming. Perhaps this was what he meant by "The brave enjoy the world first."

    He himself wasn't brave enough.

    After more than an hour, the party ended with everyone satisfied, and they took photos together as a memento.

    At this point, Wei Ming remembered something: "Does anyone have foreign magazines? I'd like to borrow some to practice my English reading skills."

    The library had quite a few English original works, but some had borrowing restrictions.

    Ah Mao pointed at Melinda: "She has more. All the magazines we finish eventually flow to Melinda."

    "Why, are you selling waste paper?" Knowing this foreigner was short on money, Wei Ming joked.

    Melinda shrugged: "My money is already tight from buying tapes from home. I have to rely on everyone else's magazines."

    She didn't feel embarrassed and said to Wei Ming: "Come to my dormitory. I have a whole box."

    Even the domestic male and female dormitories could enter each other, and the international student dormitories were even more casual.

    The silver-haired female student seemed to have the intention of staying overnight in Li Kui's dormitory, which Peking University wouldn't manage.

    However, unexpectedly, the dormitory auntie stopped Wei Ming.

    "Are you an international student?"

    Wei Ming: "Auntie, I'm just going up to get some things. I can come down in five minutes."

    "In five minutes, my old man could do it three times. Don't try that with me." The auntie was impenetrable, even making crude jokes with Wei Ming.

    Melinda was more straightforward. Without explaining, she hooked her arm around Wei Ming's shoulder and swaggered in with him. In the end, the auntie couldn't say anything, only hoping that Wei Ming would keep his word and really come out in five minutes, without causing any diplomatic incident.
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    "Little Zha isn't here?" Wei Ming asked after entering the dormitory.

    "Today she's staying at home. It's just me." Melinda bent over, sticking her bottom out as she pulled the box of magazines from under the bed.

    What a great figure!

    Wei Ming sincerely admired this kind of healthy beauty.

    Some of these magazines were bought from the Friendship Store, like Time magazine, and some were brought from their home countries by friends of the international students, like Playboy.

    Although Playboy was very attractive, leaving Shao Garden with it would be like carrying a ticking bomb, so Wei Ming only picked a few issues of Time, including the January issue with the old man on the cover.

    "Just these few?"

    Wei Ming: "I don't have much time to read magazines lately. These few are enough. I might return them to you a bit late."

    "You don't need to return them. They don't want them anymore, and I was also wondering how to dispose of them."

    "I still should return them. Goodbye, Melinda."

    "Goodbye, Leonardo~"

    When Wei Ming walked out of the female dormitory, the supervisor auntie looked at her watch and scornfully said: "Hmph, a mere three minutes~"

  

    Wei Ming didn't walk through campus. After tucking the magazines into his jacket, he exited through the west gate and returned to the south gate along the campus wall.

    Along the way, he could see the newsstand where the old man was about to close shop.

    Wei Ming asked: "Master, do you still have Beijing Literature and Art today?"

    Although Mei Wenhua had bought ten copies, they all had owners.

    The old comrade said: "Today's copies are also sold out, but I've finished reading my own copy. If you don't mind second-hand, I'll sell it to you."

    "That works."

    After paying, Wei Ming asked: "Master, having read it, which of the two novels do you prefer?"

    The master was quite a reader himself and spoke eloquently: "That Jiang Zilong's 'Liberation,' as soon as I saw the beginning, I thought, why is it another factory director taking office story? Can't he write about something else?"

    Then he focused on "Two Cows": "Wei Ming's novel is more engaging. It made my tears flow freely. I also experienced the war against Japan. Those devils weren't human! Surviving was so difficult!"

    The old comrade didn't analyze the ideological or literary aspects but directly expressed his preference for "Two Cows" and his terror and hatred of that era.

    "And many students bought the magazine specifically for this novel," he added finally.

    Wei Ming nodded. It seemed the reception was spreading beyond literary circles.

    Back at the dormitory, his roommates immediately surrounded him, curious about what good food he'd eaten with the international students.

    Wei Ming thought for a moment, then took out a photograph. It was taken with a Polaroid camera that produced the image immediately. Wei Ming had been given a group photo of everyone around the dinner table.

    Originally meant to show them what they ate, everyone's attention instead focused on the fiery red next to Wei Ming—first because the color was bright and eye-catching, and second because she was indeed beautiful.

    "Wait, Brother Ming, you've hooked up with a foreign girl!" Biaozi exclaimed.

    Wei Ming: "What do you mean 'hooked up'? It's just a photo."

    "Just a photo? Look how close you are, you're touching, and her arms are bare!" Biaozi made a big fuss.

    Wei Ming didn't know whether to laugh or cry. The closeness was because they were both tall. The foreign girl was about 1.75 meters, taller than several of the men.

    Brother Feng focused on her hair: "How can it be so red? Is it dyed?"

    "I asked. It's natural. She's from northern England, where there are more redheads."

    "Oho," Mei Wenhua made a strange sound, "chatting quite deeply, even finding out where she's from. And you say there's nothing between you!"

    Wei Ming stopped arguing. Men's dormitories were always like this. If they saw you getting close to a girl, it was impossible not to make strange comments. Let them be.

    Soon Biaozi shifted his attention from the people to the dinner table.

    Wei Ming introduced everything to them—what a birthday cake was, what Coca-Cola was, what medium-rare steak was.

    Biaozi was thoroughly shocked by the decadence of the bourgeoisie. Mei Wenhua kept staring at the foreign girls' clothes in the photo—so tight, showing so much, so indecent!

    Tsk, if Sister Qing wore the redhead's outfit, she'd look super hot!

    In bed, Wei Ming softly hummed lyrics from "Country Roads, Take Me Home": "Country roads, take me home..."

    Foreigners gathering together also felt homesick. Later, several of them had sung this song together.

    "Brother Ming, what are you singing?"

    "An English song I learned from the international students." Wei Ming sang a bit louder, continuing with a few more lines.

    "I don't understand. What's this song about?" Brother Feng asked.

    Wei Ming: "This song mainly expresses the singer's homesickness."

    Brother Feng nodded: "It does sound a bit sad."

    Biaozi asked: "Are there other songs?"

    "There's rock music, but I can't sing that high."

    Mei Wenhua joined the discussion: "Foreign songs are hard to get used to, but I've heard foreign films are exciting. They say male and female actors often perform kissing scenes."

    Being an actor is so wonderful? Biaozi swallowed: "Where did you hear that?"

    Brother Feng: "Wenhua is from the compound, maybe he's seen internal screenings."

    Mei Wenhua: "No, I read it in a magazine."

    Wei Ming knew he was probably referring to the May issue of Popular Film, which featured a still from the British film "The Glass Slipper and Rose" on its back cover, showing the prince and Cinderella embracing and kissing with closed eyes, surrounded by lace dresses and bouquets.

    This still caused huge controversy and discussion in society at the time. It was the first time Chinese people had seen such explicit content in a magazine. Mei Wenhua's impression that foreign films contained many kissing scenes came from this.

    "The international students did talk about some movies. I heard the most popular foreign film this year is called 'Alien.'" Li Aiguo and Li Kui were newly arrived international students, so they had seen it and specifically told the others about it.

    "What's an alien?"

    "An alien is a type of extraterrestrial life..." Then Wei Ming explained how these extraterrestrial creatures reproduced, disgusting everyone thoroughly.

    "What tastes do foreigners have!" Mei Wenhua was completely repulsed. Wouldn't it be better to show more kissing scenes?

    Wei Ming couldn't stop smiling, but then heard them ask, "What other movies are there?" "Tell us about other foreign news you've heard."

    It seemed everyone was curious about the unfamiliar outside world. After all, curiosity is one of the major driving forces of human progress.

    Wei Ming shared some more table conversations, then took out the Time magazines.

    "Why don't you look for yourselves? These are foreign magazines I borrowed from the international students. Just right, four copies."

    "Wow!" It was already past ten, but everyone became more energetic, not wanting to sleep.

    However, after getting the magazines, they couldn't understand the text and could only look at the pictures, which was frustrating.

    "Brother Ming, is this the alien you mentioned?" Zhao Debiao pointed to an image on one page. He thought it was too disgusting and once again despised foreign tastes.

    Wei Ming glanced at it: "Yes, yes, that's it. It seems this movie is indeed popular if even Time magazine has a report!"

    Looking at the novel photos in the magazine, Mei Wenhua sighed: "If only I could understand English. Brother Ming, why don't you take me with you to class tomorrow!"

    Mei Wenhua: I also want to learn a foreign language; he wants to improve too!

    Wei Ming: "Tomorrow I'm attending a History Department class. If you want to listen to English classes, I can tell you where to go. I have a schedule."

    Hearing that Wei Ming wasn't going, Mei Wenhua immediately shook his head: "Then never mind."

    He didn't have the courage to go alone, and with almost zero foundation, he wouldn't understand anyway.

    Wei Ming remembered something: "By the way, if you want to learn a foreign language, there's another place. The small garden in front of the Russian Building becomes an English Corner every Saturday night. International students, foreign language majors, and those wanting to learn languages all gather there to exchange and learn."

    Not being in a classroom setting, Mei Wenhua showed some interest but still wanted to bring Wei Ming along.

    "My level is already good enough; I don't need to practice with them." After saying this, Wei Ming started reading the magazines.

    Then Mei Wenhua and Zhao Debiao began whispering to each other, seemingly somewhat tempted.
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    In the following days, apart from work, Wei Ming focused on completing the remaining content of "Tales of the Heavenly Book," occasionally attending classes.

    Once, while attending an English class at the Russian Building, he encountered several international students he had met at the birthday party, though he didn't see the fiery red.

    During this period, under his guidance, Liu Zhenyun wrote a 2,000-word critique of "Two Cows." Wei Ming advised him to play it safe and avoid high-end publications like "Literary Criticism" and "Literary Gazette."

    Finally, after comprehensive analysis, Liu Zhenyun chose "Shanxi Literature," a magazine with lower prestige but with a literary criticism section.

    So a Hebei person wrote about a Shandong story, which was critiqued by a Henan person and submitted to a Shanxi magazine.

    Liu Zhenyun was right not to choose a higher difficulty because the next day, he saw Old Master Sun Li's critique of "Two Cows" in "Literary Gazette." Moreover, this article was included in his "Reading Works Notes" series.

    After his comeback, Sun Li, lacking energy, rarely wrote novels, mostly writing essays and reading impressions, which was also a way of supporting younger writers.

    In his "Reading Works Notes" series, one could see his evaluation and affirmation of literary pillars like Liu Shaotong, Liu Xinwu, Lin Jinlan, and Zong Pu.

    However, they were all writers over 40, while Wei Ming was only 18!

    After reading the article, Liu Zhenyun excitedly ran to the faculty dining hall at noon to share the good news with Wei Ming.

    There he saw Wei Ming tackling a bowl of braised pork.

    Liu Zhenyun wiped his mouth: "What's the special occasion today? You're eating so well?"

    Wei Ming: "I eat like this every day."

    Liu Zhenyun was shocked: "You don't have meat with every meal, do you?!"

    Wei Ming nodded. He felt he still wasn't strong enough. In the dormitory, he could only physically outmatch Mei Wenhua, still falling short compared to Biaozi and Brother Feng.

    Liu Zhenyun's heart shattered. Then he handed over the newspaper he had borrowed from his roommate: "Look, Old Sun wrote so well!"

    Wei Ming glanced and saw the author was Sun Li, with the title "Seeing 'Two Cows' Through Niu Er." Wei Ming immediately wiped his hands on his clothes and took it.

    Old Sun analyzed the article from the perspective of character typicality, greatly praising Wei Ming's character-building ability. Later, he wrote about his own insights and feelings when portraying characters, all substantial content.

    After reading, Wei Ming said to Liu Zhenyun: "You still need more practice."

    Liu Zhenyun nodded. He was about to say more when he saw a woman peering around at the dining hall entrance.

    He nudged Wei Ming: "Senior Sister Zhang Dening is here. You two talk."

    As soon as Liu Zhenyun left, Wei Ming knew something was wrong.

    Sure enough, Zhang Dening immediately complained plaintively: "I heard your new work was given to Contemporary~ Sigh, Contemporary is indeed on the rise now. They're the rising sun, while our Beijing Literature and Art is the setting sun."

    Who had such a loose mouth, already letting this slip?

    Zhang Dening was the first editor to actively seek him out, and she was generous with manuscript fees. Wei Ming was grateful to her and couldn't bear to disappoint her. He had a sudden inspiration: "No, I'm saving my new work for our Beijing Literature and Art."

    "Oh, was my information wrong?" Zhang Dening was a bit embarrassed.

    "I did promise an unwritten novel to Contemporary," Wei Ming first admitted, then quickly added, "But I'm saving another new work for Beijing Literature and Art."

    "Ah, is it already finished?"

    "Yes, I'll get it for you from the dormitory later."

    "What is it about? A short story or a novella?"

    Wei Ming: "A poem."

  

    Beijing Literature and Art accepted novels, essays, articles, and poems, so poetry was certainly acceptable, especially given Wei Ming's renowned reputation as a poet.

    In their introduction following "Two Cows" in Beijing Literature and Art, many readers wrote in saying they had just learned that the Wei Ming who wrote "The Duck Knows First" was the same person who wrote "Ideals."

    If the new poem could have the same influence as "Ideals," that would be excellent.

    Zhang Dening immediately smiled: "That's wonderful, I'll reserve space for you in the November issue!"

    "Ah, appearing in two consecutive issues, is that appropriate?"

    "What's wrong with that? Chen Jiangong appeared in two consecutive issues. For new literary forces like you, stronger support is warranted, especially since 'Two Cows' has been so successful."

    "Oh, is it very successful?"

    "Of course!" Zhang Dening explained, "After additional printing, the circulation has reached the same level as the previous issue, 180,000 copies!"

    "Ah, does that count as successful?" Wei Ming asked. Only 180,000—it seemed there was still a big gap compared to Harvest.

    "How could it not be~" Editor Zhang said, "The previous issue was a fiction special, full of novels with naturally stronger appeal. It was our highest circulation issue this year, but the October issue only had two novels. To achieve this circulation is already something to be thankful for. If there's another reprint, it will be the highest circulation since our relaunch!"

    She believed there would definitely be another reprint because literary notables like Sun Li were publishing critiques of "Two Cows," which would inevitably spark a "Wei Ming fever." This issue of Beijing Literature and Art still had demand in the market.

    She also told Wei Ming: "From the readers' letters, eighty percent discuss 'Two Cows.' Wouldn't you call that successful?"

    She patted her bag: "I've brought you the letters sent to the editorial office. I guess you've also received some at school."

    Indeed, he had received quite a few, so many that he couldn't open them all yet. One layer of his cabinet was already full.

    "So can we raise the price next time!" Wei Ming brought up a topic that would make people happy.

    Five yuan per thousand words was already quite a lot, but he wanted six, or even seven yuan per thousand words!

    "I'd like to, but what's the point of discussing price increases for a poem?" Zhang Dening grimaced.

    Wei Ming slapped his thigh. That's right!

    "Back to the topic, is it a long poem this time?"

    "You'll know when you see it." Wei Ming kept her in suspense.

    He had finished his meal, so Zhang Dening urged him to go get the manuscript.

    Leaving the dining hall, looking at the sun, looking at the clouds, Wei Ming walked leisurely, troubled in his mind. What should he write?

    "Editor Zhang, you don't need to come down. The men's dormitory smells strong. I'll bring it to you."

    Wei Ming returned to the dormitory, opened a blank notebook, thought for a moment, and hurriedly wrote a few words.

    "This is it!" He immediately tore out the paper and blew the ink dry.

    Seeing Wei Ming return, Zhang Dening eagerly received the paper.

    Just one sheet of paper, so it wasn't very long.

    But when she opened it...

    How short! Not even half a page!

    The title was three characters: "Far and Near."

    The main text was only about twenty characters.

    “You Sometimes look at me

    
      Sometimes look at clouds
    

    I feel When you look at me, you're very far When you look at clouds, you're very near”

    And that was it!

    Although Editor Zhang wasn't satisfied with how short it was, after reading it once, she savored it again. Oh, this poem was quite interesting!

    It was obscure, but not simply speaking in riddles. People and people, far and near—there seemed to be some philosophy in it.

    "Fine, I'll consider this as fulfilling your obligation. Next time you have work, remember to think of our Beijing Literature and Art—novels, essays, non-fiction, poetry, any subject matter."

    "No problem, but let's not add an introduction this time. I'm afraid poetry fans will write to me."

    "Isn't that a good thing?"

    Wei Ming: "I don't have time to reply, but if I don't, I feel guilty. It's very distressing."

    "Alright, I'll add a note from the editor: 'Whereabouts of the author unknown.'" Zhang Dening smiled.

    "That would be great. Safe journey, Editor Zhang." Wei Ming breathed a sigh of relief, having successfully managed the situation.

    "Far and Near" was a poem Gu Cheng would write next year, and was one of his representative works. Originally it would be published in Poetry Journal, but now Poetry Journal would only be able to reprint it.

    After Zhang Dening left, Beijing Literature and Art's October issue was indeed reprinted with an additional 20,000 copies, reaching a total circulation of 200,000. It couldn't compare with Harvest or People's Literature, but easily surpassed Contemporary and October, and was on par with Flower City in Guangzhou.

    As expected, the literary criticism community was very indifferent to "The Duck Knows First," but showed great interest in "Two Cows," with related critiques indeed growing.

    Wei Ming also shed the label of "reform literature writer" and entered a broader field.

    Many of the literary analyses left Wei Ming bewildered. I didn't think that much when I was writing it!

    There were even Shandong writers who personally visited the Yimeng mountain area to investigate the original prototype and write non-fiction.

    With the cold wind that "Two Cows" was stirring up in literary circles, more and more young literary enthusiasts were inspired.

    Yan County dentist Yu Hua learned from the text that ending with a man and an old ox created a sense of loneliness and artistic conception.

    Hunan writer Gu Hua summarized a thought from this novel: Live on, live on like beasts!

    Gaomi soldier Guan Moye felt inspired that the name "Nine" was good, suitable for those spirited extraordinary women.

    And Jiang Wen, who had failed the college entrance examination and was preparing to take the Central Academy of Drama exam next year, became deeply interested in the possible stories between the weak but kind farmers and captured Japanese soldiers after reading this novel.

    Against this background, Liu Zhenyun's critique successfully rode the trend and was accepted, earning him three yuan per thousand words, for a total of six yuan.

    Having earned money for the first time, Liu Zhenyun immediately asked a classmate to buy chocolate.
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    "Jian Mei, don't ignore me. I really didn't mean it that day... If you won't forgive me, then, then to atone, I'll have to eat this!"

    Is that... poop?

    Guo Jianmei was startled: "Senior Brother, don't do this. That can't be real... Oh no, don't eat it! Throw it away, you... ugh, ugh, ugh..."

    And after eating it, Liu Zhenyun moved closer to let her smell it.

    Guo Jianmei suddenly realized something was off. It doesn't stink?

    At this point, Liu Zhenyun took out another piece of chocolate: "Just kidding. I was eating this chocolate. I bought it with my own manuscript fee. This time you eat, I eat too... Isn't it very sweet?"

    Guo Jianmei angrily took a bite: "Hmm, a strange sweetness, with some bitterness in the sweetness."

    Liu Zhenyun: "Oh, is that so? Mine melted but isn't bitter. Let me taste yours."

    With his little scheme, Liu Zhenyun successfully shared the same piece of chocolate with Guo Jianmei. Though her mouth corners were black, her ears were already red.

    Their relationship had taken a solid new step forward. Liu Zhenyun secretly gave Wei Ming a thumbs up.

    Seeing this scene from afar, Zhao Debiao and Mei Wenhua exchanged glances, feeling like lonely dogs.

    What are they doing? Can't they see we're patrolling? Putting on this show for us!

    If the school didn't allow dating, they would definitely arrest both of them, sending one to Peking University and one to Tsinghua, allowing them to meet only once a year during the Qixi Festival!

    After work hours, the two quickly changed out of their uniforms and ran to the English Corner Wei Ming had mentioned to socialize.

    Wei Ming had finally completed the last section of "Tales of the Heavenly Book."

    After Old Man Yuan was taken away by the heavenly god, Egg Boy encountered a white monkey that stayed by his side. As previously hinted in the text, Old Man Yuan was a white ape who had cultivated to become a deity, so Egg Boy named it "Monkey God."

    Ah Long had visited Peking University again a couple of days ago and produced ten illustrations, so Wei Ming could finally submit the manuscript!

    It was a bit late now, so he would deal with it tomorrow. Wei Ming planned to go out for a walk, but as soon as he left, he ran into Uncle Ping'an.

    Wei Ping'an first congratulated his nephew on the success of "Two Cows" in literary circles.

    "Several of my neighbors are from the Chinese Literature Department, and almost all have read this novel. They say if you keep this up, you'll certainly be the leader of the new generation in literary circles!"

    Wei Ming smiled and waved his hand: "I don't dare accept such praise."

    Internally: Who else could it be but me? Who else!

    "Oh, right." After chatting a while about "Two Cows," Uncle Ping'an took out a magazine for Wei Ming.

    The magazine was Children's Literature's October issue. The cover showed a shepherd boy riding a donkey, and inside was a remittance slip.

    "This is your manuscript fee slip. Your aunt asked me to bring it along."

    This time the manuscript fee was 40 yuan, reaching five yuan per thousand words, which was a high price for fairy tales. Aunt Xiaoyan must have put in effort for this.

    "Thank my aunt for me!"

    "No need for thanks among family. By the way, have you finished your new work?" Uncle Ping'an suddenly changed topics. "Oh, your aunt isn't rushing you, just casually asking."

    Don't try that with me. She is definitely rushing the manuscript. These editors and readers are all the same, wanting to lock us writers in a dark room to write from morning to night, not letting us eat until we finish, and whipping us if we write slowly!

    Wei Ming said: "Actually, I just finished it today. I haven't even corrected the typos yet."

    "Oh, why bother with typos? Let the editors handle such small matters. Come on, bring the manuscript and follow me home!"

    At Wei Ping'an's home, looking at the thick stack of manuscripts, Lu Xiaoyan asked: "So much? How long did it take to write?"

    Wei Ming: "Including preliminary work, about half a month."

    "That's already very fast. Don't put too much pressure on yourself. If it's accepted, it will last at least three months." Then Lu Xiaoyan began reading.

    She noticed that beside "Tales of the Heavenly Book" there was a subtitle "Adapted from 'The Demon Slayer,'" which confused her.

    Wei Ming explained: "It's a Ming Dynasty supernatural novel written by Luo Guanzhong and Feng Menglong. I read this book from Professor Qu."

    "Oh~" Lu Xiaoyan continued reading.

    The story began with a peach banquet in the Heavenly Palace.

    Old Man Yuan, the guardian of the Heavenly Book, was too lowly in position to be eligible to attend, so he had to continue his guard duty.

    Although he had guarded the Heavenly Book for three thousand years, he didn't know what was written in it. So while the Jade Emperor was away, he secretly opened the Heavenly Book...

    While Lu Xiaoyan was reading, Wei Ping'an had finished putting the children to bed.

    When he returned to the living room, he saw the undisguised excitement on his wife's face.

    She excitedly lowered her voice: "The literary quality, ideological depth, and entertainment value have all reached a new height. Little Ming, you've made tremendous progress!"

  

    Hearing his wife's intense praise, Wei Ping'an was confused: "Really? Is it that good?"

    Wei Ming also humbly said: "Aunt, I'm still young, you mustn't spoil me with excessive praise."

    Internally: More, please! I love hearing it!

    Lu Xiaoyan: "It's just that Xizi and Le Le are asleep, otherwise I'd let them read it. Their evaluation would be most convincing."

    Lu Xiaoyan's assessment just now had combined the perspectives of both children and editors.

    From a child's viewpoint, the story was fascinating, with vivid characters, lively and interesting plot, and even memorable villains.

    From Lu Xiaoyan's personal perspective, it was a work with profound thought, containing regret yet boundless hope, with the potential to become a classic.

    After Lu Xiaoyan reaffirmed her evaluation, Wei Ping'an said to his nephew: "You don't know, your aunt has been under tremendous pressure for your work. Now she can finally breathe easy."

    "Huh? What happened?"

    "Why mention that," Lu Xiaoyan nudged her husband, "It's nothing really. Just that some colleagues at the editorial office think we're relatives, so publishing your works consecutively might seem like abuse of power. That's why I thought there might be some difficulty promoting your story in the November issue."

    Wei Ping'an said: "Your aunt is too honest, telling her colleagues about your relationship. Of course they'd seize on that point."

    "What's wrong with saying it? Even if we are relatives, if the quality doesn't meet standards, I certainly wouldn't accept it. Now with 'Tales of the Heavenly Book,' let's see who dares reject this work. If anyone opposes, listen to me—submit it to Shanghai's 'Youth Literature.' They'd welcome it with open arms and legs."

    In Lu Xiaoyan's view, Wei Ming's previous two works were already above the average level of Children's Literature articles, and "Tales of the Heavenly Book" was much better than those two. If they pushed away such a work, then Children's Literature should prepare to be surpassed.

    Realizing that Aunt Xiaoyan was bearing such pressure for his work, Wei Ming was deeply moved. In the future, he would definitely treat Le Le like his own sister!

    Lu Xiaoyan continued: "This time I can discuss with the Editor-In-Chief about inviting outside illustration experts to create illustrations for you."

    "Oh, that won't be necessary," Wei Ming quickly took out Liu Rulong's illustrations. "I've already prepared the illustrations."

    "What? You prepared them yourself?"

    "Yes, my classmate drew them. He's in the Animation Department at the Film Academy."

    The first illustration Lu Xiaoyan saw was of Egg Boy eating pancakes. Her eyes widened: "Director Wei, look, doesn't this character seem a bit like Xizi?"

    Wei Ping'an: "Oh my, it really does!"

    Wei Ming smiled: "You're not wrong. My classmate used Xizi as the prototype for this character. He even praised Xizi for having a spiritual quality. If this work were made into a movie, Xizi would be perfect for the male lead."

    Lu Xiaoyan, both proud and dismissive, said: "How could he manage? All he does is eat and play."

    She carefully examined the illustrations, becoming increasingly delighted: "Are these illustrations or animation originals? The details are so rich, far exceeding our illustration standards!"

    Wei Ming laughed: "My classmate even wanted to add color, but I told him the magazine is black and white."

    "Good, excellent!" Lu Xiaoyan said, "With this story and these illustrations, I really don't know how we could lose!"

    Lu Xiaoyan said the magazine would publish it in three issues, so Wei Ming found two points with good suspense for chapter breaks.

    Chapter breaks were his specialty. When writing TV drama scripts before, the most important skill was leaving hooks for the next episode, keeping viewers watching.

    Lu Xiaoyan also said his breaks were clever, even a bit maliciously strategic.

    "By the way, Aunt, if the illustrations are accepted, please prepare a separate payment slip. I'll write down the name and address for you."

    "Of course."
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    By the time Wei Ming returned to the dormitory, it was quite late, but everyone was still awake.

    Seeing the excited Biaozi and Wenhua, Wei Ming smiled and asked: "How did you two learn at the English Corner?"

    Biaozi: "Nodding is 'yes,' shaking head is 'no.'"

    Mei Wenhua: "Coming is 'come,' going is 'go.'"

    Wei Ming lay down on his bed: "It's good to master some basic expressions. You might need them in the future, especially since our Peking University often receives foreign guests."

    Mei Wenhua remembered something: "By the way, we met your sweetheart at the English Corner."

    "Huh? What sweetheart?"

    "The redhead. She's even paler in person than in the photo!" Biaozi said excitedly. "And so tall, Mei Wenhua didn't dare stand next to her."

    "Go on, stop talking about me." Mei Wenhua said discontentedly. He was actually over 1.7 meters himself.

    Wei Ming didn't refute the "sweetheart" comment, figuring they wouldn't believe he could hook up with a foreign girl anyway. They were just teasing and having fun at his expense.

    Wei Ming laughed: "Oh, was she the one who taught you this English?"

    "No, she was busy."

    "Busy with what?"

    Mei Wenhua said: "She has many foreign music tapes and makes copies for people. Five yuan per tape, really black—I mean, really business-savvy."

    Wei Ming asked: "Five yuan per copied tape, do people buy them?"

    Biaozi added: "Yes, quite a few. She probably earns a hundred yuan in one night!"

    Five yuan might be a large sum for Liu Zhenyun, but Peking University mostly had urban students, and many came from well-off families. Five yuan to enjoy trendy music from around the world was worth it.

    Wei Ming just found it amusing. How did she make money from everything? But only foreigners could earn this kind of money. If it were them, it might be problematic.

    Biaozi continued: "Some guys saw it during patrol and wanted to report it, but we told them she was your friend, and they gave face and didn't interfere."

    Wei Ming thought: Hey, I've become a protective umbrella?

    "By the way, Brother Ming, what's your sweetheart's name? We don't know yet. We can't just go up and call her 'sister-in-law,'" Mei Wenhua inquired.

    "Oh, she shares your surname, Mei Melinda."

    Mei Wenhua slapped his thigh: "No wonder she's so beautiful and talented. We were one family five hundred years ago!"
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    The next day, after waking up, Lu Xiaoyan asked Wei Ping'an to make breakfast while she went to visit Professor Qu Yude.

    She came to borrow a book, wanting to read "The Demon Slayer."

    After the excitement of reading "Tales of the Heavenly Book" yesterday, she had another concern: would the original content of this novel be relatively low?

    To avoid being attacked by colleagues on this point, she felt it best to read the original work first, so she would be prepared.

    However, Professor Qu told her: "The book is in my office. By the way, Little Wei borrowed it before and wanted to adapt it into a fairy tale. Has he finished writing it?"

    "Yes, he has," Lu Xiaoyan had brought the manuscript with her. "Actually, that's why I'm here."

    After understanding the situation, Professor Qu smiled: "Let me see the manuscript, and I'll know."

    "That's right, Sister Qu, please take a look."

    Qu Yude began reading from the beginning. Since everyone had to go to work, she read quickly, finally concluding: "The originality is very high, almost a completely new story. The character settings have changed, the theme has changed, only some roles have been retained."

    Lu Xiaoyan breathed a sigh of relief: "That's good."

    Qu Yude: "If time weren't limited, I'd really like to read it carefully."

    "Haha, then next month, Sister Qu, you'll have to subscribe to our Children's Literature, and for three consecutive months."

    Qu Yude smiled bitterly and shook her head. Three months was too agonizing. Couldn't they release it all at once? And it didn't seem reasonable to buy a magazine but not see the story's end, having to continue paying.

    After Little Lu left, Professor Jin brought up breakfast.

    "Were you just discussing Wei Ming's new work?"

    "Yes, surprisingly he actually wrote it," Professor Qu said. "Although I didn't read it carefully, it's really well-written. I feel he's creating a new mythology. Perhaps years from now, no one will remember 'The Demon Slayer,' only 'Tales of the Heavenly Book.'"

    "Oh, Madam evaluates it so highly!"

    "Don't you also think highly of Little Wei?"

    Professor Jin said angrily: "My evaluation has gone down now. He's never attended my class. I've heard there aren't many professors in the Chinese Department whose classes he hasn't audited."

    Professor Qu couldn't help but laugh at her desk after hearing this.

    Unfortunately, today Wei Ming still didn't attend Professor Jin's class. Apart from work, he planned to stay in the library, searching for materials for the formal writing of "The Herdsman," doing preparatory work.

    Many students who saw Wei Ming wanted to get acquainted, but seeing his serious demeanor, they had to suppress this impulse.

    They didn't want to disturb the birth of an excellent literary work with their interruptions.
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    At the same time, at the Children's Literature editorial office, the soon-to-retire Editor-In-Chief, Old Master Jin Jin, repeated the word "good" three times after reading "Tales of the Heavenly Book."

    "I thought your nephew would stop writing fairy tales after becoming famous in serious literary circles. I didn't expect him to produce such a sincere and profound work!"

    Because of Lu Xiaoyan's boastful nature, Wei Ming being Wei Shenme wasn't a secret in the Children's Literature editorial office. She had revealed it when "Ideals" first gained a little fame.

    "No, Editor-In-Chief, our Little Ming said that children's literature work is his beloved career. When he heard we might reject his manuscript, he was even prepared to submit it to 'Youth Literature.'"

    "Nonsense, how could we reject it! If we turned away such an excellent manuscript, we'd be wastrels!"

    Lu Xiaoyan giggled: "Then shouldn't the manuscript fee be increased?"

    The Editor-In-Chief who had been smiling now couldn't smile anymore: "Xiaoyan, why are you siding with outsiders?"

    "I'm just trying to retain talent."

    Editor-In-Chief Jin: "The manuscript fee will follow the rules, but I will recommend this story to the Shanghai Animation Film Studio."

    "You said that before, but nothing happened."

    Editor-In-Chief Jin's old face reddened: "Alright, alright, I'll recommend it now."

    He directly dialed the Shanghai Animation Film Studio's number in front of Lu Xiaoyan...

  

    The phone call went through.

    When they heard it was a novella of about 40,000 words, they immediately expressed that they had no plans to make feature films at the moment, mainly due to tight funds and budget constraints.

    The person on the other end was Jin Jin's old friend, Director He Yumen, who had collaborated with him on "Little Carp Jumps Over the Dragon Gate."

    The Editor-In-Chief was somewhat embarrassed and quickly recommended two short fairy tales, "The Toothless Tiger" and "If I Were Wu Song," to his old friend. This time, Director He didn't decline, saying he would find the magazine to see if they were suitable for adaptation.

    Lu Xiaoyan was finally satisfied and walked out of the Editor-In-Chief's office with great dignity, though some colleagues were even more displeased with her.
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    In the security guard dormitory.

    Work title: "The Herdsman"

    Protagonist name: ??

    Wei Ming first wrote down the names Wei Jiefang and Xu Shufen on his notebook, then swapped their surnames: Xu Jiefang and Wei Shufen.

    He then made slight modifications, changing them to Xu Shengfang and Wei Fenfang, flowers in full bloom, fragrance everywhere.

    Using his parents' real names would definitely be awkward, but he couldn't use Xu Lingjun and Li Xiuzhi from the original "Spirit and Flesh" either.

    Wei Ming knew something about the creation process of this novel. Although Zhang Xianliang only began writing in March of next year, he had sketched out a story outline many years ago. The protagonists were a married couple named Xu Lingjun and Li Xiuzhi, and he directly used these two names when he wrote "Spirit and Flesh."

    Wei Ming then created several key characters based on old village Party Secretary Zhou Xingbang and other villagers.

    Although he was still writing the story of "The Herdsman," many characters and details reflected Wei Ming's rural life.

    Including the character settings of the two protagonists—although there was still an age difference with the man being older, it wasn't as large as in the original version. One was in her early twenties, one approaching thirty; one gentle, virtuous, and beautiful, the other optimistic, free-spirited, responsible, and dependable.

    The female protagonist was basically written based on his mother, while the male protagonist would need to be several times more idealized based on old Wei.

    Between the two works, Wei Ming had almost no rest.

    He calculated his cash reserves, including reprint fees and money enclosed in readers' letters, totaling 595 yuan. It was accumulating quickly, mainly from "The Duck Knows First" reprint fees.

    This money would certainly be enough for a family of four to travel to Sichuan and Chongqing, but Wei Ming had higher material and spiritual pursuits.

    And all of these required money to realize.

    As he was writing, a colleague from the gate post upstairs called him to take a phone call. It was from Liu Rulong.

    Ah Long had visited in the morning and learned from Wei Ming that the story and illustrations had been accepted, so he could confidently continue creating the remaining illustrations.

    Wei Ming asked him to find Zhang Yimou after returning to school and ask if he would help look at a second-hand camera.

    According to Liu Rulong, why buy second-hand? Wouldn't it be better to buy a new one at the Overseas Chinese Store? He had so many overseas remittance coupons—if not spent on Wei Ming, who else?

    Wei Ming thought that was fine, but wanted to pay Ah Long the difference according to market rates.

    Additionally, Zhang Yimou needed to be invited.

    Liu Rulong's call was about this matter.

    "At first he wasn't willing. I told him you were that model he photographed, but he still didn't agree. Finally, I mentioned your identity as the author of 'Two Cows' and 'Ideals,' and only then did he consent."

    "Oh, he's also read my work?"

    "Yes, he especially admires 'Two Cows.' When he heard it was written by you, he found it incredible."

    So the two set a time and place. Tomorrow was Wei Ming's day off, and Liu Rulong and Zhang Yimou would come to Peking University to find him, then go into the city together.

    Just after hanging up, the gate post colleague said: "Oh, one more thing, here's an... invitation for you."

    Wei Ming remembered that tomorrow was the day he'd agreed to have dinner with the Li family. They had even sent over an invitation, so formal that it definitely couldn't be declined.

    Fortunately, it was dinner, which didn't conflict with his schedule. By the way, Gong Xue should also be there; the two hadn't been in contact for some time.
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    The next day, Wei Ming waited until 8:30 AM for Liu Rulong and Zhang Yimou. Biaozi could only regretfully miss going into the city because he had the day shift.

    Zhang Yimou's bicycle was as old as Wei Ming's, just like the man himself.

    "Hello, Comrade Wei Ming. I always thought you were a performance student. I never expected you to be a writer!" Old Zhang firmly shook Wei Ming's hand, shy yet proactive.

    "I also didn't expect you to have read my novel. Come on, let's ride and chat."

    "Hey, you two, slow down a bit~" The slightly chubby Liu Rulong had difficulty keeping up with these two, even though his bicycle was the best.

    At the front, Wei Ming and Zhang Yimou first chatted for a while about the novel "Two Cows," then talked about photography.

    Zhang Yimou: "You're right to want to learn photography. Photography can make your words more visual, making readers feel more immersed. Actually, 'Two Cows' already has very strong visuals, but it can be even better."

    He spoke quite directly. Wei Ming took it as if he were saying to a newcomer: Young man, the visuals aren't enough yet, you still need practice!

    Then Zhang Yimou introduced his own camera, his first, which was a good companion that changed his fate.

    "Seagull 4 Twin-Lens Reflex Camera. Back then, my monthly salary was 40 yuan, and I still had to support my family. For this camera, I gave up meat, ate dry steamed buns and pickles every day, saved for three years, and spent more than 180 yuan to get it."

    As for the rumor that Old Zhang sold blood to buy a camera, it was actually blood donation, but there was compensation for blood donation, and he went for the compensation fee.

    Now Peking University also mobilized college students to donate blood, with compensation that was quite substantial, ranging from a few yuan to more than twenty yuan depending on the amount of blood.
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    After entering the city and arriving at the Overseas Chinese Store, Zhang Yimou was dazzled by the abundance of goods.

    It was his first time in such a place. Ah Long had been two or three times and still found it fresh. Wei Ming, having seen grander scenes in his previous life, remained calm.

    Ah Long also said to Wei Ming: "If you know foreigners who can take us to the Friendship Store, the items there are more numerous and complete."

    Wei Ming nodded. Foreigners could be used as tools these days, and he knew several.

    It was already late, so they headed directly to the camera section, which had both domestic and imported products.

    The domestic ones were mainly Seagull and Phoenix, these two birds.

    As for imports, there were Leica, Sony, Nikon, and others, including Polaroids, in many styles and at quite expensive prices.

    Zhang Yimou's willingness to help choose a camera also stemmed from his desire to try high-end imported cameras.

    So, pointing at a Nikon EL series, he asked: "Can I look at this one?"

    The salesperson expressionlessly said: "Two thousand."

    Zhang Yimou let out a hiss.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Let's take a look anyway."

    In the end, Zhang Yimou did try it, but knowing the price, he wasn't as casual as before. He didn't try the more expensive Leica or Sony either—if those fell to the ground, the school would have to come redeem him.

    Then they moved from the European, American, and Japanese section to the domestic section.

    Ah Long, clutching his wallet, also breathed a sigh of relief. He couldn't afford those foreign cameras, not only because his father hadn't sent him money this month but also because even if he had, it wouldn't be enough.

    Between twin-lens reflex and single-lens reflex cameras, Wei Ming chose the cheaper twin-lens, the same type Old Zhang used. Uncle Ping'an and Professor Qu also used this type, which was relatively affordable.

    The issue with twin-lens reflex cameras was that the image seen in the viewfinder would differ significantly from the image captured on film, requiring simultaneous lens changes to maintain consistency.

    In the future, when money was no object, Wei Ming would definitely switch to a single-lens reflex, since those could really burn through money. For now, the twin-lens was just transitional.

    In the end, on Zhang Yimou's recommendation, Wei Ming purchased a Seagull 4A twin-lens reflex camera, an upgraded version of Zhang Yimou's model, priced at 200 yuan. A single-lens reflex camera of the same level from Seagull would cost around four or five hundred.

    Besides the camera, Wei Ming also bought some film. Since they were at the Overseas Chinese Store, he naturally bought imported Kodak film, mainly black and white, with only one box of color film—it was too expensive.

    "Old Zhang, do you want to buy some film? It's on my account."

    Zhang Yimou waved his hand in refusal. He usually used domestic Lucky consumer film, which only cost a few yuan per roll.

    Although he declined the film, he couldn't decline lunch.

    "Oh, just noodles would be fine. There's no need for such a big restaurant. I really didn't help much."

    Zhang Yimou was speaking from the heart. Since they were all new machines, there were no quality issues. He felt his contribution was worth at most a bowl of oil-splashed noodles. Coming to Quanjude seemed like freeloading.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Old Zhang is being modest. Besides, we bought the camera, but I still need to consult you about photography techniques. Don't stand on ceremony."

    The chosen restaurant was the Quanjude at Hepingmen. Last time, Wei Ming hadn't tried a few dishes. With his current finances, spending ten or so yuan on a meal wasn't a big deal. Occasionally, he should also improve his diet.

    At first, Zhang Yimou was a bit constrained, but when it came to his profession, he became talkative. Their topics naturally included not only photography but also film.

    "What films do you watch at the Film Academy, internal reference films?"

    "Yes!" they answered in unison.

    But from the few titles they listed, they were mostly European art films, with very few American ones. Even those produced in America were basically award-winning films, such as last year's Oscar Best Picture "Annie Hall," as that was their training direction.

    Wei Ming also talked about what he'd learned about American films from international students and Time magazine.

    Sci-fi, monster movies, spy thrillers—although Zhang Yimou knew these were far from his reach, he still listened with great interest.

    "Old Zhang, have you ever thought about being a director?" Wei Ming suddenly asked in the midst of their conversation.

    Zhang Yimou wiped his mouth: "How could I not? A cinematographer who doesn't want to be a director isn't a good worker. I want to attend any directing department class if there's a chance, and I'm familiar with people from the directing department."

    Speaking of the directing department, Zhang Yimou added: "By the way, there's a student in the directing department who really likes your poetry."

    Wei Ming's mouth twitched slightly. Could he be talking about Chen Kaige?

    "I think he has the highest talent among that group in the directing department. His name is Chen Kaige. By the way, have you written any new poems recently? I could mention it to him later."

    Wei Ming: It really is him!

    "Uh, tell him to buy a copy of Beijing Literature and Art next month~"

    Since Wei Ming had another engagement in the evening, after finishing their meal, he let the two return first, while he went to take photos in some areas of Beijing that would later be demolished, using up a roll of black and white film.

    It wasn't until six o'clock that he arrived at Fengze Garden on Meishi Street, where he saw Sister Gong Xue looking around at the entrance...

  

    "Sister Xue, you're waiting for me!" Wei Ming parked his bicycle in front of Gong Xue, his long legs extending outward.

    Gong Xue had arrived early to wait for Wei Ming to go in together.

    But upon actually seeing Wei Ming, her feelings weren't so straightforward.

    Because she had already seen Wei Ming's profile in Beijing Literature and Art.

    Wei Ming, age 18.

    He was so young!

    Gong Xue had thought they might only be four or five years apart. Although Wei Ming had a young face, he handled matters with steadiness, not impulsively. Who would have thought he was eight years younger than her!

    When she was sent to the countryside, he was probably still wearing open-crotch pants!

    Hearing Wei Ming call her "Sister Xue," Gong Xue pouted: "Don't call me Sister Xue, just call me Auntie Xue."

    "Okay, Auntie Xue."

    Gong Xue: "......"

    Her blood pressure immediately rose. This stinky kid was so irritating!

    Wei Ming parked his bike and caught up to walk alongside her.

    Fengze Garden was known as one of Beijing's eight famous gardens, a renowned old Shandong cuisine restaurant. It had changed names twice before, and had just recently restored its original name.

    It had hosted many banquets for foreign guests, so consumption was naturally not low. The Li family's choice to entertain here showed considerable sincerity.

    "By the way, what have you been busy with lately?"

    Wei Ming faced her with a smile, and Gong Xue could only respond gently: "Performing in plays. Recently, I also went to the Northeast for a performance tour."

    "Wow, is it snowing in the Northeast now? Is it cold?"

    Gong Xue: "We went to Shenyang. It was cold, but there was no snow yet. I heard in Heilongjiang, snow was flying for thousands of miles already."

    Wei Ming laughed, suddenly remembering something: "Judging from your name, you were probably born when it was snowing, right? Is your birthday coming up soon?"

    Little brat, why are you asking about this? Gong Xue didn't say, only replying: "It's still a long way off."

    On the second floor, they saw the little girl's mother.

    She apologized: "I was just about to go downstairs to see if you had arrived. I didn't expect you to come so early. I'm really sorry."

    "Not at all."

    Once inside, the little girl started calling her godmother.

    Gong Xue picked her up with affection, and the girl's mother reminded her, "Say hello."

    The little girl glanced at Wei Ming: "Hello, big brother."

    Wei Ming put on a stern face: "How many times have I told you? Call me uncle."

    Hearing this, Gong Xue felt a slight stirring in her heart.

    The little girl made a pained face—didn't I remember being told to call him big brother? Who modified my memory?

    In the end, the girl was forced to change to "uncle," and Gong Xue inexplicably found herself smiling more.

    Although it was one of the eight famous gardens, it had undergone socialist transformation. There were no specialties like scallion-braised sea cucumber, and considering there were ladies present, they didn't order nine-turn large intestine. What a pity.

    However, the dishes like dry-fried meatballs, crystal pork knuckle, and triple explosion were still excellent, showing greater craftsmanship than what Wei Ming had eaten in his later life. One could tell they were made by master chefs.

    Before parting, Wei Ming suggested taking group photos with his newly bought camera. The most meaningful one was taken by the girl's father—a photo of Wei Ming, Gong Xue, and the little girl together.

    He also obtained two addresses to mail the photos to later.

    Leaving the restaurant, Wei Ming asked Gong Xue: "Sister Xue, how did you get here?"

    This time she didn't say anything about being called Auntie Xue: "Oh, by bus."

    "Is it the stop around the corner? Let me take you there."

    "Yes, Little Xue, let Little Wei take you," the others also suggested.

    So Gong Xue got on Wei Ming's bicycle. How honored this old broken bike was—both Gong Xue from the south and Zhu Lin from the north had ridden it. Wei Ming felt that if this bike were ever auctioned, its value would at least double.

    After a moment of silence, Wei Ming spoke first: "What do you think of my bike?"

    Huh? Gong Xue was startled. Oh, he was asking about the bike. She thought he was asking about himself.

    "Hmm, quite sturdy," she forced herself to compliment.

    Wei Ming turned around: "I'm asking about my bike."

    Gong Xue lightly punched him: "I am talking about the bike."

    She hadn't even touched him! But that punch did feel solid~

    Wei Ming laughed heartily: "This is a second-hand bike I bought for 40 yuan. I think I got a good deal. Why don't you buy one?"

    "I don't go out much," she brushed back her wind-blown hair.

    "Do you find this city unfamiliar?"

    "Mm, a bit."

    Wei Ming analyzed: "It might mainly be because you don't have relatives or friends, so it feels lonely. Now we're friends, right? And your goddaughter is half a relative. In the future, you could actually come out more often. Peking University and the nearby Summer Palace have nice scenery."

    Wei Ming's words made Gong Xue feel warm inside. She softly responded with an "mm," then suddenly realized: "Ah, we've passed it. Go back, go back."

    "Oh, I was too focused on talking. Let's go to the next stop then. It's all the same."

    A few minutes later, Gong Xue got on the bus under Wei Ming's watchful eye.

    As the bus moved away, she leaned against the window, looking back, and saw that Wei Ming had already turned around and left.

    Gong Xue pondered Wei Ming's words. Maybe they could just be friends. Otherwise, she was indeed too lonely in this city.
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    Back at the dormitory, Wei Ming's camera sparked enthusiastic discussion among his roommates. Biaozi asked: "Haven't we taken a group photo yet?"

    Mei Wenhua suggested: "Why don't we take one?"

    Wei Ming said: "The basement is a bit dark. Let's wait until tomorrow and take it upstairs."

    Some colleagues also knew how to use cameras, so the four had their first group photo together, with Peking University's south gate as the background.

    As for developing the photos, Wei Ming wasn't skilled at it. In his later life, he was used to digital cameras, but he could learn, especially since photos could only be developed for many years to come.

    If he couldn't do it himself, he wouldn't be able to take some precious photos that shouldn't be seen by others, so this skill had to be mastered.

    Peking University had its own school journal, and the journal had dedicated photographers, naturally with their own darkroom.

    After "Two Cows" became popular in literary circles, Wei Ming had once been interviewed by the school journal and was familiar with their staff, so he easily gained access to the darkroom, with someone to guide him.

    "Wait, Writer Wei, you have a child?!"

    The person guiding Wei Ming was Yang Hao, the school journal's photographer, who was particularly skilled at portrait photography and could capture the most photogenic moments of leaders.

    When he saw the photo of Wei Ming, Gong Xue, and the little girl, he exclaimed in surprise. It wasn't that he was inexperienced, but the "sister-in-law" was too beautiful.

    Wei Ming: "Teacher Yang, I'm eighteen, this child is three. What do you think?"

    Yang Hao scratched his head embarrassedly: "Sorry, I heard people in the countryside marry early."

    "This is the kidnapped child I rescued on the train," Wei Ming then added, "Make several copies of this one."

    After learning how to develop photos for a few days, Wei Ming mailed out the letters and brought back the roommate group photo, one for each person.

    Mei Wenhua looked at it with increasing satisfaction: "I feel like you guys are my bodyguards!"

    To make the composition better, the shortest Mei Wenhua stood in the middle, and he was gloating about it.

    Biaozi put away the photo but seemed downhearted: "Brother Ming, does taking this group photo mean you're about to leave?"

    He thought that since Wei Ming was already such a famous writer, he would probably be flying away to pursue better opportunities.

    Wei Ming laughed: "Where could I go? I haven't even got my Beijing residence permit yet."

    Mei Wenhua: "I get it, once you have the permit, you'll leave."

    Wei Ming trapped his head with his increasingly strong biceps: "Little Mei, you should come with me. Time for work."

    Today Wei Ming, Biaozi, and Little Mei were on the same shift. As they were patrolling, they were called to help set up a venue.

    It turned out that tomorrow was the 90th anniversary of Comrade Li Dazhao's birth. Tomorrow, a commemorative meeting would be held in the administration building's auditorium, and an exhibition on Comrade Li Dazhao's glorious life would be displayed in the library.

    His connection with Peking University was deep.

    In November 1917, Mr. Shouchang was appointed to Peking University. In January 1918, he became the director of the university's library department, and six months later, a newly arrived librarian was profoundly influenced by him.

    At the same time, Mr. Shouchang guided progressive societies, participated in progressive movements, and was the first person to systematically spread Marxism-Leninism at Peking University and throughout the country.

    While moving and organizing these exhibition materials, Wei Ming was also learning about this period of modern history, which might be useful in his future work about the Wei brothers.

    It was said that Mr. Shouchang's son, Bank Director Li, would also come. To avoid interfering with the event, Wei Ming and his two colleagues worked an extra two hours.

    At the event the next day, Wei Ming saw Yang Hao taking photos and also took a couple with his own camera. Later, the two met in the darkroom and compared who had taken better photos.

    When it was time for the evening patrol, just as they arrived at the men's dormitory, they heard enthusiastic cheers erupting from the TV room.

    Wei Ming and Biaozi rushed over toward the sound: What's happening? Did the men's soccer team win?

    In the TV room was Luo Yihe, a young poet from the class of '79, whom Wei Ming knew.

    He explained: "Comrade Wei Ming, our legitimate seat in the Olympic Committee has been restored!"

    The TV was showing the CCTV news broadcast, which had just reported a hot piece of news.

    Earlier that day, at the International Olympic Committee Executive Board meeting in Nagoya, Japan, a resolution was passed with an overwhelming majority—62 votes in favor, 17 against, 1 invalid ballot, and 1 abstention—to restore the Chinese Olympic Committee's legitimate seat.

    This meant that, in principle, China could participate in the Olympic Games next year.

    Biaozi listened with a puzzled expression. The Olympic Games was still an unfamiliar term for most Chinese people at that time, but the well-informed Peking University students understood its significance.

    The importance of sports for a nation eager to rise was immense; at the very least, everyone had heard of ping-pong diplomacy.

    After finishing work and returning to the dormitory, even Mei Wenhua knew about this event. He had even bought a pair of ping-pong paddles and invited Wei Ming and Biaozi to play ping-pong the next day.

    "Maybe we could also go to the Olympics and win gold and silver medals!" Mei Wenhua said dreamily.

    "Little Mei, ping-pong isn't an Olympic event," Wei Ming burst his bubble.

    However, after writing continuously for several days, Wei Ming still took Mei Wenhua to play a few games of ping-pong the next day. The paddles couldn't be wasted.

    As a future Chaoyang District grandpa, Wei Ming's ping-pong skills could basically reach the level of foreign champion players, thoroughly destroying Mei Wenhua's interest in ping-pong.

    Besides yesterday's good news about the Olympics, there was another big international news item today, which Brother Feng, with his military background, had heard from somewhere.

    "That old Park from Korea was fucking killed by his subordinate..."

  

    For a long period afterward, the atmosphere of reading newspapers in the dormitory was particularly strong.

    The situation in Korea next door was like a TV drama series, sometimes "The Ministers of Namsan," sometimes "Spring in Seoul"—all major events that domestic media were eager to report.

    In Wei Ming's hometown, after hearing a radio broadcast about Korea, Wei Jiefang even bought related newspapers to burn at his father's grave for him to read. His father's remains were still in Korea, and he was happy to see Korea in chaos.

    In this atmosphere of watching the excitement without concern for the consequences, October was coming to an end, and more than half of "The Herdsman" had been completed.

    On this day, Wei Ming came out of the south gate guardhouse and saw Chen Jiangong, dressed very formally, returning from outside.

    "Where has Old Chen been?" Wei Ming casually asked.

    Chen Jiangong: "Oh, just back from the Great Hall of the People."

    Such a simple sentence, embodying the essence of Wei Ming's subtle art of showing off.

    If Wei Ming didn't ask another question, he would probably be uncomfortable.

    So he continued: "You're back from the Writers' Congress?"

    Chen Jiangong nodded eagerly: "It just opened today. I'll have to go back later."

    Wei Ming pulled him inside, asking him to share his experiences from today. The other colleagues also wanted to listen.

    Chen Jiangong, unable to hide his excitement, said: "I saw the Old Man. He said..."

    For all literary and art workers, the Old Man's congratulatory speech at the meeting was very inspiring, especially the line: "Literary and artistic work, as intellectual labor, greatly needs artists to exercise their individual creative spirit. What to write and how to write can only be explored by artists in their artistic practice. In this regard, there should be no arbitrary interference."

    Chen Jiangong said: "The Old Man particularly emphasized the six words 'no arbitrary interference.'"

    Wei Ming knew that although it was still autumn and winter, spring was truly coming for literary and art workers.

    After this Writers' Congress, creation would be unbound, more topics could be written about, and creative work would no longer be politicized.

    A colleague beside them asked: "Did you see any other important figures?"

    Then Chen Jiangong reported a long list of names, "Lu, Guo, Mao, Ba, Lao, Cao, Wei"—three of the four living ones were at the meeting.

    Basically all the people he mentioned were from literary circles, comprising only a small portion of the attendees.

    This Writers' Congress had over 3,000 participants. Besides the literary circle, there were almost all influential living artists from drama, fine arts, music, film, dance, folk art, acrobatics, photography, and other fields. Small figures like Chen Jiangong could only sit in the last row listening to instructions.

    From that day on, Wei Ming no longer paid much attention to Korea when reading newspapers, but instead focused on developments related to the Writers' Congress. This major conference would last for more than half a month, with numerous reports flowing out every day.

    Of course, he could read newspapers during work hours, which didn't affect his writing.

    After more than ten days of effort, the approximately 40,000-word "The Herdsman" was successfully completed.

    "Brother Feng, are you going into the city?" Early in the morning, Wei Ming saw Brother Feng, that rough man, shaving, and knew something was up today.

    "Yes, going to see your sister-in-law today. Been busy lately, haven't gotten together for some time."

    Wei Ming immediately stood up with his manuscript: "Take me along!"

    Qiao Feng glared: "Is that appropriate? We couple rarely get to see each other."

    "You still need to eat when you meet, right? I just want to treat you to that meal I promised earlier. Otherwise, it's always on my mind."

    Hearing this, Brother Feng smiled: "Oh, what's there to treat? We're all family. Let's just eat something simple."

    Wei Ming: "Fine, how about Donglaishun? It's a bit cold today."

    Wei Ming planned to deliver "The Herdsman" to Contemporary magazine today. Since he was going into the city anyway, it was a good chance to treat them to this meal. He hadn't eaten hot pot for more than two months since his rebirth.

    The two rode their bicycles to the outside of the Health Research Institute, and Brother Feng went in to call people.

    Wei Ming suddenly stopped him: "By the way, Brother Feng, if Sister Zhu Lin is there, invite her too. My father really liked the radio I brought back last time."

    Qiao Feng shook his head: "You're just too generous."

    But considering that Wei Ming indeed had the means to be generous—in just two short months, he had earned the equivalent of his own annual salary.

    Brother Feng didn't think in other directions. Although Zhu Lin was beautiful, she was nine years older than Wei Ming, and she already had a boyfriend.

    Usually at work, Zhu Lin either brought food from home or ate in the unit's dining hall, only occasionally going out to restaurants, and even then only to small ones.

    Today she was having her period and hadn't brought food, nor did she want to eat the unappetizing food from the dining hall, so she planned to find a restaurant for a meal.

    Just as she was waiting to get off work, her good colleague Mu Rong came over to call her.

    "Sister Lin, let's go out to eat."

    "You're going out to eat too?" Zhu Lin rose to go with her.

    Mu Rong smiled: "Someone's treating, and they specifically asked me to invite you."

    "Huh?" Zhu Lin paused, thinking of declining.

    Mu Rong added: "It's Wei Ming from my husband's unit, that great writer."

    "Little Wei!"

    Hearing it was Wei Ming, Zhu Lin agreed. During this time, she had often seen his name and his works in newspapers and magazines, and wondered if he had become arrogant under such fame after not seeing him for a month.

    But when she saw him, not only was he not arrogant, he seemed more solid, his demeanor increasingly steady.

    Besides wearing thicker clothes, Wei Ming's physique had indeed become more robust.

    Zhu Lin greeted him with a smile, chatting happily, but when she heard they were going to Donglaishun, she hesitated—hot pot wasn't cheap.

    Wei Ming: "Even if it's not cheap, we should eat it. I wrote 'Two Cows' thanks to my Brother Feng. If he wanted dragon meat, I'd find a way to get it. But you'll have to provide your own meal tickets."

    Mu Rong glared at Qiao Feng: "Couldn't we just eat something simple? Why such expensive food? Is it easy for Little Wei to earn manuscript fees?"

    Qiao Feng was wronged; the Donglaishun suggestion was Wei Ming's! And earning manuscript fees was indeed easy for him. Even now, he occasionally received reprint fee slips for "The Duck Knows First"—that was truly a golden duck that laid eggs!

    And the reprint fees from "The Duck Knows First" alone were more than enough to treat them to this meal.

    Zhu Lin thought, Mu Rong and Qiao Feng were husband and wife, but what was she? She didn't want to be a freeloader.

    So she bought four bottles of Beibingyang soda for everyone on the way, though she didn't touch hers—it was a bit cold.

    Donglaishun Restaurant was located at the north gate of Dong'an Market on Wangfujing Street, with no branches yet. Upon entering, there were quite a few people, including some foreigners.

    While seated and waiting, Wei Ming asked Zhu Lin about her goddaughter's situation.

    "I visited her for her full-month celebration a few days ago. She's even prettier than when she was born, with especially bright, dark eyes." Speaking of the little baby, Zhu Lin's eyes lit up. Who could imagine that in the future, she would go through life without sons or daughters?

    Soon Mu Rong also joined the discussion about children. She was also 27 years old, but because they had no housing, she didn't dare to have children yet, fearing that after having a child, they would still have to live in the dormitory, but she really wanted one.

    "If you want one, have one." Qiao Feng called Mu Rong out on the pretext of going to the bathroom, and told her some good news.

    "Brother Ping'an said that if you can get pregnant, he would have reason to pressure the personnel department to transfer your work."

    "What about housing?"

    "We probably can't get a housing allocation for now, but the school could assign us a room in the tube-shaped building."

    Even a tube-shaped building would do! Mu Rong was excited: "Good, then let's make one today. No one's in my dormitory!"

    So the two only ate meat, not vegetables, and then left on the pretext of having something to do, leaving only Wei Ming and Zhu Lin to eat slowly.

    "These two~" Wei Ming shook his head. "Sister Lin, why aren't you drinking your soda? Let me open it for you."

    Zhu Lin pushed it to him: "Too cold, you drink it."

    Can't drink cold things, Wei Ming understood.

    "By the way, did you buy a tape recorder later?" Wei Ming asked.

    "Yes, I did, but there are too few good tapes to listen to," Zhu Lin complained.

    The songs available through regular channels were basically all old ones, and new songs were just rehashes of old tunes. The only listenable one, "Roses Blooming Everywhere," had nearly worn out her tape.

    As for irregular channels, she didn't have any, and was recently thinking about contacting her friends from the former cultural troupe.

    Wei Ming asked: "How well do you accept English songs... Okay, no need to answer."

    He could already sense the change in Zhu Lin's eyes, which had become very intense.

    "Can you get some? But they're expensive, right?"

    Wei Ming: "Forget about originals. I can get you some copied tapes. I'm not sure exactly how much they cost."

    Melinda charged five yuan to outsiders; he wondered if there would be a discount for him.

    "Of course they're copies. These days, original foreign tapes are beyond imagination."

    Wei Ming asked further: "So which singer are you interested in?"

    Zhu Lin: "I don't know any. Anyone is fine."

    "Then tell me what style you like."

    "Hmm," Zhu Lin hesitated, "something softer, about love..."

    After finishing the meal, the two parted ways, with Zhu Lin giving her bottle of Beibingyang to Wei Ming.

    When she returned to her unit, she received a call from her boyfriend just before getting off work, inviting her to watch a movie that evening.

    Previously, he had expressed dissatisfaction about her spending too much money on a tape recorder, thinking it unnecessary, which caused some friction between them. Now he was calling to reconcile.

    He had even bought a box of Chinese folk songs to apologize.

    Zhu Lin gently touched her abdomen: "I'm not feeling well today. Another day."

    "Oh, not feeling well? Remember to drink more hot water."

    After hanging up, she returned to her workstation and picked up the Beijing Literature and Art she had bought that morning, which contained a short poem called "Far and Near."
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    In a dormitory at the Health Research Institute, after a vigorous battle, North Qiao Feng and South Mu Rong both felt very satisfied.

    Afterward, the couple began to gossip, with Mu Rong asking: "Don't you think it's a bit strange that Little Wei invited Sister Lin to eat together today?"

    "What's strange about it? They know each other and have been through something together."

    Mu Rong: "I just feel that Sister Lin's personality wouldn't normally easily accept others' invitations."

    "What, you think Sister Lin is interested in Little Wei? That can't be. They're nine years apart—three gold bricks!"

    Mu Rong: "But what if Little Wei is interested in Sister Lin? Our Sister Lin can be described as a national beauty without exaggeration."

    "Well, Little Wei is so outstanding, one swing of his small hoe, and that wall would immediately collapse," Qiao Feng smiled. "But it shouldn't come to that. Let me tell you, don't spread this around, but Little Wei is very close to a British female international student."

    "Ah, an international student, a foreigner!"
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    "Achoo!"

    Wei Ming sneezed several times before entering the Contemporary editorial office. Who's thinking about me...

  

    The editorial office of Contemporary magazine, launched in July this year, was located at 166 Chaonei Street.

    The first issue printed 70,000 copies, sold out immediately, and established the basic pattern of "comprehensive literary genres with outstanding long non-fiction," while holding high the banner of realism.

    The second issue printed 110,000 copies, which were also quickly absorbed by the market.

    Next, December would be the third issue. The compilation work had already been completed, featuring Wang Meng's novella "Politeness" and Mo Yingfeng's serialized novel "The General's Chant."

    There were also essays by Yao Xueyin and Liu Xinwu, and two prefaces by Mao Dun and Ba Jin.

    With such a powerful lineup, they felt that even being conservative, they should print 130,000 copies.

    "Knock knock~"

    "Come in."

    "Hello everyone, I'm Wei Ming, here to submit a manuscript."

    "Oh my, you must be Writer Wei! So young!" Editor Liu Yin first spotted him, but he was quickly claimed by Bai Shurong.

    Liu Yin: Hey, she's being possessive.

    "Little Wei, come sit down. You finished so quickly?!" Bai Shurong was delighted; it was more than half a month earlier than their agreed deadline.

    "Yes, though this is considered slow for me." Wei Ming smiled, though the original content was higher and it had taken some thought.

    "Little Wei, are you in a hurry to return to your unit?"

    "No rush, I'm on the evening shift. As long as I'm back at Peking University by six, it's fine."

    "Great, then I'll read quickly. If there are any issues, I'll circle them to save you from making another trip." Bai Shurong was about to start reading when several editors gathered around.

    "Let's read together."

    So Bai Shurong read first, then passed each completed page to another person while she read the next page. This way, four or five people could read the manuscript simultaneously.

    But some read quickly, others slowly, inevitably leading to urging.

    "Can't you read faster?"

    "Can't you stop rushing me!"

    Wei Ming's writing skills were still excellent, honed through decades of writing work—skillful and precise. Basically no one could find fault in this aspect.

    And the story remained extremely attractive. It began with a confrontation between an impoverished son and his wealthy father who had returned from overseas with billions in assets. By the father's side was also a beautiful young mistress. The stark contrast created maximum dramatic tension, making people curious about the protagonist's experience and his choices.

    "Whether to go abroad with his father and inherit billions in assets?" This was the suspense that ran throughout the novel.

    The figure "billions" was too enormous, so large that it was impossible to refuse seeing the ending, so large that the several readers present had to think several times to grasp the concept.

    At first, they thought, Xu Shengfang probably wouldn't refuse, after all, who didn't know that living conditions abroad were better? Now how many people were breaking their heads trying to get out, especially since Xu Shengfang was an old rightist.

    However, as Xu Shengfang's memories of ranch life and his wife were interspersed throughout, the readers' thoughts gradually began to waver.

    But until just before Xu Shengfang truly refused his father, in their hearts, the probability of acceptance still dominated, after all, his father had said he could bring his wife and children along—he wasn't asking him to abandon his wife and daughter like Chen Shimei.

    Yet he still refused, and the readers' first reaction was regret, followed by a sense of shame.

    Then they began to recall Xu Shengfang's words and actions, as well as his dialogues and confrontations with his father, and slowly began to understand his choice and admire his integrity.

    Bai Shurong finished reading first. At the end, Wei Ming had an afterword: This novella is adapted and processed from the stories of the author's parents and the couple Yan Jitong and Wang Bailing from Ningxia.

    She put down the manuscript and pulled Wei Ming aside to chat.

    "Currently, reflective literature is dominant, everyone is criticizing, but your novella seems a bit against tradition. Your attitude is gentler, which doesn't quite align with the current mainstream discourse."

    Wei Ming: "Yes, I've written another atypical story."

    "Another?"

    Wei Ming explained: "'Tale of Two Donkeys,' oh, the one I gave to Harvest, is also a somewhat different educated youth story."

    "You said it was adapted from the stories of your parents and this couple. What's the story of this couple?" Bai Shurong asked.

    It's no wonder she didn't know—Yan Jitong and Wang Bailing had just returned from Brazil before National Day, and reports about them weren't that numerous yet.

    After the New Year, major newspapers like People's Daily and Guangming Daily would successively report their deeds, followed by Zhang Xianliang's "Spirit and Flesh."

    "This couple researched superior pig breeds in the Northwest. I first heard Wang Bailing's name at last year's National Science Conference. She also has the identity of overseas Chinese..."

    "Actually, they received visa letters from Brazil last year, and all five family members were approved to immigrate to Brazil.

    "Because they had been separated from their parents for thirty years, they decided to visit as a family. "Once there, the parents had vast assets and arranged everything for them—work, education, housing—all without them having to worry, and even secured green cards.

    "They were gone for a year, and probably no one thought they would give up comfortable overseas living conditions to return to their motherland and endure hardships, but just recently, all five family members returned to China."

    "Ah!" Bai Shurong exclaimed in surprise. There were actually people like Xu Shengfang in real life?

    Bai Shurong planned to find and read relevant reports later, then asked: "Are your parents' experiences similar to this couple's?"

    "Oh, my father didn't have a wealthy father, but his uncle was across the strait. However, because the villagers were mostly kind, he didn't suffer much. The love story between Xu Shengfang and Wei Fenfang in the novel is mainly based on my parents. My mother was a girl who fled famine from Sichuan-Chongqing, was taken in by my grandmother, and married my father. To this day, she hasn't found her family there..."

    After explaining the background of the story's creation, Wei Ming asked: "Editor Bai, do I need to take it back for revisions?"

    The other editors who had been passing around the manuscript whispered, "What's there to revise? Just publish it directly!"

    Bai Shurong smiled: "It's completely fine with me. The theme is excellent, it's the voice the era needs. You can go now, I'll show it to the person in charge."

    Though Yan Wenjing was effectively fulfilling the role of Editor-In-Chief, he wasn't given this title and was referred to externally as "the person in charge."

    Wei Ming nodded and bid farewell to the editors. Bai Shurong found Yan Wenjing, while the other editors continued discussing the story they had just read.

    "This story will be a hit!"

    "I think it will be even more popular than 'Two Cows'!"

    "Definitely, after all, 'The Herdsman' has such a strong thematic advantage!"

    "Two Cows" could ultimately even be classified as an anti-Japanese war novel, a genre that was already outdated.

    The fact that it stirred up such excitement was entirely due to Wei Ming's novel writing techniques and bold, seasoned style, as well as the acclaim from numerous critics. Peking University alone published no fewer than ten review articles.

    This was one of the benefits of being backed by Peking University.

    After reading the entire text, Yan Wenjing suddenly felt that the initial print run of 130,000 copies for the third issue was a bit conservative.

    Why not go directly for 150,000!

    At this point, even Beijing Literature and Art's first print run wasn't this large. He was aiming to surpass Beijing Literature and Art in one go!

    Bai Shurong asked with a smile: "Editor-In-Chief, what about the manuscript fee standard..."
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    After returning to Peking University, Wei Ming went straight to work, but when patrolling near Shao Garden with Mei Wenhua, he asked Little Mei to wait outside for him.

    "Master, I'm going in to find someone."

    Mei Wenhua watched enviously as Wei Ming easily slipped inside, then ran to the female dormitory building.

    Mei Wenhua: Damn, is she really his sweetheart? We were just joking!

    He craned his neck to look. Fortunately, Wei Ming was stopped downstairs; the dormitory auntie was sensible.

    But soon, the red-haired beauty in pajamas came downstairs and forcibly pulled Wei Ming into the dormitory building.

    Mei Wenhua felt so dejected he wanted to bang his head against the wall. No way, he's actually serious! This was more painful than being forced to eat shit!
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    This was Wei Ming's second visit to Melinda's dormitory, and Zha Jianying from Chinese Department '77 was also there, fully dressed.

    "Little Wei, you and Melinda? Are you..." Zha Jianying looked incredulously at the first male visitor to the dormitory.

    Melinda: "Don't misunderstand, Leonardo is my client. Tell me, whose music do you want?"

    "Find some country folk music, the most classic ones," Wei Ming said, and Melinda began operating.

    Little Zha was confused: "Leonardo?"

    Wei Ming: "That's me. They gave me this English name. I like da Vinci."

    "Then why not just call yourself da Vinci?"

    Wei Ming shook his head: "Don't you think Leonardo sounds more handsome?"

    Worried that Mei Wenhua would die waiting too long, Wei Ming said: "Take your time recording, I'll come get it tomorrow. How much is it?"

    "We're all friends, we'll discuss it later," Melinda said generously.

    "Thanks, Melinda. I'll exchange a few more magazines, I've finished the previous ones."

    "Help yourself."

    When Wei Ming touched Playboy, Little Zha's eyes immediately widened. Seeing the cover, she didn't dare approach the box. The woman on the cover wore so little—how indecent! How could anyone marry after seeing such things!

    But she thought men must all love these things. Unfortunately, she was disappointed. Wei Ming had seen more explicit material; the soft pornography of Playboy held little attraction.

    This time, Wei Ming stayed for about ten minutes before leaving. The dormitory auntie didn't time him—there was a resident student present this time, nothing could happen.

    "Let's go, Little Mei." Wei Ming pulled the dazed Mei Wenhua to continue patrolling.

    "Brother Ming, why don't we converse in English?" Mei Wenhua realized that learning English was better than learning mathematics and physics!

    Wei Ming said a very simple English sentence. Seeing Little Mei's confused expression, he patted him on the shoulder: "It's hard for us to converse now. Keep practicing."

    "What did you just say?"

    Wei Ming: "A classic line from the Hollywood movie 'Star Wars.'"
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    Early the next morning, Mei Wenhua began his English practice: "Alphabet, alphabet, a, b, a, n..."

    Amid his recitation, Wei Ming heard another voice.

    "Little Wei, do you want to attend the Writers' Congress?"

    Wei Ming opened his eyes groggily and saw Chen Jiangong standing on tiptoe looking at him.

    "Old Chen, what do you mean?"

    Chen Jiangong took out a work badge: "You've been named specifically. You're now officially invited to participate in the Writers' Congress!"

  

    Hearing Chen Jiangong's words, Mei Wenhua completely abandoned his English practice and simply perked up his ears to eavesdrop.

    Wei Ming was also puzzled. The Writers' Congress was almost over, why had they thought of him now?

    Chen Jiangong: "Let me explain slowly..."

    It turned out that tonight, to celebrate the successful convening of the Writers' Congress, the Poetry Journal was holding a poetry recitation and singing evening.

    Famous Shanghai Film Studio actor and director Sun Daolin had prepared to recite "Ideals."

    Upon learning this, Wu Zuqiang suggested that the original author should be invited.

    So with Mao Dun's special approval, Wei Ming caught the last bus to the Writers' Congress and could participate in the activities for the final three days.

    Tonight's recitation event was mandatory to attend. Poetry Journal had specifically invited him, and the Editor-In-Chief wanted to talk with him about whether excellent poems like "Far and Near" could be submitted directly to Poetry Journal.

    Wei Ming: "Does that mean I won't be considered absent from work these three days?"

    Chen Jiangong: "Of course! I haven't attended classes for half a month, and it's not counted as absence. Plus, they provide meals!"

    Mei Wenhua drooled with envy.

    Wei Ming had originally planned to get the tapes from Melinda, but now he got up directly to change clothes, preparing to go to the Great Hall of the People!

    The key was to bring his camera. On the way, he taught Chen Jiangong how to use it, in case he liked some senior figures and needed help taking photos with them.

    However, today's daytime activities were somewhat boring—just elections.

    After Guo Moruo's passing, the Writers Association had no full-time chairman, with Mao Dun taking the lead. Today was a transition from old to new.

    Mao Dun, already 83 years old and in poor health, was stepping down from his responsibilities, retaining only the title of "Honorary Chairman."

    As Wei Ming was not yet a formal member of the Writers Association, he had no voting rights and could only sit there smiling.

    Only during the mid-session break for free activities could he take a few photos. And he was bold, directly approaching Ba Jin whom he already knew, through whom he met Cao Yu, as well as Mao Dun.

    "Old Chen, make sure to take a good photo, don't shake your hands!"

    Thanks to his thick skin, Wei Ming got a photo opportunity, collecting "Mao, Ba, Cao" all at once. Unfortunately, the other three had already passed away, making "Lu, Guo, Mao, Ba, Lao, Cao, Wei" impossible to complete.

    When returning the camera to Wei Ming, Chen Jiangong wiped his sweat: "You're really brave!"

    "The brave enjoy the world first" had become the most fitting description of Wei Ming among those who knew him. Afterward, Ba Jin even told his two old friends about this child's thick skin.

    "He claims his favorites are Lu Xun and Lao She, yet swindled a signed book from me with sweet talk, haha!" The old gentleman didn't mind and treated it as an amusing anecdote.

    During lunch, familiar people gathered at one table, with Wei Ming surrounded by Peking University people like Wu Zuqiang and Chen Jiangong.

    His presence was quite eye-catching here because he was so young.

    Among those attending the conference, even if they weren't old artists, they had certain achievements in the literary and art fields.

    Before Wei Ming arrived, the youngest was probably Li Xiuming from Beijing Film Studio, 26 years old this year, one year younger than Sister Xue, and also Sister Xue's lifelong rival. Sister Xue had lost to her in several auditions.

    Li Xiuming hadn't yet reached the peak of her acting career but had already worked with three great directors: Xie Jin, Xie Tian, and Xie Tieli.

    At this time, even Liu Xiaoqing had to avoid her sharp edge. Only Chen Chong could match her, but she was determined to study abroad, so Shanghai Film Studio had basically trained her for nothing.

    Being so young, many people were asking who this young man was. Once "The Duck Knows First," "Ideals," and "Two Cows" were mentioned, at least one was usually familiar, followed by a round of "I can't believe he's so young" sighs.

    The morning was for elections, the afternoon for a literary seminar. Wei Ming still had no chance to speak, could only sit obediently all day, and finally made it to evening when he could watch the performance.

    Meanwhile, at Peking University campus, though Wei Ming was absent, his presence was more prominent than when he was present.
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    Melinda had waited a whole day without Wei Ming coming to collect the goods. Thinking he might be trying to skip payment, she decided to take the initiative.

    She first went to the west gate nearest to Shao Garden, where there were two security guards.

    "Excuse me, do you know where Wei Ming lives?" Melinda went up and asked directly.

    Under the security guards' mixed expressions of gossip-watching and envy-jealousy-hatred, she was directed to the south gate.

    At six in the afternoon, the south gate was at its busiest with foot traffic. At this time, Melinda stood outside the guard room and asked: "Where is Wei Ming? Is he hiding from me?"

    Wei Ming—almost no one at Peking University didn't know this name.

    And the girl before them could immediately be identified as an international student, tall and spirited.

    These two actually had a story!

    So people who wanted to leave didn't leave, and those wanting to enter hurried in to secure good positions.

    The on-duty security guard was completely confused, nervous in front of the righteous foreign woman. His already limited English vocabulary became even more chaotic and unusable at this moment.

    "Ah, that, um, this, I say..."

    Finally, Qiao Feng returned and told her: "Wei Ming isn't here. What do you need him for?"

    "When will he be back?"

    "Should be soon." Qiao Feng also knew about Wei Ming going to the Writers' Congress.

    Melinda wasn't stupid and didn't mention their deal: "If he returns, please find me immediately. It's urgent."

    Qiao Feng nodded, and Melinda flipped her long hair and turned away.

    The spectators expressed disappointment: Just a few words, the show was too short!

    But brevity provided more room for secondary creation and free interpretation!

    "Did you know? Wei Ming, that writer Wei Ming, is dating an international student!"

    "Have you heard? Wei Ming has a foreign girlfriend! Beautiful and shapely, really giving us Chinese people something to be proud of!"

    "Wow, that foreigner is so tall. If they have children, they'll definitely be good at basketball!"

    "Wei Ming is simply my god. He got that international student pregnant! Yes, yes, that redheaded foreigner!"

    "Have you heard? Wei Ming is getting married, the bride is a foreigner..."

    Eventually, this matter strangely reached Wei Ping'an's ears.

    He was picking up Xile from school when some worker's mother-in-law congratulated him: "Director Wei, congratulations! Soon you'll have overseas connections too!"

    "What?"

    "You don't know yet? Your nephew is emigrating with his girlfriend, going to England!"

    Wei Ping'an: "???"
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    At the poetry recitation and singing evening, Sun Daolin was chatting with Wei Ming.

    He was now from Shanghai, but was originally from Beijing and had attended Yenching University. When he heard Wei Ming worked at Peking University, he laughed and said they were schoolmates.

    Then he also discussed the poem "Ideals" with Wei Ming.

    On stage, actor Wang Tiecheng was performing a segment from "The Great River Flows."

    But Wei Ming's attention was constantly on Ms. Xia Meng in front and Grandma Deng beside her.

    He was thinking about who he should ask to help take a photo with him, as his photography partner Chen Jiangong had returned to school after the afternoon seminar.

    Despite some twists and turns, Wei Ming eventually got this precious photo, taken by old Uncle Sun Daolin. After all, having recited Wei Ming's poem, he should help out.

    The two ladies, seeing Wei Ming as just a child, were quite cooperative and encouraged him to write more good works.

    Ms. Xia Meng had actually retired from the entertainment industry many years ago, previously living in Canada. Recently, she had returned to Hong Kong to run a clothing store with her husband.

    However, after being invited to attend the Writers' Congress, with encouragement from several leaders, she returned to her old film business. After returning to Hong Kong, she secured an investment from the Huo family to create the Bluebird Film Company.

    The films produced by this company were all fine works, but there were too few, too slow to release, and not very profitable.

    Holding his camera, Wei Ming sighed: What a truly fulfilling day!

    On the way back, people from the school bus team sent him back. By the time he reached the school, he had almost fallen asleep.

    But seeing Uncle Ping'an and Brother Feng squatting at the gate post, and with the night wind blowing, he immediately became alert.

    "Did something happen?"

    Uncle Ping'an: "You made quite a name for yourself today!"

    Wei Ming: "Did news of me going to the Writers' Congress get out?"

    Brother Feng: "Even bigger than that."

    "Impossible, there can't be anything bigger than that now."

    Brother Feng: "That red-haired foreigner came looking for you, told you to find her immediately when you got back. Now the school is buzzing with rumors that you're going abroad with her."

    "What?!"

    Seeing his reaction, Wei Ping'an breathed a sigh of relief: "Looks like you're not planning to go abroad."

    Wei Ming: "I'm not even that close to her!"

    Uncle Ping'an: "So you're not dating?"

    "No!"

    Uncle Ping'an smiled: "Actually, it wouldn't be a problem if you were. Our country doesn't prohibit foreign marriages."

    In 1977, French international student Odile Pircan and Chinese student Tian Li got married in Shanghai, setting a precedent. Then in 1978, Shanghai had 148 registered foreign marriages, and even more this year. Shanghai had always been a bridgehead for foreign marriages.

    Wei Ming: "You're really overthinking this. I just bought some things from her, and haven't paid yet."

    "Huh?"

    At first, Wei Ping'an was indeed concerned, but hearing the truth, he was strangely a bit disappointed. His nephew was so outstanding, shouldn't he be able to attract foreign girls?

    Wei Ming continued: "Has this caused a negative impact? Should I issue a public statement?"

    His sensitivity in this area had always been poor, as some of his thinking was still stuck in 2025.

    Wei Ping'an shook his head: "You're not teaching staff. If you were, it would involve ethical issues of teacher-student relationships. You're just logistics personnel, so there's no need. It's just that people are too concerned and sensitive about matters involving foreigners. In the future, if you want to meet, you should go find her. Don't let her come find you."

    Wei Ming nodded: "I'll go find her now. Um, is it inappropriate so late at night?"

    Wei Ping'an laughed helplessly: "You better go quickly, or she'll come again tomorrow."

    This time it was Little Zha who came down from the female international student dormitory. She told Wei Ming: "I've already educated Melinda. She knows she's caused you some trouble."

    Wei Ming shook his head: "It's not a big deal."

    Zha Jianying: "But you're in big trouble. She recorded 12 tapes for you and is waiting for payment."

    Wei Ming's blood pressure and voice both shot up: "What!"

  

    "12 times 8..."

    Melinda pressed on her calculator, taking a moment to get the result.

    She smiled at Wei Ming and said: "A total of 96 yuan, rounding up, just give me 100 yuan."

    Wei Ming and Little Zha were both shocked—this kind of rounding up was possible?!

    Setting aside whether this British rounding method was reasonable, Wei Ming asked: "But I heard you sell them for five yuan outside. We're acquaintances, how come the price goes up for me? Taking advantage of our relationship, huh!"

    Melinda: "Five yuan is when people bring their own blank tapes. I'm just responsible for copying."

    Little Zha nodded: "That's true."

    Wei Ming: Wow, a net profit of five yuan per tape!

    Melinda continued: "Look at these tapes, all bought from the Friendship Store, Made in America, good quality. Selling for four yuan isn't expensive at all. Add in song selection and copying, my labor and materials, eight yuan is a friendship price."

    Fine, one yuan's worth of friendship.

    Wei Ming crossed his arms: "Then what's the meaning of recording 12 tapes all at once?"

    Melinda: "They all say you're rich, so I thought, why not transfer money from rich people to poor people like us through gentle means!"

    Wei Ming laughed: "Sorry to disappoint you, I'm definitely not as rich as you, and these tapes aren't for me. I'm buying them for someone else. You've made so many, it's enough for two months of her salary. She definitely can't afford them."

    "Ah!" Melinda was dumbfounded. Wouldn't that mean they'd be stuck in her hands? And she hadn't even collected a deposit.

    Wei Ming looked at those tapes with labels where Melinda had carefully written the song names.

    "How about I take two tapes?" Wei Ming picked through them.

    "Why don't you take them all~" Melinda grabbed his hand, pleading pitifully, "I, I can make them cheaper!"

    "Oh, you can lower the price? Then we can talk."

    In the end, they settled at five yuan each, and Wei Ming paid 60 yuan to take them all. He would then slowly sell them to Zhu Lin, rather than giving her too many at once which she couldn't afford.

    Melinda was satisfied; at least she didn't lose money and made a small profit.

    Wei Ming shook his head: "With your business sense, you'd better not do business in the future. You could have taken these copied tapes directly to sell for six or seven yuan, seven or eight yuan. They'd definitely sell well."

    Melinda's eyes lit up, and she hit her head with frustration: "That's right!"

    Wei Ming was also curious about something: "What do you need so much Chinese currency for? Aren't you going back to your country soon?"

    Melinda's study abroad program was two years, and she would leave at the end of this semester.

    Melinda said: "I want to make some money, then buy some antiques to take back home. With one flip, I might become financially free!"

    Wei Ming widened his eyes. This foreign girl actually wanted to trade antiques, probably inspired by that Lu Ban lock.

    You really don't know how deep these waters are! Swindling foreigners is a classic routine in this business.

    However, Wei Ming still gave her a suggestion: "Don't buy from small shops. You can buy calligraphy and paintings by famous people from the Friendship Store or Rongbaozhai. They might not be valuable now, but when Chinese people become rich, those things will rise in the auction market."

    For example, paintings by some modern and contemporary artists.

    For people who don't have an eye for art but want to make money in this field, this was a relatively safe approach. The Friendship Store often had paintings by Qi Baishi, Wu Guanzhong, and occasionally works by Ming and Qing dynasty painters.

    Now, for foreign exchange, the country was quite willing to part with ordinary cultural relics that weren't national treasures.

    Melinda's eyes lit up again after hearing this.

    "Leonardo, why don't you come with me to buy? You're an expert!"

    How am I an expert? I just know a little.

    Melinda pulled out a ten-yuan bill from the money and stuffed it into Wei Ming's pants pocket, making sure it was secure.

    She's so skilled!

    "Alright, I'll accompany you when I have time." Since she was so sincere, Wei Ming agreed. He also wanted to visit the Friendship Store, which wasn't easy to enter without a foreigner.

    Little Zha volunteered to take Wei Ming downstairs and wanted to accompany him for a bit after leaving the building.

    "Do you have something to tell me?" Wei Ming was a bit nervous. Is she going to confess to me? Little Zha wasn't bad-looking, but she was just average, not his ideal type.

    After hesitating for a while, Zha Jianying praised him: "Your 'Far and Near' is so well-written. In just a few words, it captures the complex relationship between people. I think you have more talent for poetry than novels."

    Wei Ming breathed a sigh of relief: "Thanks for the compliment, but poetry doesn't earn as much as novels. I still need to buy a motorcycle."

    After getting the camera, Wei Ming's next goal was a motorcycle, which would make trips to the city more convenient. Otherwise, each round trip to the city took more than three hours, which was too time-consuming.

    Little Zha pouted: "You always pretend to be mercenary. If you write poetry again, could you consider 'Today'? Bei Dao praised your poem!"

    Wei Ming first thanked the senior poet for his praise, then said: "Sorry, when I attended the Writers' Congress, I was coerced by the Editor-In-Chief of 'Poetry Journal' to promise them the exclusive publication of my next poem. Besides, poetry requires inspiration. I don't know when my next one will come."

    "Would you like to participate in 'Today's' poetry activities? There are many fans of your poetry!"

    "No, time is precious. I'd rather spend it on literary creation. Today, Grandma Deng also told me to write more good works. I feel the weight of responsibility on my shoulders."

    Using Grandma Deng to pressure people, you're ruthless!

    Little Zha returned to her dormitory reluctantly.

    Meanwhile, at Weiming Lake, another "Little Zha" was holding Beijing Literature and Art, repeatedly savoring the short poem "Far and Near."

    Zha Haisheng was a rural child from Anhui, plain-looking, small in stature, but highly talented. At just 15 years old, he had fought his way through the cruel competition of repeat students to enter Peking University's Law Department.

    He liked poetry and felt he had some talent. But his first submission was rejected by "Weiming Lake," and he heard it was displaced by "Ideals."

    Now, thirteen university literary journals across the country, including "Weiming Lake," were jointly publishing a magazine called "This Generation," and he wanted to submit again. He had painstakingly written a long poem, with five or six hundred words, on the theme of people and relationships.

    But today, seeing "Far and Near," on the same theme, with merely twenty-some words, yet more profound than his hundreds of words!

    It was like a wakeup call telling him: You don't have what it takes!

    So tonight, Zha Haisheng burned his manuscript to ashes, buried it by Weiming Lake, then returned to his dormitory and immersed himself in his law textbooks.

    The November issue of Beijing Literature and Art had been out for just a few days. Without a major topic work like "Two Cows," it wasn't generating much heat. The only noteworthy item was Wei Ming's short poem, which sparked extensive discussion among poetry enthusiasts.

    Because it was short, it was easier to spread. Not many people could recite "Ideals" completely like Brother Kai, but almost anyone could recite "Far and Near" in full and take pride in it, competing with each other.

    Even the gate post senior, who usually didn't like reading, could quote a few lines when seeing clouds in the sky in the morning.

    "You look at me one moment, then at clouds the next. I feel when you look at me, you're damn far, but when you look at clouds, you're damn close!"

    "Comrade, you're reciting Mr. Wei Ming's 'Far and Near,' right!"

    A young man with a briefcase, looking somewhat like a cadre, interrupted the gate guard's poetic mood.

    "Yes, who are you?"

    "Oh, I'm He Chengwei, deputy Editor-In-Chief of Shanghai's 'Story Club' magazine. I'm a friend of Mr. Wei Ming, specially coming to visit. Is he here?"

    "Oh, Editor He, I'm here!" Just then, Wei Ming came out of the gate post room, heading to the library.

    He wasn't going to the Writers' Congress this morning as there were meetings. He'd go in the afternoon, with evening programs. After all, he was an external member, so he had more freedom.

    He Chengwei firmly shook Wei Ming's hand: "I'm in Beijing for a meeting recently, and since the November issue of 'Story Club' has been released, I came specifically to visit you and bring you a copy."

    "Ah, thank you so much," Wei Ming smiled as he accepted it. "What meeting are you attending? The Writers' Congress too?"

    He Chengwei's facial muscles suddenly twitched. That word "too" was used so cleverly!

    "Who am I to deserve that? How could I qualify for such a grand event~" He waved his hands hurriedly, looking at Wei Ming with astonishment, though he quickly understood.

    "The Duck Knows First," "Ideals," "Two Cows"—each work had stirred nationwide discussion. Although young, it was understandable that Wei Ming was invited.

    Knowing this, He Chengwei felt embarrassed to mention his own matter.

    He Chengwei only told Wei Ming that under his theoretical guidance, reader feedback had been excellent, and they had ordered another printing yesterday, creating a new high in circulation this year.

    "Especially your 'Such is Love,' which received a lot of reader feedback in Shanghai."

    "Haha, that's good. Readers' enjoyment is most important."

    "Yes, yes~"

    In the end, He Chengwei didn't mention his intention to commission a piece. A shining new star in literary circles—he felt it would be a great loss to the literary world, an unforgivable sin, to pull Wei Ming into popular literature.

    However, Wei Ming didn't have such deep-rooted barriers between serious literature and popular literature in his mind, especially since he had an alter ego!

    Looking at "Wei Kuangren" after "Such is Love" on the contents page, Wei Ming smiled slightly.

    Although He Chengwei didn't mention it, when meeting Ms. Xia Meng at the Writers' Congress, Wei Ming had an idea.

    When he returned to the dormitory at noon, Biaozi was happily flipping through "Story Club," feeling this magazine was more suitable for him than Beijing Literature and Art.

    These short stories were so interesting, especially "Such is Love." How could there be such foolish people who didn't even understand men and women but still tried to have a relationship? Hahaha.

    As Biaozi was laughing, Wei Ming suddenly said to him: "By the way, Biaozi, you mentioned your legendary childhood story of running away from home before, right?"

    "Yes, what about it?"

    Wei Ming: "I suddenly feel this story would be perfect as a wuxia novel~"

    With a "thud," Biaozi sat up from his bed, hitting Mei Wenhua's bedboard, giving Mei Wenhua a fright...

  

    Biaozi excitedly clutched Wei Ming's bedding: "Brother Ming, you've finally discovered my strength!"

    Wei Ming: "Not as long as mine."

    Mei Wenhua: "Tch!"

    Biaozi continued: "Brother Ming, just tell me how to proceed, I'll fully cooperate!"

    Wei Ming suddenly sighed: "Forget it, I won't write it after all."

    "What? How can you not write it!" Biaozi became anxious, Little Mei was amused.

    "You know, I don't understand martial arts. To write this novel well, I'd need to visit Shichahai to observe and learn. You came from there, so you'd be perfect to take me in, but you don't want me to meet your Yanzi. So forget it, I won't go, won't write it." As he spoke, Wei Ming was about to get down from the bed to go to the Great Hall.

    "Oh, is that all? You scared me. Feel free to go, we can also treat Coach Wu to a meal, let him explain things to you. He knows real kung fu."

    Wei Ming laughed: "Oh, not worried anymore?"

    Biaozi also smiled: "What's there to worry about now? Yanzi went to Hangzhou for a competition."

    Wei Ming: Damn!

    Then he asked: "So all the excellent students went?"

    "Not too many, mainly Li Lianjie and others from the class below us."

    Wei Ming: Biaozi, I think you should be more worried~

    "Brother Ming, what's the name of this wuxia novel you're writing?" he asked again.

    Wei Ming: "Heroes Have Always Come from the Young."

    Biaozi immediately cheered: "Good, good name, it's exactly the story of my life!"

    In 1983, Xia Meng's Bluebird Film Company collaborated with the mainland's Emei Film Studio to produce a wuxia co-production where almost all the main creators were children, which was "Heroes Have Always Come from the Young."

    When this film was released, it surpassed popular movies like Li Lianjie's "Shaolin Temple Kids," Xie Jin's "Garlands at the Foot of the Mountain," and "Our Niu Baisui," becoming the film with the most audience attendance and screenings in 1984, creating a profit of 2.3 million for Emei Studio!

    It was later broadcast multiple times on film channels. The characters Little Wife and Big Husband became household names at the time, and it was later adapted into a TV series starring Wu Lei.

    Wei Ming had this idea only after seeing Xia Meng. Not only could he connect with left-wing filmmakers, but he could also earn manuscript fees from "Story Club." He had already started thinking about how to begin this story.

    At the Great Hall, Wei Ming first went to the filmmakers' section. He wanted to become familiar with them first. It would be great if "Two Cows" and "Tale of Two Donkeys" could be noticed by major studios and adapted for the big screen.

    A screenplay paid much more than magazine publication. If collaborating with Hong Kong, the price would be even more impressive.

    At this stage without royalties, it was difficult to buy cars and houses just by writing books, so Wei Ming, eager to advance, decided to test the waters of the film industry.

    When he entered, the first person he saw was Director Song Chong from Shanghai Film Studio. He was Sister Xue's benefactor; Gong Xue's representative works "Much Ado About Nothing" and "The Happy Bachelor" were both directed by him. Later, Director Song became the director of Beijing Film Studio.

    Director Song Chong had a film that was almost universally known, called "Thunderbolt Baby."

    Years later, when Sister Xue returned to acting after many years of retirement, her only comeback was in Director Song's film.

    Since Wei Ming already knew Sun Daolin, Sun helped introduce him to many people from Shanghai Film Studio.

    Unfortunately, he didn't see Director Xie Jin. In the 1980s, when the Fifth Generation directors were emerging, a Third Generation director could still repeatedly create classic films that remained timeless even decades later, truly admirable.

    Wei Ming also saw Mr. Yu Shizhi from the People's Art Theatre. In Wei Ming's previous life, when he joined the People's Art Theatre, the old gentleman had basically retreated to the second line but hadn't left the stage.

    It was a pity he didn't see another pillar of the People's Art Theatre, old Master Lan Tianye. Wei Ming had deep connections with him.

    In the 1990s, Wei Ming's second time coming to Beijing was due to the old gentleman's support.

    Because Wei Ming and old Master Lan were from the same hometown, the old gentleman returned to his hometown after "The Investiture of the Gods" was broadcast.

    Wei Ming attracted the old gentleman's attention by writing an article "The Grand Master Returns Home," thus getting an opportunity to meet him. Coincidentally, the old gentleman also knew Wei Ming's grandfather Wei Senhao, so he brought him to the People's Art Theatre.

    Now the Writers' Congress was already the second-to-last day, and there were basically no serious issues left to discuss. People were chatting in small groups about everyday life and upcoming work.

    However, there weren't many people he knew here. Although he had been introduced to those from Shanghai Film Studio, they spoke in the Shanghai dialect, which he couldn't understand, so he naturally couldn't join the conversation. If Sister Xue were here, he could have joined in.

    Just as Wei Ming was about to move on, he saw a young man in military uniform who was about his age, standing awkwardly in a corner.

    Wei Ming immediately went over to introduce himself.

    "Comrade, may I ask what is your relationship with Master Hou Baolin?"

    The young man immediately said: "That's my grandfather. I'm the third son of the Hou family. My grandfather and I look alike, right?"

    Wei Ming: "Yes, very alike. Pleased to meet you."

    Inwardly: Not as much as Hou Yaoming.

    "What's your name?" Hou Yaowen didn't dare to underestimate anyone who could enter this place.

    "Wei Ming, a novelist. Somehow I ended up in this room."

    "I'm following my father in folk art. He insisted I come to meet uncles and granduncles in the film industry, but he himself didn't come. How am I supposed to meet people?"

    A nobody and a semi-nobody started chatting. Making a friend now might mean gaining a big nephew in the future.

    Despite having such a master-level father, Hou San hadn't fully inherited his father's skills. Now he was in the Railway Art Troupe, and although he had performed with his master's son in some works, his influence was limited.

    Tonight's performance was mainly from the folk art world, including Beijing Opera, Yue Opera, Beijing Drum Singing, Henan Zhuizi, Beijing Qin Book, Shanghai Tanci, Comedy Drama, and Crosstalk, etc. Later, with audience choices, basically only crosstalk remained active among folk arts.

    Hou San sat with Wei Ming in the audience, but Wei Ming could sense his longing for the stage from his eyes.

    Unfortunately, today the person representing "crosstalk" on stage was his father's grand-disciple Kun Kun.

    Watching Jiang Kun, who was two years younger than himself, performing "Such Photography" and other programs with ease, Hou San was very envious of his relaxed manner.

    After Jiang Kun came down, Guan Xiaotong's grandfather went up. This master of Beijing Qin Book performed a segment of "Yang Bajie's Spring Outing." His voice was much more pleasant than Guan Xiaotong's.

    Wei Ming glanced around but didn't see a representative of Jingxi Drum. Otherwise, he might have seen Liu Shishi's grandfather.

    The evening ended with old Master Ma Sanli's "Starting at Ten O'clock." On site, only he could hold such a high-level venue.

    Unfortunately, Wei Ming didn't see him before the event, and he left quickly afterward, so Wei Ming couldn't get a photo with Master Ma and Master Hou together. But he did get a photo with Master Hou, taken by Hou San.

    Hearing that Wei Ming was from Peking University, Master Hou smiled: "Then we'll meet again."

    Wei Ming wondered, what, are you going to have a special performance at Peking University?

    The next day, Wei Ming and Chen Jiangong traveled to the Great Hall in Driver Liu's car to attend the closing ceremony of the Fourth Writers' Congress. This momentous event, lasting 18 days with far-reaching influence, finally came to an end.

    Wei Ming had gained tremendously, using up all his film. Developing the photos alone would take quite some time.

    "Master, you two go back first. I'll wander around the city a bit." Wei Ming didn't plan to return to Peking University with the car.

    Driver Liu said: "Where are you going? I can drop you off, just a step on the gas."

    Chen Jiangong also said: "Yes, I'm not in a hurry."

    So Wei Ming troubled Driver Liu to take him to the Health Research Institute.

    "What are you going there for, are you unhygienic?" Driver Liu's mouth, really.

    "To visit a friend."

    "Visit a friend? Don't you have a foreign friend?" Old Liu smirked. "Little Wei, tell me the truth, is that thing between you two real or not?"

    Wei Ming: "Which thing are you referring to, the pregnancy or going abroad?"

    Even someone as honest as Chen Jiangong couldn't help but listen in. Is it that exciting?

    "No way, you two actually did that?!" Old Liu was so excited he almost rear-ended a tricycle in front.

    Wei Ming: "Is that possible? We're just ordinary friends who've met three times. It's all rumors."

    "Then what kind of friend is this one at the Health Institute?"

    "An ordinary friend with some entangled interests." Wei Ming spoke righteously.

    Today he came to deliver tapes to Zhu Lin, without any prior notice, giving her a huge surprise.

    "What songs are these?"

    "Let me sing you a bit."

    "Ah, you can sing English songs too?"

    Wei Ming started singing: "When I was young I'd listen to the radio/ Waiting for my favorite songs......"

    The song was beautiful and not too difficult to sing. Although it wasn't about love, the melody immediately struck Zhu Lin.

    There were even little stars in her eyes as she looked at Wei Ming. How could there be such an excellent young man in the world? She wanted to raise one!

    After singing, Wei Ming also explained the meaning in Chinese. Actually, the song title "Yesterday Once More" summarized it well.

    "Who sings this? Is it famous abroad?"

    "Yes, very famous. It's the Carpenters, a brother-sister duo. The sister sings, the brother plays instruments. This tape mostly has their songs from a few years ago. If you want more, I can find more for you."

    "Yes, I want!"

    Wei Ming: "Five yuan per tape."

    With one sentence, the little stars in Sister Zhu Lin's eyes were extinguished.

    Actually, Wei Ming was already being very fair. As a middleman, he didn't take a price difference and even delivered to her door.

    Next time he didn't want to deliver, so he said to Zhu Lin: "I probably won't have much time to come to the city recently. You can also come to Peking University to find me."

    "Yes, alright. I haven't been to the Summer Palace for a long time."

    Wei Ming waved his hand: "I'm off~"

    This time he took a bus back to Peking University, and at the south gate, he saw Liu Rulong with his head hanging down, looking preoccupied.

    "What's up, Ah Long?"

    Liu Rulong: "Ah Ming, something seems to have happened to my father!"

  

    "What's going on? Tell me slowly."

    Liu Rulong: "Last month, and this month too, my father hasn't sent me money!"

    Wei Ming: "So you guess something happened to your father?"

    "Yes!" Ah Long said, "I also wrote him a letter, but he hasn't replied in a month."

    Wei Ming wasn't so worried, because he knew Uncle Liu and Teacher Yang would later have a second child called Liu Ruyan, so nothing serious could happen now.

    "Have you asked Teacher Yang?"

    "What if my mom doesn't know something happened to him? If I ask, she'll find out and worry."

    "Given the frequency of communication between your parents, she probably knows by now. Maybe Teacher Yang is also afraid you'll worry, so she hasn't mentioned it."

    Liu Rulong thought his reasoning made sense.

    "Then I'll call tomorrow to ask about the situation." Liu Rulong indicated that was all he could do.

    The next day, while Wei Ming was developing photos in the darkroom, Liu Rulong came again.

    "I called the school, and they said my mom suddenly took leave and hasn't been to work for half a month!"

    "What?!"

    Now Wei Ming couldn't be so certain either. Could this be the butterfly effect?

    And Hong Kong was so far away, with communication being troublesome. Wei Ming felt that the only option now was to use the connections he had just established.

    "Ah Long, let's go to the Beijing Hotel!"

    "Huh?"

    Wei Ming: "Wait a moment, let me finish developing this photo first."

    "Since when do you develop..."

    However, when Liu Rulong saw the people in the photo, he obediently closed his mouth.

    When Biaozi saw Wei Ming and Liu Rulong riding past the south gate, he called out: "Brother Ming, where are you going? Didn't we agree to go to the sports school today?"

    "Biaozi, I'm afraid we can't make it today. Another day, perhaps."

    Biaozi: Another day, by then Yanzi will be back and that'll be it~
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    The Beijing Hotel is located on Chang'an Street, adjacent to Wangfujing commercial street, and is one of the few major hotels in Beijing currently receiving foreign guests, combining accommodation and dining.

    Wei Ming knew that Xia Meng was staying there, but he didn't know if she had already left after yesterday's Writers' Congress closing. He could only take a chance.

    At first, when Wei Ming and his companion said they wanted to see Ms. Xia Meng, the security guard wouldn't let them in. Claiming to know her was useless—Xia Meng had fans on the mainland too, and they all claimed to know her.

    The guards at this place were of a much higher caliber than those at Peking University, and they even carried guns.

    So Wei Ming had to show the photo he had just developed.

    When the guard saw the old lady between the two of them, his body trembled.

    "May I ask who you are?"

    It worked! The guard was even using honorifics.

    Wei Ming wasn't annoyed; it was all part of the job.

    "I'm a writer, and I have business with Ms. Xia Meng. Tell her I'm Wei Ming from Peking University. If she won't see me, we'll leave immediately."

    So the security guard hurried to report.

    Honestly, too many people had taken photos with Xia Meng these days, and she couldn't remember all of them, but she did remember Wei Ming.

    First, he was young; second, he was handsome; third, he always mentioned Peking University. Peking University's Weiming Lake was famous, so she remembered "Wei Ming from Peking University," and she knew that "Ideals," recited by Mr. Sun Daolin, was created by him.

    But recently she had also read a new poem by Wei Ming, "Far and Near," which she liked even more.

    "Please come in, gentlemen." With Ms. Xia Meng's consent, Wei Ming and Ah Long went upstairs to her private room.

    "Comrade Wei Ming, we meet again."

    Ah Long was somewhat stunned. Is this the woman who haunted Jin Yong's dreams? Although she was getting on in years, she was so elegant, so beautiful!

    Liu Rulong was indeed Wei Ming's guide to wuxia novels. After returning from Guangdong, he often told Wei Ming about Jin Yong's wuxia stories he had seen there, and he knew about that man's infatuation with this woman.

    After Wei Ming greeted her, he introduced Liu Rulong's identity and explained their purpose in the most concise language.

    "This visit is very abrupt, but my classmate is really worried about his father's safety and has no way to contact there. I could only think of asking for your help."

    Xia Meng nodded: "What do you need me to do?"

    Wei Ming: "Could you inquire through your connections in Hong Kong if a man named Liu Bin from Foshan has been detained or... killed."

    Hearing the last two words, Liu Rulong clenched his hands, his breathing accelerated, and his worry increased.

    "Alright, no problem. Let's go downstairs to make a phone call. The room phone won't work."

    In the downstairs lobby, international direct lines were available. Xia Meng called her husband in Hong Kong.

    "Now we might need to wait a bit," after hanging up, Xia Meng smiled. "It's also getting late. Let me treat you two to a meal."

    "Aren't you catching a flight? We can just wait here by ourselves." Wei Ming said, noticing her packed luggage.

    Xia Meng smiled: "The flight is in the evening. There's no rush."

    Then Xia Meng informed a staff member to listen for the phone call, and she took them to eat.

    During the meal, Liu Rulong remained silent, while Wei Ming was responsible for the conversation.

    Xia Meng was quite interested in this young writer, so Wei Ming shared some of his creative experiences with her, even mentioning that he was conceptualizing a wuxia novel.

    "Ah, you want to write wuxia?"

    "Yes, when we talk about wuxia now, it's Hong Kong's Jin Yong, Taiwan's Gu Long. On the mainland, apart from the Republican period, there are no famous wuxia writers. I want to fill this gap, and didn't they say at the Writers' Congress? Let a hundred flowers bloom, let a hundred schools of thought contend. How can the mainland not have wuxia novels?"

    "Haha, ambitious," Xia Meng didn't read much wuxia, but she wasn't averse to it, and she didn't look down on popular novels like mainlanders did. She also blessed Wei Ming, "I hope one day you can be as renowned as those two."

    As they were chatting, a staff member came over to inform them that a call from Hong Kong had come back.

    Liu Rulong quickly said: "I'll go answer it. You two keep eating."

    He was afraid of hearing the worst news and feared he might cry in front of so many people.

    A few minutes later, Liu Rulong returned, not crying, but his expression wasn't good either.

    He volunteered: "Everything's fine now. Thank you, Ms. Xia."

    Xia Meng didn't ask further: "That's good. I'm also happy to be able to help. Now, let's eat."

    Not only did she help, but she also treated them to a star-rated meal. What a nice person! Wei Ming decided not to haggle with her when they collaborated in the future.

    Before leaving, he also gave the photo of the three of them to Xia Meng. She liked it, and he would develop more copies later.

    After leaving the Beijing Hotel, Wei Ming finally asked: "Tell me, what's the situation?"

    Liu Rulong looked embarrassed: "My father was arrested."

    "For what reason?"

    Liu Rulong was even more embarrassed: "Organizing illegal activities."

    "What?"

    Liu Rulong looked at Wei Ming in confusion: "My father, and he's even a big shot."

    Wei Ming exclaimed "Damn," now understanding why Liu Rulong would eventually walk that path in Japan. It was a family inheritance!

    "But how did your father, a college student, end up on this path?" Wei Ming was puzzled. Uncle Liu even wore glasses, looking quite refined.

    "Maybe to earn money so my mom and I could live a good life. But actually, even without his money, I lived happily. I would rather he hadn't left back then." Speaking of this, Ah Long finally couldn't help crying.

    Wei Ming patted his shoulder comfortingly.

    "Did they say when he would be released?"

    "Aunt Xia's husband guessed at least half a year, at most two or three years."

    Wei Ming thought that wasn't too bad, not a very serious crime.

    "Do you have enough money?" he asked again.

    "Enough for now, but next month will be tight. However, I can ask my maternal grandfather."

    Wei Ming said: "Remember to check for mail at the school gate. The illustration fee from 'Children's Literature' should arrive soon. If it's still not enough, come to me. I've got plenty of money, bro."

    Hearing this, Liu Rulong broke into a smile through his tears: "Actually, I can also live without money from home. I can support myself with my skills!"

    "That's the spirit."

    Wei Ming looked at the time: "Hmm, it's still early. Want to go to Shichahai Sports School with me for a bit?"

    "Huh?"
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    About two hours later, they finally caught up with Zhao Debiao at the sports school gate, who was pedaling his bicycle so hard sparks flew.

    Wei Ming called the south gate, asking Biaozi to come quickly. Tonight they would first treat Coach Wu to dinner.

    "Are you two done with your business?"

    "Yes."

    Biaozi chuckled, parking his bike at the gate: "Welcome to Zhao Debiao's Shichahai Sports School!"

    Three minutes later, "Uncle, I used to study here. I'm Debiao, the toughest guy at Shichahai. Ask anyone, they all know me. Let me in!"

    Looking at the tightly closed gate, Wei Ming shook his head: "Biaozi, your reputation isn't very good."

    Zhao Debiao: "Brother Ming, let's climb over the wall. I know where we can get in!"

    When he found the most suitable spot for climbing, Wei Ming supported him, and just as he was about to mount the wall, a middle-aged, sturdy man rode by on a bicycle, shouting: "What are you doing! What are you doing!"

    Zhao Debiao trembled in fear and turned around shouting: "Coach, I've missed you!"

    "Zhao Debiao!" Coach Wu narrowed his eyes, and Zhao Debiao fell straight off the wall.

    Ten minutes later, in a state-run small restaurant, Wu Bin, the martial arts ace coach who had trained Li Lianjie, Wu Jing, Wang Qun, Kou Zhanwen, Huang Qiuyan, and others, understood Wei Ming's intentions.

    He wanted to write a wuxia novel set in the Qing Dynasty and wanted to learn about martial arts.

    Zhao Debiao specially declared: "Coach, this is the most badass writer under 20 in the country right now."

    Ah Long added: "Under 30 too."

    Wu Bin took a sip of alcohol: "Which aspect do you want to focus on?"

    Wei Ming drank a glass with him: "Let's start with Hung Fist."

    The story Wei Ming wanted to write was related to the Heaven and Earth Society, which was actually the Hong Men, and the name Hong Men actually came from the Small Hung Fist.

    Since he wanted to write wuxia, Wei Ming hoped to write professionally, to make people's blood boil through his words.

    Wu Bin, true to his reputation as a martial arts master, spoke thoroughly about the origin and development of this martial art, as well as the style of the boxing technique. As he spoke, he had Zhao Debiao demonstrate on the spot, making the restaurant manager mutter to himself.

    "What about Bagua Palm?"

    Wu Bin glanced at Biaozi, who put down his chopsticks and continued to demonstrate.

    "Praying Mantis Fist..."

    "Biaozi, demonstrate."

    Wei Ming discovered a problem: "Biaozi, you know everything!"

    Wu Bin snorted: "Knows everything, masters nothing. If you had specialized in one discipline when you were young, you wouldn't have failed to win even a city championship."

    Zhao Debiao scratched his head embarrassedly, but Wei Ming's eyes gleamed with light. He was sitting right next to a living encyclopedia of Chinese martial arts!

  

    Hearing Wei Ming praise him, Biaozi modestly said: "Oh, I'm hardly an encyclopedia. I'm far behind Miss Wang."

    Coach Wu: "Who is Miss Wang? Which school is she from?"

    Wei Ming smiled: "She's not from any school, just a fictional character in a novel."

    The chat with Coach Wu today was quite enjoyable. After a few cups of erguotou liquor, he planned to lend Wei Ming some books to read.

    Since his home wasn't far from there, the three went with him to get these "martial arts manuals," which were all illustrated. Combined with Biaozi's live demonstrations, they would be very helpful for Wei Ming's writing.

    Wei Ming naturally expressed a thousand thanks, saying he would return them after reading.

    As the three walked away, just as Coach Wu was about to return to his courtyard, he felt a gust of wind behind him and immediately made a blocking response.

    After seeing who it was, he laughed: "You, Wu Jinquan, actually trying to sneak attack!"

    "Coach Wu, I've been waiting for you for an hour, haven't even had dinner yet," the other man said with a smile, looking a few years younger than Coach Wu.

    Both surnamed Wu, though not related. This Wu Jinquan actually worked at the Aerospace Bureau, but had practiced martial arts since childhood, with family traditions. He specialized in Praying Mantis Fist and Nine-Section Whip.

    "Is it about your son again? I've said it many times, he's too young, too young."

    Wu Jinquan wanted his son to enter Shichahai Sports School to learn martial arts, but he was only five years old this year, not even in primary school yet.

    "Isn't martial arts best learned as a child? He practices with me anyway, but my teaching isn't as good as yours. I'm afraid of holding the child back."

    Wu Bin thought for a moment: "Your little boy does have talent. Let's do this: next year, at least wait until he's six, then we'll talk."

    "Alright then. Shall we have a little match?"

    Coach Wu hiccupped from the alcohol: "No match. I just ate... too full."
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    As they rode, Wei Ming, Biaozi, and Liu Rulong separated. Ah Long said he would complete the second part of the illustrations as soon as possible; he needed to support himself.

    Biaozi had drunk a little alcohol and was still somewhat excited.

    He asked Wei Ming: "Brother Ming, is the male protagonist in your novel going to be called Biao?"

    "Could be, but he mainly uses a nickname in the jianghu."

    "What nickname?"

    Wei Ming: "Big Husband!"

    Wei Ming thought that the movie "Heroes Have Always Come from the Young" was only average in quality, with its biggest highlight being the age-contrasting couple of Big Husband and Little Wife.

    Big Husband was rude and mischievous with mediocre skills, while Little Wife was quiet but highly skilled in martial arts. Though she was his wife, she managed and protected him like a mother.

    So this couple's character setting would definitely be preserved, while other aspects would need further consideration.

    Wei Ming initially wanted to write this novel to connect with Xia Meng, though the movie's box office performance in Hong Kong wasn't that great, only a bit over 3 million HKD, far less impressive than in the mainland.

    And reportedly, Xia Meng's Bluebird invested more, taking overseas box office returns, while Emei Studio invested less, taking domestic returns. As a result, Emei Studio made a huge profit, while Bluebird worked practically for nothing.

    Having met Coach Wu today, if he could get assistance from martial arts colleagues to improve the action scenes, polish the script, and even bring it to market before "Shaolin Temple," perhaps there could be a different outcome.

    During his night shift, Wei Ming was thinking about the story while patrolling.

    After catching up on sleep the next day, realizing he still had so many photos to develop, Wei Ming hurried to the school journal's darkroom to get busy.

    Photographer Yang Hao came over with a copy of People's Daily.

    "Little Wei, you're in People's Daily again!"

    Wei Ming tilted his head to look. It was news about the closing ceremony of the People's Congress. He wasn't in the photo, but the article mentioned: "The oldest artist among the participants was Mr. Mao Dun, at the age of 83, and the youngest was writer Wei Ming, only 18 years old."

    Taking advantage of his young age, Wei Ming got a mention, listed alongside Mr. Mao Dun.

    "Good, I'll keep this newspaper."

    Yang Hao: "......"

    After a moment of speechlessness, Yang Hao asked: "Why are you making two copies of each photo?"

    "I'm not. Some I'm making three copies of."

    Yang Hao: "......"

    Although Wei Ming could develop photos here himself, he still had to pay. He couldn't take advantage of public resources, so Yang Hao could only sigh at the wasteful spending.

    After developing the photos, Wei Ming kept one copy of each for himself, planning to mail some back home.

    Others would be mailed to the other people in the photos, such as sending the group photo with Director Wang Yang and Director Ling Zifeng to Beijing Film Studio, sending the photo with Ma Jingwu to Beijing Film Academy, and sending photos of old Master Ma Shitu to the Sichuan-Chongqing Writers Association...

    These people all had organizations, so sending them photos meant they weren't just his connections; he also became their connection, which might be useful in the future.

    After finishing all this, it was almost evening. Wei Ming rode his bicycle to Uncle Ping'an's home.

    Today was the publication day for the November issue of Children's Literature, and Uncle Ping'an had told him to come to his house to collect his manuscript fee.

    "Tales of the Heavenly Book" was 38,000 words, with the first part being 12,000 words, at a rate of six yuan per thousand words, totaling 72 yuan.

    Aunt Xiaoyan also brought good news.

    "Shanghai Animation Film Studio has decided to adapt 'The Toothless Tiger' and 'If I Were Wu Song'!"

    "Ah, they want both?"

    "Yes, just these two. Unfortunately, they don't have plans for feature films right now, otherwise 'Tales of the Heavenly Book' would also be suitable."

    Wei Ping'an asked what Wei Ming was thinking: "How will the manuscript fee be calculated?"

    Lu Xiaoyan asked Wei Ming: "Do you want to write the screenplay yourself or let Shanghai Animation Film Studio find someone to write it?"

    Wei Ping'an waved his hand: "How would Little Ming know how to write a screenplay?"

    Wei Ming: "I'll write it myself."

    Uncle, screenplay writing is actually my main profession!

    Lu Xiaoyan said: "I also suggest you write it yourself. If you don't know how, you can learn. Besides, screenplay money is better."

    Wei Ping'an: "Oh, how much better?"

    Then Lu Xiaoyan explained the ins and outs, which she had heard from Editor-In-Chief Jin.

    Currently, there was no concept of copyright in China. When a film studio was interested in a novel, they would seek permission and then adapt it. Sometimes they could even make multiple films from one book, like "Xu Mao and His Daughters," which both Beijing Film Studio and August First Film Studio liked, so each made a film.

    As for how much the original author could get.

    Not much, really.

    The film studio would set a total fee for a film screenplay, of which 20%-30% would go to the original author, 50%-89% to the screenwriter.

    After the final draft was approved, there was also 10%-15% of the total for the responsible editor.

    And short film fees were about half of feature film fees.

    So if Wei Ming didn't participate in the screenplay, he would only get about one-fifth of the total screenplay fee, as little as 100 yuan, at most 200-300.

    To be honest, Wei Ming's stories were basically ready-made scripts, requiring very little adaptation. It would be too much of a rip-off if someone else earned this money.

    Wei Ming also asked: "Do I need to go to Shanghai?"

    Lu Xiaoyan said: "Write first, let them see it. If there are any unsuitable parts, you might need to make a trip."

    Wei Ming nodded, remembering something else: "How much is the illustration fee?"

    
      

    

    ❀⋆｡°✿☆❀✿°｡⋆❀

    
      

    

    Film Academy.

    "Liu Rulong, there's a letter for you. I brought it back." A roommate pointed at the table.

    Liu Rulong hurried over, thinking it was a letter from his father or mother, but it was from Children's Literature.

    His heart leapt with joy. Opening the envelope, he took out the remittance slip and saw the amount: 40 yuan!

    They had selected 8 of his illustrations, priced at five yuan each!

    And he had drawn these in just one week. If he kept drawing every day, earning over 100 yuan a month wouldn't be a problem!

    Liu Rulong felt he was finally a useful person. Too bad it was late; he would definitely buy some copies of Children's Literature tomorrow.
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    Meanwhile, for the foreseeable substantial adaptation fee, Wei Ming decided to temporarily pause starting "Heroes Have Always Come from the Young" and focus on the screenplay first.

    But on this day, after writing just a few words, he was interrupted.

    Mei Wenhua said breathlessly: "Brother Ming, you, that, I, my family member is here to see you!"

    "Your family member... oh, Melinda." Wei Ming had to put down his pen and paper, remembering he had agreed to go with her to the Friendship Store to buy things today.

    Wei Ming said: "Little Mei, can I borrow your bicycle?"

    Mei Wenhua: "No, you have your own."

    Wei Ming: "But Melinda doesn't. It's for her to ride."

    He immediately took a rag: "It was outside all night yesterday. Let me wipe it."

    Even as Melinda rode away on his Flying Pigeon bicycle, Mei Wenhua was still watching.

    On the road.

    "How do you usually get around?" Wei Ming asked Melinda. "By bus?"

    Melinda: "By pedicab. There are plenty around the Summer Palace area."

    Wei Ming thought, so she's not completely broke.

    He also asked: "How much money have you prepared?"

    "One thousand pounds."

    Wow, over two thousand dollars.

    "You're quite rich," Wei Ming said sourly.

    With this money, one could buy a courtyard house in Beijing. Although it converted to only about 3,000 yuan, for those wanting to go abroad, this foreign exchange was worth at least 20,000, possibly enough for two houses.

    "This is all I have, and I can't spend it all. I don't know if I'll find a job immediately when I return home, so I need to keep some for living expenses."

    Wei Ming asked: "What kind of job are you looking for? Translation?"

    "I studied literature, so I might look for an editor position at a publishing house."

    Oh, a publishing house editor.

    Wei Ming found Melinda increasingly appetizing.

    Arriving at the Friendship Store on Jianguomenwai Street, because there were many embassies nearby, foreigners could be seen on the road, and those entering and exiting the Friendship Store were all foreigners.

    The occasional Chinese people could only peek through the store windows to see what was inside.

    Even with a foreigner accompanying them, it wasn't easy for Chinese people to enter.

    So before leaving, Melinda had borrowed some clothes from Li Aiguo, and Wei Ming had already changed too.

    Now he looked quite Western, and even before entering, he started conversing with Melinda in English.

    The doorman glanced at the two, said nothing, and let them in.

  

    To make the performance convincing, Wei Ming and Melinda walked arm in arm, not separating after entering. The staff simply assumed he was a foreigner with Asian features.

    Among the dazzling array of merchandise, Wei Ming immediately spotted several motorcycles displayed in the center of the hall.

    He dragged Melinda over to take a look. They were mainly Japanese brands like Honda and Yamaha, with just one American Harley, which wasn't as good-looking as future models and lacked cost effectiveness.

    "You like this? Haha, motorcycle boy."

    "It's just a means of transportation, but it saves time. I like efficiency." Wei Ming glanced at them, looked at the prices, and gave up. They were also sold outside, cheaper in yuan, and he could afford one if he saved a bit more.

    The first floor didn't have what they wanted—just food, drinks, and everyday items. To see arts and crafts, they needed to go upstairs.

    Upon reaching the upper floor, Wei Ming was immediately attracted by a blue and white porcelain vase decorated with auspicious patterns of deer, cranes, and pine trees. Though protected by glass, it wasn't a non-sale item; descriptions and prices were displayed beside it.

    Melinda fell in love with it immediately. She nudged Wei Ming: "It's from the Ming Dynasty!"

    She knew some Chinese history and estimated the vase was older than America's entire history.

    Wei Ming: "I know, but I advise you not to buy it. Although 800 dollars is just pocket change for you, porcelain is fragile, and I'm afraid you won't be able to safely take it back to England."

    The female attendant nearby understood English and immediately approached enthusiastically: "Please rest assured, customer, we'll provide shock-resistant packaging that will definitely prevent breakage."

    But Melinda still heeded Wei Ming's advice and looked elsewhere: "What about this jade one?"

    This was a lotus-shaped incense burner carved from white jade. The design was very beautiful. The attendant explained: "This is from the Qianlong period of the Qing Dynasty, apparently from the palace, and it's only 500 dollars."

    She was very enthusiastic, and Wei Ming somewhat regretted his bragging earlier.

    Melinda immediately fell in love with it, whispering: "This would definitely fetch a high price back home!"

    Wei Ming: "Why does this jade seem to have some blood staining? Is it a burial object? That's inauspicious, very inauspicious."

    Attendant: This foreigner knows so much, is he really a foreigner?

    "What about this snuff bottle?" Melinda spotted another small item.

    "I know an old man who makes these, and it's 200 dollars? Even from the Qing Dynasty, that's not worth it."

    Melinda thought everything was a treasure. Wei Ming hurriedly pulled her to the calligraphy and painting section.

    "I'm telling you this because I consider you a true friend. These paintings may seem cheap now, but in the future, one will be worth more than all those vases and containers combined, and they're not easily damaged."

    "I only recognize Qi Baishi among these names; I don't know the others," Melinda looked at the signatures and said to Wei Ming, "Please introduce them to me."

    Wei Ming: "It's already impressive that you recognize Qi Baishi. He produced many works, and many people make a living by copying his paintings, so it's possible to buy fakes..."

    Although Wei Ming didn't collect paintings himself, in elderly circles, some favored this, so he passively acquired some knowledge.

    Among these modern and contemporary works, Qi Baishi's paintings were relatively expensive since he had already passed away. The cheapest cost about 50 dollars; good quality, large-format ones could be 200-300 dollars. Of course, in thirty years, selling one for two or three million would be easy.

    However, those future auction pieces of Qi Baishi that would sell for tens of millions or over a hundred million weren't available here. Early holders knew selling now would be a giveaway, so they were waiting for better prices.

    Wei Ming helped Melinda select a group of shrimp, a pair of cicadas, and a bird perched on a loquat tree, spending a total of 410 dollars. None were particularly large, but all were peak-period works with signatures and seals, and crucially, they matched Melinda's foreign aesthetic.

    Then Wei Ming specifically helped her pick several works by contemporary artists whose prices hadn't risen yet.

    "This Mr. Li Kuchan is Qi Baishi's senior disciple. When I attended the People's Congress recently, I saw his paintings and him personally at the Great Hall. His prices will likely rise soon."

    Melinda: "Buy, buy, buy!"

    The key was they were too cheap!

    A large painting for just tens of dollars, some for just over ten dollars!

    Wei Ming: "This Mr. Li Keran is also Old Man Baishi's disciple..."

    "Buy, buy, buy!"

    Wei Ming: "This Mr. Wu Zuoren is the president of the Central Academy of Fine Arts, he..."

    "Buy! Buy!"

    "Huang Binhong..."

    "Buy!"

    "Guan Shanyue..."

    Finally, looking at the large pile of scrolls, Melinda asked: "How much have we spent?"

    Wei Ming: "About 500 pounds."

    Melinda was quite helpless; the money was disappearing too quickly.

    Wei Ming: "Let's stop here today. A whole box wouldn't be enough, and I'm afraid you won't be able to carry everything."

    Melinda nodded, then looked back at the inside-painted snuff bottle: "But I still want that one. It's so beautiful, and the painting is inside, how magical!"

    Wei Ming pushed her away: "It's just inside painting. I'll give you one later."

    Ah Long's grandfather was not only skilled in comic art but also a master of inside painting. Hengzhou's inside painting was quite famous; since the Qing Dynasty, there had been many renowned Hengzhou inside-painting masters supplying snuff bottles to Beijing.

    Because they bought so many items, the Friendship Store offered home delivery, including people to help.

    Melinda: "Can we pick them up later? My darling and I want to have a meal first."

    "Of course, madam."

    Since Melinda still had so much money left, Wei Ming borrowed some to buy imported film and chocolate on the first floor, to be repaid in yuan later.

    Melinda felt shortchanged, but once outside, Wei Ming repaid her at black market rates, giving her considerable relief.

    "What do you want to eat? You choose, my treat!" she said, patting her chest proudly.

    Of course it's your treat. Feeling like he'd been a tour guide all day, his soul tortured, he needed some compensation.

    He thought for a moment: "Let's go to Kaorouwan."

    Beijing had two famous roast meat restaurants: Kaorouwan and Kaorouji.

    The former specialized in beef, the latter in lamb. Wei Ming wanted beef again.

    Due to Melinda's foreign face, though there were only two of them, they were given a private room on the second floor. Otherwise, in the ground floor hall, would other customers be eating or people-watching?

    Although these traditional establishments often received foreigners, Melinda was too eye-catching.

    After ordering, Wei Ming asked: "First time here?"

    Melinda nodded with curiosity: "I've had hot pot, but not this. How does it work?"

    Kaorouwan's style was called zhizi roast meat. In the middle of the table was a heated large iron plate with charcoal fire underneath. On the table were condiment bowls containing soy sauce, vinegar, ginger, cooking wine, shrimp oil, green onions, and cilantro. You dip beef slices in the condiments, place them on the iron plate to grill, and when the color changes, they're ready to eat.

    Wei Ming, who often ate this in his previous life, said: "I'll demonstrate once."

    He held a very long pair of chopsticks, skillfully turning the meat slices. Soon the aroma emerged, and Melinda was already salivating.

    "This smells too good!"

    "Why are you just sitting there? Pick them up."

    "I'm waiting for you to feed me." She smiled, simultaneously tying her curly long hair back with a hair tie.

    Then Wei Ming's chopsticks arrived, long enough to reach from his side of the table to hers, steadily holding a piece of meat.

    Melinda, cradling her chin, quickly took a bite, exclaiming: "Delicious!"

    This scene happened to be witnessed by the server bringing dishes, whose face flushed red, her inner emotions surging.

    This man is amazing, actually dating a foreign woman. He must have some special qualities!

    Besides roast meat, they also ordered two refreshing side dishes.

    The two chatted as they ate.

    "Melinda, do you think my novels, if translated into English, would have potential?"

    Melinda thought for a moment, then shook her head: "I've actually read your 'The Duck Knows First' and 'Two Cows.' I can understand them, but I'm afraid foreigners wouldn't be interested. Also, because of the use of colloquialisms and dialect, many translators would be deterred. Your works clearly have more vitality domestically."

    Wei Ming: "I have other works too."

    "Those poems?"

    Wei Ming shook his head: "Actually, I have another pen name for writing fairy tales."

    "Oh?" She indeed became interested.

    After a satisfying meal, upon leaving, they encountered a newsstand. Melinda asked: "Do they have your works here?"

    Wei Ming asked: "Master, do you have the latest 'Children's Literature'?"

    "Sold out."

    Wei Ming smiled: "I have a copy in my dormitory. I'll give it to you later. I have the night shift today."

    "Okay."

    Then they returned to the Friendship Hotel, rechecked all the items against the detailed list, and confirmed everything was in order before letting the store load the car.

    Wei Ming and Melinda followed their sedan back, and as for the two bicycles, the store would send people to ride them over.

    In the car, Wei Ming briefly explained the plot of "Tales of the Heavenly Book." As soon as she heard it was a classical theme involving heavenly gods and demons, Melinda felt it would be challenging.

    Upon reaching Peking University, seeing Wei Ming and Melinda returning together in a small car, colleagues were all envious.

    Mei Wenhua was only worried: Where's my bike?!

    "It's coming. People from the Friendship Store will ride it back."

    Next, Wei Ming helped Melinda take the box of paintings back to Shao Garden.

    When he returned, he saw Mei Wenhua hugging his Flying Pigeon, nearly in tears: "That old lady weighed almost 200 jin. The wheels are almost flattened!"

    Wei Ming: "Brother, my condolences."

    Just as Wei Ming was about to go to the dormitory to change into his uniform for work, his colleague at the gate post said: "Phone call from Liu Rulong."

    Ah Long came often, so everyone here knew him.

    "Hello."

    Liu Rulong was just telling him: "I've contacted my mom. She's at my grandfather's in Foshan and should already be on the train back."

    "Good, that's good."

    "I also received the manuscript fee, 40 yuan," Ah Long said excitedly. "Let's split it half and half. Most of the character designs were yours."

    Wei Ming laughed: "I didn't contribute that much. Let's do this: don't calculate money with me. Tell our grandfather to make me a snuff bottle. I want to give it to a foreign friend."

    After hanging up, his colleague said: "There's also mail."

    Wei Ming had been receiving fewer letters recently, just about ten a day. He picked them up, pointing at the first one: "Why doesn't this have a stamp?"

    "Oh, a child delivered it."

    Wei Ming opened it and saw a few childish large characters: Why isn't there more?!

  

    "What is this, with no beginning or end."

    Wei Ming guessed it was written by some faculty member's child who had read the serialized "Tales of the Heavenly Book."

    But how many people knew that Wei Ming was Wei Shenme? Lu Xiaoyan: Many, many! I've notified all those with children!

    Wei Ming took the letter downstairs to change clothes for work. Biaozi had already changed and looked at Wei Ming with a sweet smile: "Seeing you and Sister-in-law Mei so sweet together, I feel like I'm seeing the future of me and Yanzi."

    Wei Ming pulled out the Children's Literature that Aunt Xiaoyan had given him: "Melinda will return to her country after this semester ends, while I will take root in this land. That is our future."

    "Ah, you're breaking up?!" Mei Wenhua exclaimed with delight.

    "We were never together. Don't be fooled by appearances."

    Lying on the bed, Qiao Feng's eyes rolled around. You two fools only know about Melinda, but what about Zhu Lin!

    Yesterday, he and Mu Rong had gone to create humanity again. Afterward, Mu Rong mentioned that Wei Ming had delivered a music tape to Zhu Lin. That wasn't music—it was clearly the charge bugle for stealing someone else's girlfriend!

    Mu Rong also said that the day before yesterday, Zhu Lin's boyfriend came to find her. The two spoke a few words at the door and then separated without leaving together. It didn't seem like it would last.

    From what his wife said, Qiao Feng was somewhat wavering. Could it be that Little Ming liked older women?

    But if they got together in the future, what would happen to him? He calls me Brother Feng, my wife calls him Brother-in-law Lin. Would I call her Sister-in-law Lin?

    It wasn't too dark yet, so Wei Ming didn't rush to Shao Garden but patrolled with Biaozi first.

    Peking University's North and South Pavilions and Russian Building formed a character "品" shaped complex.

    When they arrived at the South Pavilion, they heard someone from the art team singing upstairs: "Wine fragrance, flowers blooming, songs flying from my chest..."

    Biaozi asked: "What song is this? Sounds familiar."

    "'Ode of Praise.'"

    "Right, right, right, sung by Hu something?"

    Wei Ming: "Hu Songhua. I showed you my photo with him just a few days ago."

    Hu Songhua had also attended the Writers' Congress. He had a nephew named Hu Jun.

    When they arrived at the North Pavilion, they saw a delicate little boy sitting outside, head lowered, playing with ants.

    Wei Ming approached and asked: "Are you Pu Shu from Apartment 13 in Weixiu Garden?"

    This was the child of Uncle Ping'an's neighbor, whom he had met while watching a movie. He was two years older than Xile and would become a famous musician in the future, with the stage name Pu Shu.

    Pu Shu looked up, delighted to see Wei Ming: "You saw my letter!"

    Wei Ming: "Letter? Oh, so that letter was from you? What do you mean? Rushing me for updates?"

    Pu Shu didn't understand what "rushing for updates" meant. He just knew that where "Tales of the Heavenly Book" left off was too painful for him.

    "Can you tell me whether Egg Boy learns the magic from the Heavenly Book later? Please~" He even tugged at Wei Ming's sleeve.

    Wei Ming had ended the first part with Egg Boy, after experiencing countless hardships and with Old Man Yuan's guidance, finally making a rubbing of the Heavenly Book inscribed in the cave, only to find that there were no words on the paper.

    Then it was "To find out what happens next, please read the middle section."

    Wei Ming first asked him: "Tell me, why are you waiting here?"

    He looked at the North Pavilion: "My mom is working overtime. There's no one to cook at home, so I came to find her."

    Both of Pu Shu's parents were from Peking University. His father was researching magnetospheric Earth space physics and was studying in America now, so only his mother was taking care of him and his brother.

    His mother was one of China's first generation of female computer engineers, working in the computer room inside.

    "Oh, I see. Alright, I'll tell you then."

    Wei Ming let Biaozi go ahead and sat down beside Pu Shu: "Did you read the story yourself?"

    "No, my brother told it to me. I don't recognize some of the characters."

    "Okay, continuing from where we left off..."

    When Pu Shu's mother and several colleagues came out, it was already dark, and Wei Ming had just finished the middle section of "Tales of the Heavenly Book."

    Wei Ming patted his bottom and stood up: "Alright, you can go home with mom now."

    Pu Shu was extremely frustrated. You might as well not have told me anything if you're stopping here.

    At this moment, the term "chapter-breaking dog" had already taken shape in his heart.

    After making a round, Wei Ming arrived at Shao Garden. This time, he first went to the men's dormitory to return Li Aiguo's clothes.

    That coat was really nice, fitting him perfectly as if tailored for him, adding an extra touch of elegance to his already handsome appearance. The Friendship Store had it too, but it was quite expensive.

    Li Aiguo: "Oh, Ming, you should probably go to Melinda's place. Please take these old magazines to her."

    Wei Ming took them. Some magazines were fine, like Hollywood entertainment magazines, but as for Playboy...

    "Couldn't you just keep this for yourselves? Would a girl like her read this?"

    Li Kui was also there: "She loves reading it, doesn't miss a single issue."

    "Oh?"

    At the women's dormitory, Little Zha was in the study room, and only Melinda was in the dorm, wearing pajamas, her hair wet.

    When Wei Ming mentioned Playboy, she took the magazines and smiled: "I read it as a fashion magazine. I think America is more fashionable than Britain now. Many of my outfits are learned from it."

    Isn't it mainly teaching underwear fashion? No wonder he didn't think her fashion sense was that good—she was looking at the wrong things.

    "Alright," then Wei Ming opened Children's Literature and handed it to her. "This is what I wrote. Read it first, and we can discuss it tomorrow if you have a chance."

    "Wait, is it serialized?"

    Wei Ming: "I don't have the original manuscript anymore. If you're interested after reading this part, I can help you get the complete original back."

    "Okay, goodbye Leonardo."

    Saying this, she flopped onto the bed, legs up, and began reading the magazine.

    Looking at her posture, Wei Ming really wanted to give her bottom a slap.

    But just as he was about to leave, he saw the sneaky dormitory auntie, who hurriedly turned around when she saw Wei Ming coming out, almost falling over.

    Wow, so she came up to monitor him.

    Sometimes he really didn't understand. Even if he did sleep with a foreign woman, what would happen? Would the sky fall?

    The next day, Wei Ming was busy writing the screenplay, so he didn't move around much. At noon, after lunch, he saw Liu Zhenyun and Guo Jianmei on the road. These two were now openly a couple.

    Peking University had a relatively open atmosphere, and they could even hold hands when no one was looking.

    "Old Wei," Liu Zhenyun said with a smile, "want to come to class with us?"

    "One of you is in the Chinese Department, the other in the Law Department, one sophomore, one freshman. What class would you attend?"

    Guo Jianmei said: "Master of crosstalk Hou Baolin is coming to give an open lecture on the history and development of crosstalk."

    Wei Ming now remembered what Master Hou had said, that they would meet again soon. So he had been appointed as a visiting professor at Peking University.

    Wei Ming smiled: "Then I must see. Let's go."

    Upon entering the classroom, he saw Liang Zuo obediently sitting in the center of the first row. He now had two major hobbies: crosstalk and Dream of the Red Chamber.

    Hou Baolin was the crosstalk master most promoted by officials now, shouldering the responsibility of crosstalk reform. Seeing him in a Peking University classroom wasn't unusual.

    However, perhaps the old gentleman took this class too seriously, lecturing meticulously and very earnestly. Then the students began to feel drowsy. Even a die-hard crosstalk fan like Liang Zuo was somewhat distracted. This wasn't the crosstalk class they wanted to hear.

    So during the Q&A session, Wei Ming quickly passed him a note, telling him to stop speaking dryly and start performing.

    Seeing the note, Hou Baolin scanned the audience and spotted Wei Ming waving.

    He hesitated briefly, then pulled out a handful of sand from his bag.

    "In the old days when performing crosstalk in the open market, competition was fierce. How to attract audiences to your stand? Well, a predecessor came up with an idea. He took a handful of fine sand like this, singing while writing characters..."

    Hou Baolin began immediately, demonstrating his superb skill in "willow art" while swaying his palm, instantly creating strokes on the platform.

    The sand characters were written neatly and beautifully, and remarkably, he was writing them upside down from his perspective, but right-side up for the audience.

    This skill immediately captured the students' attention. Those in the back rows stood up, and some even ran to the front, nearly surrounding the podium.

    Liang Zuo angrily protested in a low voice: "Don't block the view!"

    After this white sand writing technique lifted the classroom atmosphere, Hou Baolin became increasingly at ease, incorporating crosstalk segments into his lecture, with occasional cheers and applause from below.

    After class, Hou Baolin immediately invited Wei Ming to walk downstairs with him.

    "To be honest, at first I was a bit nervous. It was the first time since becoming famous that I encountered such a cold audience, haha."

    "You brought white sand, so you must have been prepared."

    "I had planned to demonstrate it at the end, but thanks to your reminder. Otherwise, I would have only been able to add some color at the end."

    Hearing that Wei Ming was also quite knowledgeable about crosstalk, the old man became increasingly engaged in their conversation.

    Wei Ming: This can't continue, or else I'll be elevated to another generation.

    After Wei Ming saw Master Hou off downstairs, a small chubby fellow rushed over from behind.

    "Brother Ming, you even know Master Hou!" Liang Zuo asked.

    Fine, brother it is. He was afraid the boy would call him "old."

    Wei Ming nodded: "We're all friends." With photos to prove it.

    Liang Zuo was so envious. This person was too impressive, knowing people from all walks of life. Was there anyone he didn't know? He also got along exceptionally well with international students. Rumor had it he even went to bed with them.

    No wonder these rumors had a market. When Wei Ming returned to the south gate post, he happened to meet Melinda who came looking for him with the magazine, wanting to discuss "Tales of the Heavenly Book." Many people saw them.

    Even Peking University students weren't this close to international students.

    Wei Ming quickly pulled her to a less crowded place.

    "Tell me, what do you think after reading it? Would it have a market abroad?"
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    At the same time, Lu Xiaoyan, who was picking up the children today, also arrived at the south gate with Xile, asking the gate guard where Wei Ming was.

    "I'm his aunt."

    "From Director Wei's family, right," the gate guard immediately pointed in a direction. "Over there, please be quiet..."

  

    On a bench, Wei Ming and Melinda sat side by side.

    She first told Wei Ming: "I studied Chinese for two years in England, and another two years at Peking University, but that's only four years in total. I can understand your story, and I find it quite interesting. Old Man Yuan is practically Prometheus stealing fire for humanity!"

    Wei Ming: But…

    "But if you asked me to translate it, I would definitely be unable to do so. There are many things I find confusing and can only guess at. So if you want to break into the international fairy tale market with this story, you'd better find a translator well-versed in both Eastern and Western cultures."

    Wei Ming asked: "Do you think a Chinese mythological story like this would have a market abroad?"

    "There might be, but probably not very large. Even 'Havoc in Heaven' and the Monkey King aren't that well known abroad. And foreigners probably wouldn't understand Chinese-style magic unless it's directly translated as 'magic.'"

    Wei Ming nodded with disappointment.

    Melinda patted Wei Ming's shoulder: "Don't be discouraged. You're the most talented writer I've ever met. You can write novels, poetry, and fairy tales—it's incredible. Also, I'm now obsessed with Egg Boy, though the illustrations deserve much credit too. So could you get me the rest of the manuscript? I can't wait to read more."

    "Sure..." Wei Ming was about to agree when he heard a rustling in the bushes behind them. He thought it might be Master Feng's cat Meimei out flirting with tom cats again.

    But when he looked, good heavens, Aunt Xiaoyan was leading Xizi and Le Le, both covering their mouths, ambushing them from behind.

    "Auntie, what are you doing?"

    And Melinda exclaimed in surprise: "Oh, Egg Boy!"

    Xizi now looked seven parts like Le Le and seven parts like Egg Boy.

    Lu Xiaoyan quickly apologized: "Oh dear, your colleague didn't explain clearly. If we'd known you were having a conversation here, we wouldn't have come over."

    "It's fine, we've finished talking. By the way, Auntie, have you finished copying 'Tales of the Heavenly Book'? Could you return it to me? This foreign friend wants to read it."

    "Of course, of course," she readily agreed. "By the way, have you eaten? Why don't you bring this young lady to our home for dinner? Your uncle is cooking right now."

    Melinda: "Sure!"

    Wei Ming: "I have to work."

    Lu Xiaoyan smiled kindly: "Well, young lady, you're welcome to come by yourself."

    Just like in his previous life, Aunt Xiaoyan was still eager to arrange romantic prospects for Wei Ming.

    Melinda also knew this was presumptuous, so she shook her head and declined.

    "Then you two keep talking. Let's go, Xizi, stop staring."

    Melinda waved goodbye to the three and whispered to Wei Ming: "When you have time, bring your brother and sister out. They're so beautiful. I want to take photos with them, especially your brother."

    "Another day perhaps. I've got to go to work now."

    After Lu Xiaoyan had walked some distance, she suddenly remembered why she'd come. Oh dear, she forgot to mention the main thing.

    Passing by the south gate, she left the letters from her bag there, along with a note.

    Returning home, she immediately began chattering to Wei Ping'an.

    "Old Wei, I saw that foreign girl of Little Ming's. Oh my goodness, she's so beautiful! That red hair, that tall figure!"

    "Calm down. You're like those gossips, spreading unfounded rumors."

    "Who says it's unfounded? If we hadn't been discovered, Little Ming would have kissed her, right?"

    Xizi nodded and demonstrated to his sister, putting both hands on Le Le's shoulders: "They were like this."

    "What!" Wei Ping'an lost his composure too. "Editor Lü, please sit down and tell me everything."

    "Let me tell you..."
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    After finishing patrol, Wei Ming took Aunt Xiaoyan's letters and note back to his room. It was too late; he had no time to read the letters, only the note.

    "Little Ming: I have good news. In just three days, we received thirty-six letters from Beijing, all for you!"

    Wei Ming was somewhat surprised. So many?

    "The Toothless Tiger" had received about ten letters, "If I Were Wu Song" had more than twenty, mostly complaining about teachers.

    Wei Ming hadn't expected "Tales of the Heavenly Book" to get such good feedback. Was it because he was so good at cliffhangers?

    He continued reading.

    "Many children in Xizi and Le Le's classes have read 'Tales of the Heavenly Book.' When discussing it in class, Xizi said he knew the rest of Egg Boy's story and immediately became the class leader. He's been bragging for ages, with Le Le accompanying him."

    One bragging, one playing harmonica accompaniment. Wei Ming imagined the scene and laughed in the darkness.

    "Also, because the publisher and Editor-In-Chief think highly of 'Tales of the Heavenly Book,' the initial print run was 280,000 copies, while the previous issue was 230,000. But today we received feedback from the Xinhua Bookstore comrades saying it's selling extremely well, and there may be reprints later."

    Hearing such good news, Wei Ming sat up from his sickbed and wrote more of "The Toothless Tiger" screenplay.

    The next evening, Lu Xiaoyan found him and returned the original manuscript. Wei Ming gave her the screenplay for "Tiger."

    "Wow, you wrote it so quickly? It's only been a few days!"

    "Adapting my own work is quick. Let the Shanghai Animation Film Studio see if it's suitable. If it is, they can pay."

    Lu Xiaoyan said: "Alright. Oh, one more thing. Shanghai Animation Film Studio sent a message saying they're postponing the screenplay for 'If I Were Wu Song.'"

    "What happened?"

    "It seems there's still disagreement about what type of film to produce. We'll write the screenplay after they decide."

    It must be about the difference between animation and puppet art forms.

    In his previous life, it was made into a puppet film. Who knows if there would be changes in this life? Wei Ming nodded. Now he could focus on "Heroes Have Always Come from the Young."

    Passing by Shao Garden, he met Little Zha and entrusted her to deliver the manuscript to Melinda.

    "Come in and sit for a while~" Little Zha teased.

    Yesterday, people from the International Student Office had asked her about this. She said she hadn't found conclusive evidence, though it seemed the office staff were asking out of curiosity.

    Wei Ming: "Don't be like that, Little Zha. I'm a proper person."

    Little Zha was furious. I'm a proper girl too!

    By the time she wanted to kick Wei Ming, he had already run far away.

    Only then did Zha Jianying look at the manuscript in her hand, and was stunned.

    Wait, isn't this the story of Egg Boy that her young nephew was especially interested in recently?!

    How did Wei Ming have the original manuscript?!

    Zha Jianying's older brother and Chen Jiangong from their class were classmates at Renmin University High School, both in their thirties now. Her nephew was eight, and yesterday when she went home for dinner, he had asked her to tell the story again.

    Back at the dormitory, Melinda laughed: "What's so strange? He wrote it! Wei Shenme is also surnamed Wei!"

    "Ah..." Zha Jianying was stunned for a while before saying, "After you finish reading, can I also take a look? I want to show off to my nephew!"
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    The next day, Wei Ming and Biaozi made another trip to Shichahai Sports School, first to return books, and second to observe real combat.

    As luck would have it, they arrived just as those who had gone to Hangzhou for the competition were returning.

    Seeing people getting off the bus, Wei Ming asked Biaozi: "Oh, bad timing. Is Yanzi among them? Maybe we should leave."

    Biaozi magnanimously said: "What's the issue? Besides, you already have Sister-in-law Mei now."

    Then Biaozi went up to greet his familiar junior schoolmates, until he saw Yanzi and the man she was supporting.

    Biaozi immediately widened his tiger eyes. Who is he?!

    Wei Ming quickly held Biaozi back, glanced at Zhen Zidan, then smiled and greeted: "You must be Sister Huang Qiuyan. I've heard so much about you, my ears are calloused."

    "That's me," the spirited Huang Qiuyan was amused by him and curiously examined the handsome, tall Wei Ming. "You must be the legendary Wei Ming. Indeed a man of talent and appearance."

    Biaozi: Stop praising him and explain yourself!

    "You're too kind, too kind. What's wrong with this student? Is he injured?" Wei Ming nudged Biaozi. "Quick, help support him."

    "Oh, right." Biaozi suddenly realized and quickly took Zhen Zidan from Huang Qiuyan.

    Huang Qiuyan said: "Yes, this Junior Brother injured his leg during the competition."

    Wei Ming thought to himself, is Universe Dan so fragile now?

    Biaozi grabbed Li Lianjie, who was coming down behind them. "Our brother is injured, and you don't help him? How inconsiderate."

    Li Lianjie smiled awkwardly, not daring to resist his senior. In competition, Zhao Debiao was no match for him, but in a fight, the other was half a head taller, twice as thick, and possibly double-boned. How could he win?

    As for why no male students were supporting him—he's American, has always been tough, why would he need Chinese men to support him? Only Huang Qiuyan was kind-hearted.

    Zhen Zidan and Li Lianjie were the same age, both 16. Who would have thought?

    Wei Ming knew he had studied at Shichahai, but didn't expect it to be during this period, and apparently, he wasn't handling relationships with classmates very well.

    He should be American now, right? Definitely not short of money. If he couldn't handle relationships with these clever young men, his emotional intelligence was truly lacking.

    Wei Ming followed the crowd inside: "What's your name, friend?"

    "Hello, I'm Zhen Zidan."

    No wonder he doesn't speak much; his Mandarin isn't good.

    "Hello..." Wei Ming immediately switched to Cantonese. Zhen Zidan immediately perked up. After more than a year, someone was finally willing to talk to him.

    Huang Qiuyan nudged Biaozi: "You came to find me? Why did you bring a friend?"

    Biaozi: "I came to find you, but Little Wei has other intentions."

    Wei Ming was startled: I'm "Little Wei" now?

    Biaozi winked. In front of women, give him some face.

    "Right, right, right. Brother Biao came specifically to find you. I'm here for Coach Wu Bin."

    Huang Qiuyan was curious: "What business do you have with the coach?"

    Wei Ming: "I want to see Brother Biao spar with Coach Wu."

    Brother Biao suddenly panicked. Maybe he should go back to being Biaozi~

    In the end, Biaozi didn't have to demonstrate. As luck would have it, there was a practice match between students. Wei Ming watched and was somewhat disappointed—it was too soft and lacked energy, mostly just routine.

    But then again, a real match between masters would probably be decided in one or two moves and wouldn't be very exciting to watch. So it's better to let imagination play out beyond the basic martial arts techniques.

    That day, Wei Ming and Biaozi treated Coach Wu to another meal, and of course invited Yanzi too.

    That night after returning, Wei Ming officially began creating "Heroes Have Always Come from the Young."

    Two days later, Aunt Xiaoyan brought another bag of readers' letters to find him and told him two pieces of good news.

    "Children's Literature has ordered a reprint, and it's an additional 120,000 copies, breaking the record!"

  

    First printing was 280,000, now with an additional 120,000, making it 400,000! For a children's magazine aimed at middle school students and younger, this circulation was truly terrifying.

    Lu Xiaoyan told him: "More than thirty years ago, the inaugural issue of Children's Literature was over 300,000. Since then, it's had ups and downs, basically hovering around 300,000. After its relaunch, it climbed from over 100,000 to more than 200,000. This is the first time Children's Literature has reached the new height of 400,000!"

    400,000—not just for children's magazines, but even among all literary periodicals, only Harvest and People's Literature could compete!

    For magazines like Children's Literature, besides family purchases, school subscriptions were also a major component, with some classes sharing one copy, and some schools ordering a few copies for their libraries.

    With a circulation of 400,000, reaching 1 million young readers was no problem.

    This meant "Tales of the Heavenly Book" influenced the childhood of at least 1 million children. Even if Shanghai Animation Film Studio didn't pick it up, it would become a major IP in twenty or thirty years.

    Wei Ming: "I thought children would like it, but I didn't expect it to be so popular after publishing just one-third."

    If we're talking about entertainment value, it would have to be the second part where Egg Boy learns magic and battles with three foxes.

    Lu Xiaoyan said: "My colleagues and I have analyzed it. We feel the illustrations deserve credit first. The illustration of Egg Boy eating pancakes is very eye-catching, making people like him at first sight. Now Xizi is so smug, he's become a little celebrity in his class. Others call him Xi Dan (Egg Xi), and he's happy about it."

    Wei Ming nodded. Who wouldn't like a chubby baby?

    Lu Xiaoyan continued: "The illustrations attract people in, but what spreads by word of mouth in kindergartens and primary schools is the well-told story. Even the three antagonist foxes have distinctive images that are unforgettable."

    Lu Xiaoyan also had bad news for Wei Ming.

    Wait, weren't there two pieces of good news?

    Lu Xiaoyan continued on her own: "Because the quality of manuscripts we've received in recent months has declined, and manuscript fees are supposedly increasing, starting next year, Children's Literature will be reformatted to bi-monthly."

    "What!"

    This was indeed bad news. Previously, he could earn Children's Literature manuscript fees every month; now it would be every two months.

    "But 'Tales of the Heavenly Book' will finish serializing in January next year, so it won't be affected. Young readers won't have to wait too long."

    Wei Ming asked with a smile: "Auntie, is your second piece of good news that the reformatting won't affect 'Tales of the Heavenly Book'?"

    "Oh my, I almost forgot the second piece of good news!"

    Lu Xiaoyan quickly said: "Shanghai Animation Film Studio has sent a letter saying 'The Toothless Tiger' screenplay has passed review. They'll send you the payment slip in a couple of days, mailed directly to Peking University's south gate."

    Wei Ming's heart leaped with joy. Haha, more big money coming!

    He asked directly: "How much will it be?"

    "How would I know?"

    Two days later, Wei Ming finally found out: 360 yuan! This was his largest single income to date, and it only took a few evenings.

    For a short animated film of only about twenty minutes, the total screenplay fee was set at 400 yuan. Wei Ming, as both original author and screenwriter, got 90%. That was good, much higher than serialization fees—18 times higher!

    Now Wei Ming's cash flow officially broke the thousand-yuan mark, reaching 1,024 yuan! After receiving the money, Wei Ming immediately deposited it, keeping only a little over 100 yuan for spending money, which was enough unless he bought major items.

    With more savings, he could get a motorcycle soon! But for now, he still rode a bicycle. Wei Ming pedaled his Forever bike to the Summer Palace.

    In nearly three months since his rebirth, he hadn't visited once, just like the Forbidden City. In his previous life, he had been there too many times, especially during his frequent blind dates in his thirties.

    This visit wasn't a blind date; it was an appointment.

    Yesterday, Comrade Gong Xue had called Wei Ming, saying she had a day off and asking if Wei Ming was free.

    Wei Ming was originally on the day shift but immediately switched to the night shift, so he became available and arranged to meet at the Summer Palace's North Palace Gate.

    Gong Xue didn't consider this outing a date, but rather normal social interaction between friends. Wei Ming was the only friend she could talk to in Beijing.

    Whether because of her Shanghai identity or because she was the only one in the troupe who had starred in a film, she was subtly excluded by the other female members of the drama troupe.

    Though not a date, Gong Xue's simple attire still made her stand out in the crowd. Wei Ming spotted her from a distance.

    "Sister Xue, over here!"

    Wei Ming stored his bike, and they bought tickets—one jiao per person.

    Gong Xue smiled: "This is my first visit to the Summer Palace."

    Wei Ming: "I've been here before, so let me be your guide."

    Entering from the North Palace Gate, the first thing they saw was Suzhou River.

    "Ah, there's a Suzhou River here too?"

    "Yes, it's modeled after the Jiangnan water towns. By the late Qing Dynasty, emperors lacked the ability and courage to visit South China, so they could only spend some tax money to create scenery," as he spoke, Wei Ming took out his big camera. "Let me take a photo of you."

    Wei Ming's camera never photographed unknowns; such a beauty deserved to have more images preserved. He had even switched to color film.

    Gong Xue nodded. Wei Ming had mailed her the photos taken at Fengze Garden earlier, which were quite good given the limited conditions.

    "Next, we'll climb the mountain." Wei Ming pointed to Longevity Hill, over 80 meters high ahead.

    Gong Xue smiled brightly: "When I was sent to Jiangxi, I saw many big mountains. This is nothing."

    Soon, the two easily reached the top, with Gong Xue not even needing Wei Ming's help.

    Though slender and small, she had good stamina.

    They also took two photos at the rockery on Longevity Hill, and Gong Xue insisted on taking one of Wei Ming.

    At this point, both had the same thought: should they take a photo together? They didn't have a photo of just the two of them yet.

    Never mind, wait a bit. It would be better to take photos by Kunming Lake.

    After crossing the hilltop, there were many cultural landscapes. Wei Ming could explain the history of buildings, plaques, and paintings knowledgeably, having visited dozens of times.

    Because he explained so well, many people soon gathered around them. Goodness, they were treating him like a free tour guide!

    Wei Ming quickly pulled Gong Xue away, not daring to hold her hand but holding her arm instead.

    "Let's go boating," Wei Ming suggested. Gong Xue nodded hesitantly.

    Of course, boating had a separate fee; the one jiao entrance ticket didn't include boating.

    Drifting on the lake was a unique pleasure. Neither was eager to row, mainly just going with the flow.

    Gong Xue recalled the past: "My family had four siblings. When we went boating in the park as children, a small boat couldn't fit us all, so we had to go in two batches."

    Wei Ming: "My family just has me and my sister. My sister is 13, in high school. My father is from Hebei, my mother from Sichuan-Chongqing."

    Gong Xue felt embarrassed. Why was he sharing this? Wei Ming: Weren't you the one who first mentioned family situations?

    Wei Ming continued: "Actually, this season isn't the best for visiting the Summer Palace. We should go to Fragrant Hills."

    "Oh?"

    "The Summer Palace is better in summer, with Kunming Lake making it very cool. Winter is also fine; you can go ice skating. By the way, have you ever skated?"

    Gong Xue: "Does bicycle skating count?"

    "Huh?"

    Gong Xue: "Around Spring Festival this year, I was riding a colleague's bicycle, then I slipped and fractured my right wrist."

    "Ah!"

    Wei Ming laughed: "I feel that's the real reason you don't buy a bike."

    Sitting face-to-face with Wei Ming, Gong Xue lightly kicked his shoe: "Mainly because the ice was too slippery."

    "Would you dare to go skating with me in winter? Shichahai is very lively, and our Peking University's Weiming Lake is also good for skating."

    Gong Xue gently splashed some lake water: "We'll see then."

    Wei Ming immediately captured this moment.

    Later, they talked about experiences at the Writers' Congress. Gong Xue had also seen Wei Ming's name in the newspaper.

    "Did you meet Teacher Zhang Ruifang?" Gong Xue asked.

    "Yes, and many people from Shanghai Film Studio." Wei Ming recounted in detail.

    Hearing about Wei Ming's close relationship with Sun Daolin, Gong Xue felt that even she couldn't enter Shanghai Film Studio as easily as he could. How frustrating!

    After landing, Wei Ming wanted to find someone to take their photo.

    While he was looking for someone, someone had already found him.
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    "Children, follow the teacher, don't get lost."

    In the Peking University Kindergarten autumn outing procession, Wei Xi, looking around, suddenly made a major discovery.

    He nudged his sister: "Le Le, I see Brother Ming!"

    Le Le: "Where? Where?"

    "Look!"

    Then Xizi quietly led Le Le away from the group.
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    "Sorry, I don't know how."

    Wei Ming had just been rejected by a passerby when he felt someone tugging at his clothes.

    This Sister Xue, if she had something to say, why not speak instead of getting physical?

    He turned around to see Gong Xue three meters away, then looked down. Damn, it's the kids! No, it's Xile! "What are you two doing here?"

    Le Le: "Brother Ming, we're on an autumn outing."

    Wei Ming saw they were wearing hats and carrying small backpacks—very standard outing attire.

    Gong Xue had walked over, curiously looking at the two adorable children: "Are these your brother and sister?"

    "Yes, my uncle's twins, Xizi and Le Le."

    Le Le immediately said: "Hello, Sister."

    Xizi hesitated before also sweetly calling her "Sister."

    Gong Xue felt somewhat embarrassed. They were even younger than her nephew. She could have children their age if she had married normally.

    Gong Xue rummaged through her bag. Oh, unfortunately, she didn't bring candy.

    Xizi stared eagerly at her bag, somewhat regretful. He should have called her Auntie.

    Soon, the kindergarten teacher discovered them and hurried over.

    Seeing she also had a camera, Wei Ming asked her to take a photo of him and Gong Xue.

    Kindergarten teacher: "Wei Xi, Wei Le, do you want to join too?"

    Xile responded in unison: "Yes!"

    In the end, Wei Ming and Gong Xue didn't get their photo as a pair but concluded their Summer Palace trip with a family-of-four combination.

    Sister Xue held Le Le, Wei Ming lifted Xizi, click.

    Afterward, Gong Xue and Wei Ming had lunch outside. Sister Xue paid, since Wei Ming needed money for photography and developing photos.

    After being treated by his sister, Wei Ming wanted to invite her to tour Peking University, but how could she accept? That would really make it a date.

    Before boarding the bus, she smiled: "I'll come play with you when I'm free. Today was very fun."
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    She was happy, but Lu Xiaoyan was confused.

    Ah, a girl had appeared.

    According to Le Le, very beautiful.

    Lu Xiaoyan pointed to the movie star Leng Mei in the latest issue of Popular Film: "How does she compare to her?"

    Le Le: "The sister we met today is more beautiful."

    Lu Xiaoyan asked somewhat inflated: "How about compared to mom?"

    Le Le found it difficult to say. Xizi suddenly showed high emotional intelligence: "Mom is the most beautiful!"

    One insincere statement earned him a White Rabbit candy. Xizi thought it was worth it!

    Le Le got two, because she was honest.
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    This month, besides Story Club creating a new high since its relaunch and Children's Literature showing brave performance breaking records, Flower City in the serious literature field was equally impressive.

    Shortly after the November issue's initial printing of 220,000 copies, Flower City reprinted another 150,000 copies, breaking its highest record since founding, reaching 370,000 copies!

    Coincidentally, this was exactly 10,000 copies more than Harvest's previous issue, seemingly challenging the big brother's position...

  

    Flower City is a literary journal from Guangzhou, launched in March this year. The November issue is the third issue overall. Reaching 370,000 in circulation by the third issue can truly be described as terrifyingly impressive.

    While patrolling, Wei Ming saw that Chen Jiangong had a copy, so he borrowed it to take a look. Upon inspection, hey, there was another short story by this fellow, "Winding Stream."

    This guy seemed to have reached his creative peak, with his work appearing in magazines every month, all major publications.

    However, Chen Jiangong's short story wasn't the main reason for Flower City's high circulation.

    Wei Ming saw the name of a future Nobel Prize winner in the table of contents, wondering if he was responsible for the sales explosion.

    Additionally, Flower City's cover design and internal layout style were much more fashionable compared to the northern journals, making it very pleasing to the eye.

    They also had sections on Overseas Wind and Hong Kong Correspondence in addition to traditional novels, poetry, and essays.

    This overseas literary information and consultation had great appeal to domestic readers, showcasing the vision of an established open city.

    After "Two Cows" proved his solid strength, October, Flower City, and Bell Mountain had all sent Wei Ming invitation letters for manuscripts.

    However, "The Herdsman" had been given to Contemporary, and he hadn't thought about what serious literature to write yet. Even the novel he was brewing still felt beyond his grasp.

    So now he was writing popular literature to switch gears, and after writing a section each day, he would read it aloud in the dormitory to hear opinions from his target audience.

    Zhao Debiao thought the protagonist was too cowardly, afraid of his wife, and not as domineering as himself. But when Brother Ming said Little Wife was modeled after Yanzi, using snake boxing and double swords which were her specialties, he immediately felt it was fine.

    Mei Wenhua thought these characters' martial arts weren't as impressive-sounding as Dragon Subduing Eighteen Palms or North Sea Divine Skill, but the detailed descriptions could make one's blood boil.

    When writing fight scenes, Wei Ming borrowed from internet novels' martial arts description methods, which were indeed stronger in stirring emotions, with logic and evidence, as if ordinary people could really train to reach that level, creating a dreamlike quality that blurred truth and fantasy, and...

    "This is a low-level martial arts novel. What you're talking about can be considered when writing high-level martial arts novels later."

    It's just writing more mystically, not a difficult task.

    Qiao Feng quite enjoyed it. Stories about overthrowing the Qing and restoring the Ming were his favorite, and the brave, intelligent, and righteous youths embodied qualities he believed the younger generation needed.

    The next day, Qiao Feng was heading into the city again.

    Wei Ming found it strange—since when had the couple become so attached, meeting nearly three times a week?

    Brother Feng was the team leader and didn't need to work night shifts, but to go to the city on Sundays, he had to use his leave. Was he planning not to take New Year's leave?

    But he couldn't control the couple's affairs. Estimating that Zhu Lin had probably listened to the tape enough, Wei Ming entrusted Brother Feng to deliver a new tape to Sister Lin.

    Two tapes a month for ten yuan, she should be able to handle that.
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    "Ah, I can't take it anymore!"

    With Mu Rong's cry, Qiao Feng finally calmed down.

    After a good while, they turned off the tape recorder that was still playing.

    The tape recorder was borrowed from a colleague. Hearing that Qiao Feng had brought one of Wei Ming's foreign music tapes for Zhu Lin, the couple wanted to listen and discover what magic this music held.

    Then, accompanied by the passionate "Kung Fu Fighting," the two passionately mounted up.

    This was an annual hit song born from the Western popularity of Bruce Lee, selling 11 million copies.

    Although he couldn't understand the lyrics, Qiao Feng felt more energetic.

    When Mu Rong gave the tape to Zhu Lin at work, Zhu Lin was delighted, having thought that kid had forgotten her.

    But after hearing the first song on the tape, she thought, forget it, just forget about me. What is this? I don't even want to pay for it.

    Fortunately, apart from the first strange song, the rest were very gentle. She wouldn't blame him this time, but she would repay him when she had time to visit Peking University.
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    By now, Melinda had returned the original manuscript of "Tales of the Heavenly Book" to Wei Ming and gave it high praise.

    "Let me know when you have new work."

    "Oh, soon," Wei Ming thought for a moment. "A novella will be published in a few days."

    At this time, Harvest's November issue was approaching its release countdown, though the initial print run hadn't been finalized.

    Little Flower City had big guts—370,000 copies? Can you sell them all?

    The intention to step on the big brother was too obvious.

    After discussion, they finally decided on an initial print run of 400,000 copies!

    This was also the highest initial print run since its relaunch.

    As for why they had such confidence, Wei Ming, who was still a newcomer at the time, was an important reason.

    Since September, Wei Ming had been active for just over two months but had already established a huge reputation in literary circles with "The Duck Knows First" and "Two Cows," plus his two poems, truly gaining some die-hard fans.

    Moreover, "Tale of Two Donkeys" was not only the hottest educated youth literary novel at present but also Wei Ming's true debut work, which would certainly bring considerable attention to the magazine.

    Besides Wei Ming, other authors in this issue of Harvest were equally strong.

    There was also a novella by Feng Jicai called "Ah!"

    The 37-year-old Feng Jicai hadn't been in literary circles for long. Previously, he was the center of the Tianjin men's basketball team. After an injury, he transferred to the art world, working in painting at the Tianjin Calligraphy and Painting Society.

    His first foray into writing was due to researching the history of the Boxers, co-writing a book called "The Boxer" with someone, which laid the foundation for his later creation of "Divine Whip."

    It was only this year that Feng Jicai truly became a writer. His scar literature "Flower-Paved Diversions" was published in the March issue of Harvest.

    This similarly themed "Ah!" showed even greater skill and could be considered his early representative work.

    Besides Wei Ming and Feng Jicai, there was another young writer, Ye Xin, whose serialized novel "Our Generation of Young People" would conclude in this issue of Harvest.

    Wei Ming wasn't a professional in educated youth literature, but Ye Xin was the most representative figure in educated youth literature.

    Next year, his "Years of Hardships" would directly lead Harvest to a peak circulation of one million, and it was later adapted into a TV series.

    Although these three hadn't been active in literary circles for long and weren't veterans, Flower City's high circulation didn't rely on old writers either.

    The words and stories of older writers had already lost touch with today's readers. The literary world belonged to the new generation.

    By November 25th, 400,000 copies of Harvest began to spread across bookstores, newsstands, and post offices nationwide.

    Although not all were distributed on the first day, the 400,000 copies didn't last long, and a sales boom had already formed.
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    At the newsstand outside Peking University, the old man was well-prepared, knowing Wei Ming's popularity at Peking University. Hearing that Wei Ming had another work published, he had stocked twice as many copies of Harvest as the previous issue.

    But when Dai Jinhua from the Class of '78 Chinese Department came to buy the magazine at noon, it was already sold out.

    Fortunately, when she returned to the dormitory, she saw her roommate had bought a copy and left it on the table, so she read it while her roommate was taking a nap.

    Of course, she went straight to Wei Ming's "Tale of Two Donkeys."

    This was a novel that was very cheerful on first reading. Dai Jinhua couldn't stop smiling while reading it.

    Ma Jie, an educated youth from the big city who went to the countryside, was a handsome young man who shouted slogans loudly but liked to be lazy.

    Although he constantly quoted classic lines from "How Steel Is Tempered," he didn't do any work.

    To be lazy, he wanted to be an animal keeper. To become an animal keeper, he stole several times the adult dosage of anesthetic from the health clinic and gave it to Black Five, the production team's breeding donkey.

    Later, he pretended to use supernatural powers to "awaken" it, thereby gaining the trust of the brigade leader and successfully being promoted.

    These plot points were very lifelike and funny. Ma Jie was both bad and likable, with speech and behavior resembling those Beijing compound kids, quite mischievous.

    When Ma Jie discussed with the animal keeper why Black Five could be a breeding donkey, using toothpicks and chopsticks as metaphors, Dai Jinhua couldn't help but blush. The description was too vulgar.

    She wondered if Wei Ming was the first writer to use toothpicks for such characterization.

    However, as the plot continued, the comedic elements decreased, and conflicts intensified. Dai Jinhua's expression became serious, as if she were thinking.

    Because of Ma Jie, when Black Five lost its breeding ability, Team Leader Dalian, who had once doted on it, suddenly changed her attitude. Because it caused trouble and was uncooperative, she resolutely had Ma Jie end its life, and everyone shared the meat.

    Instead, Ma Jie felt a kind of sympathetic pity for Black Five, but unable to resist Team Leader Dalian's threats, he ended Black Five's life in the quickest, least painful way.

    All this was witnessed by Black Six, who was tethered nearby.

    Black Six was Black Five's brother, who, lacking his brother's strong abilities, was just a laborer.

    However, this laboring donkey became remarkable, actually beginning to take revenge on Ma Jie for his brother.

    Ma Jie subsequently suffered torment, and his scandalous affair with the village beauty Caifeng was exposed to the entire village, forcing him to marry far away.

    Thus began the struggle between man and donkey.

    Under Wei Ming's pen, Black Six became almost divine, exaggeratedly so, but Dai Jinhua knew that at this moment, Black Six was no longer just a donkey—it was a symbolic sign.

    A horse and a donkey, they were essentially the same, both the lowest-level producers. Before those in power, they fought and hurt each other.

    But in the end, Team Leader Dalian, who stood at the top of the production team's power structure and determined Black Five's life and death, remained untouched, sitting high and secure.

    Finally, smelling Black Five's sun-dried skin, Black Six seemed to know who to charge at. So it set itself on fire, burning the production team's entire year's grain harvest, while it burned until only a standing skeleton remained!

    Dai Jinhua felt this novel was very powerful, consistent with her impression of Wei Ming.

    So she immediately picked up her pen, preparing to write a novel review for submission.

    At the same time, her classmate Liu Zhenyun had already completed his critical review and brought it to Wei Ming for correction.

    "Will I be able to earn this money?" he asked cautiously after Wei Ming read it.

    Wei Ming: "It's an improvement from last time. You can try submitting to larger newspapers."

    "Tale of Two Donkeys" was an atypical educated youth work, creating a vivid image of Ma Jie, completely different from past righteous or tragically portrayed educated youths. This novel quickly stirred heated discussion in literary circles.

    Unlike "Two Cows," which received almost entirely praise and affirmation, "Tale of Two Donkeys" had quite a few negative reviews...

  

    675 Julu Road, Shanghai, Harvest Editorial Office.

    Editor Old Kong looked at the stack of readers' letters on Li Xiaolin's desk and laughed: "Haha, every one of Little Wei's novels is extraordinary. All the other authors' reader letters combined don't equal his."

    Li Xiaolin said helplessly: "I should have written at the end of the article: Wei Ming is at Peking University. And now I have to go through the trouble of forwarding them to him."

    Another editor joked: "When forwarding them, try to remind him not to open them if possible. They might all be criticizing him."

    Li Xiaolin laughed: "It's not that bad. Of those reader letters sent to the editorial office regarding 'Tale of Two Donkeys,' negative attitudes only account for 30%. About 50% are complimentary, praising from various angles."

    The remaining 20% were neutral.

    Because he wrote an educated youth character who wasn't so positive, many simple-minded educated youths simply believed that the great writer was tarnishing their group's image, overgeneralizing, and wrote in to condemn him.

    Those with poor writing skills wrote to Harvest, while those with good writing skills submitted to newspapers and magazines—they could even earn money while criticizing.

    There was extensive discussion about this novel in national periodicals, making Ye Xin's "Our Generation of Young People," another educated youth literature piece in the same issue, virtually invisible.

    He wrote the kind of proper, orthodox educated youth literature, albeit relatively positive within the genre, but in the face of Wei Ming's unorthodox "Tale of Two Donkeys," it had been completely overshadowed, despite being the grand finale.

    Among them, a review article about "Tale of Two Donkeys" in a Beijing literary newspaper became very famous. The title roughly meant "You're Not an Educated Youth, Why Write Educated Youth Literature, Do You Know How Much Educated Youths Suffered!"

    This article, from the perspective of a ten-year veteran educated youth, detailed the author's hard life during those years in the countryside, describing blisters on hands while still having to work, getting up before dawn to go to the fields, laboring intensely under the scorching sun for three hours, returning to the youth point too exhausted to read, falling asleep as soon as touching the kang bed.

    Of course, there was also the classic unrequited love, the educated youth girl he liked being forced to marry the village cadre's son, and so on.

    This article described almost every pitiful experience educated youths might encounter in the countryside, truly a classic of classics, and was quickly reprinted by many newspapers, gaining much sympathy and rapidly spreading.

    However, a rebuttal article soon appeared, with an equally skillful title.

    "I Don't Know How Much Educated Youths Suffered, But I Know You Definitely Didn't Suffer As Much As Me, I'm a Farmer's Son."

    Damn, that's a killer!

    The article, from the perspective of a rural youth, narrated his family's daily life, which, described in plain language, was clearly much more laborious and difficult than the educated youth's description.

    This author even had a little sister who died at age four due to poor medical conditions, adding tremendous sympathy. After reading it, one couldn't help but shed tears.

    When it comes to suffering, no one can claim to suffer in front of Chinese peasants!

    The emergence of these two opposing viewpoint articles pushed the popularity of "Tale of Two Donkeys" to a new height.

    But Dai Jinhua was frustrated. With all this arguing and quarreling, it seemed like no one was touching the core of "Tale of Two Donkeys."

    Wei Ming had clearly written a brilliant satirical novel, but they were discussing whether educated youths or peasants suffered more—completely off track!

    What made her even more upset was that her manuscript sent to "Literary Review" was rejected.

    They have no vision!

    So she simply submitted it to her school's "Weiming Lake," which fortunately accepted it, to be published in the third issue in December.

    As for Liu Zhenyun's article, he submitted it to "Beijing Literature and Art" earlier, but there had been no response yet.

    He was quite worried and consulted Wei Ming: "Do you think I should go to Beijing Literature and Art to ask? Maybe treat Senior Sister Zhang to a meal?"

    Wei Ming: "It's just a few yuan, is it worth it?"

    "No, I'm just afraid that if the heat dies down, my article will have been written for nothing."

    Wei Ming casually picked up a newspaper from the gate post and glanced at it.

    "Don't worry, it should last a while longer."

    Just based on those two emotionally compelling review articles, with their opposing viewpoints, the heat had been thoroughly whipped up and would probably continue for quite some time.

    That's right, those two articles were actually written by Wei Ming under pseudonyms, with fake mailing addresses.

    The purpose wasn't purely to generate heat, though it did achieve that effect.

    He did this because he felt that articles criticizing "Tale of Two Donkeys" would definitely use the suffering of educated youths as their argument, then morally bind him, saying he couldn't say anything negative about educated youths.

    Since someone would write it sooner or later, fine, he'd help them write it, and write it in a way that completely matched the typical experiences in educated youth novels.

    But the peasants who shared the same space as educated youths were nearly voiceless, so Wei Ming wrote another article from their perspective, speaking for them.

    All were true experiences—that's fair.

    A day later, Liu Zhenyun excitedly waved a ten-yuan remittance slip in front of Wei Ming: "Brother Ming, it passed, I passed, and they gave me five yuan per thousand words!"

    Now he was the first student in their class to appear in "Beijing Literature and Art," making him incredibly proud.

    Wei Ming was also happy for him: "According to our dormitory rules, generally when someone receives a manuscript fee, they should treat everyone at the Long March Dining Hall."

    Liu Zhenyun stopped grinning: "I was thinking of sending the manuscript fee home to improve conditions there. Next time, definitely next time."

    Wei Ming: Why do these words sound so familiar?

    Damn, aren't those the same words I used when I first got a manuscript fee!

    Liu Zhenyun fled in fear, and Wei Ming continued watching the gate.

    He was now at the west side gate post, filling in for a colleague who had a family emergency.

    It had been a while since he'd manned the gate post, and he rather missed it. But this kind of work was something he could do for at most a day. If he did it any longer, "fans" would likely catch wind and come to see him.

    With three consecutive hit medium-short novels, plus two poems, his influence among Beijing university students was extremely high, making it unsuitable for him to do such an exposed job as gate guarding.

    Since this place was close to Shao Garden, many familiar international students who passed by would joke with him.

    He had just seen off the American boy Ah Mao when he saw a small old man carrying a rather large luggage bag approaching. He was dressed plainly and looked quite amiable.

    Wei Ming went over to ask: "Grandpa, do you need help?"

    "No need, no need, it's not heavy."

    The old man said: "I'm a bit turned around. Could you tell me which gate of Peking University this is?"

    Wei Ming: "This is the west side gate."

    "Oh, so that direction is west, and inside is east."

    "That's right."

    "Are you looking for someone or just passing by, Grandpa?"

    "Oh, I'm looking for work, or rather, someone has already found work for me." The old man pointed inside.

    Wei Ming laughed: "Then the person you're looking for is capable indeed. Peking University now only recruits young people."

    Suddenly, Wei Ming realized: "You wouldn't happen to be a new professor from some department?"

    "Hahaha, do I look like a professor? No, no." The old man smiled and walked in.

    Wei Ming thought, he might be an old craftsman with some special skills.

    When his replacement arrived, Wei Ming returned to the south gate and saw Uncle Ping'an in the gate post.

    He pulled Wei Ming outside: "Little Ming, I have something to tell you."

    "What is it? I've said several times that girl is just an ordinary friend."

    "It's not about that, it's big news!" Uncle Ping'an said mysteriously. "Little Ming, if you want to go to college, there's a good opportunity right in front of you!"

    "Oh, what opportunity?"

    "The school just confirmed in a meeting that the Library Science Department will resume correspondence education next year!"

    Correspondence education, with emphasis on "correspondence"—by mail. You don't even need to attend classes, completing your education through self-study and exams.

    However, it would be a stretch for correspondence students to call themselves Peking University children. But if you're a great writer, Peking University would definitely be eager to acknowledge you. You could even use this correspondence student status to finagle a proper Peking University graduate student position.

    After listening, Wei Ming was indeed quite tempted. If it wasn't too much trouble, why not get one?

    Although this correspondence education didn't provide classrooms, dormitories, transportation, or meals, and still charged tuition—completely incomparable to regular students—Wei Ming didn't mind the cost.

    Now they had just confirmed the resumption of correspondence education; subsequent regulations hadn't been released yet. Hearing that Wei Ming was interested, Wei Ping'an said he would continue to keep an eye out for him.

    Today was the last day of November.

    The next day, on the first of December, Wei Ming arranged to meet Gong Xue at the Beijing Zoo.

    Wei Ming suspected Gong Xue had also seen the buzz around "Tale of Two Donkeys" and was worried she might be influenced by the reviews, thinking he was belittling their educated youth group.

    Gong Xue had also been an educated youth for several years and had suffered her share of hardships during that life.

    However, Gong Xue hadn't been negatively influenced at all. She even told Wei Ming: "I've seen male educated youths like Ma Jie in your novel. Among millions of educated youths, there were all kinds of personalities. It's very normal for someone like that to exist. I've even seen worse."

    "Oh, how bad?"

    Gong Xue sighed: "Murder."

    "What!"

    "A young girl in her prime. He took a fancy to her, she refused, so... But he was also beaten to death by the girl's family. It happened at the educated youth point next to ours."

    After saying this, Gong Xue turned around and encouraged Wei Ming not to be affected by negative reviews. "What you wrote is really good."

    "Oh, look at this," she pulled out a copy of "People's Liberation Army Literature and Art" from her bag. "See, people from our military are even writing articles praising you."

    Wei Ming looked at the title: "'Tale of Two Donkeys': After Reading This, No Need to Read Other Educated Youth Novels!"

    Looking at the author's name, Wei Ming was startled. Wang Shuo? Is it the Wang Shuo he knew?

    He knew Wang Shuo had been preparing for college entrance exams in the military last year. While practicing writing essays, he accidentally wrote a short story, which was published in "People's Liberation Army Literature and Art," after which he was seconded to work as an editor there.

    Such an extreme title, and the writing style in the text similar to "Tale of Two Donkeys"—hey, it must be him.

    Thinking about it, his high praise for "Tale of Two Donkeys" wasn't surprising at all. Perhaps as he continued learning, he might even surpass his teacher, earning the nickname "Little Wei Ming."

    After walking around, Wei Ming insisted on paying this time—how could he bear to let Sister Xue spend her salary?

    After eating and parting ways, Wei Ming immediately rode his bike to the Health Research Institute to find another good sister...

  

    Zhu Lin watched Wei Ming leave, with an additional tape in her hand, and ten yuan taken from her.

    If her boyfriend found out that she had already spent 15 yuan on foreign music tapes, he would probably be upset again.

    But she had also inquired and learned that Hong Kong and Taiwan song copies typically cost seven or eight yuan. English songs would likely be even more expensive. Little Wei might actually be losing money on the deal.

    Oh, next time she must treat him to a meal.

    Wei Ming wasn't losing money, but he had connected with Melinda because of this, which was a kind of fate.

    Returning to his Peking University dormitory, he saw Ah Long sitting at the table waiting for him.

    "You finally came back. If you hadn't returned soon, I would have left."

    He pulled out his illustrations.

    "These are all the remaining illustrations."

    "Wow, you've finished them all!" Wei Ming was surprised; he only needed to submit about ten to cover the December issue.

    Liu Rulong: "I'm very motivated to draw now. Do you have any other work for me? If not, I'll ask other publications."

    Wei Ming had the highest priority for him.

    Wei Ming smiled: "My wuxia novel is almost finished. Could you draw some illustrations for me too? Not many, five or six will do."

    Story Club wasn't a children's magazine after all and didn't need too many illustrations to aid reading.

    "Sure, oh," Ah Long remembered something and took out a box from his bag. "This is the snuff bottle you asked Grandfather to paint for you."

    The vessel wasn't large, but the smaller the item, the more it showcased painting skill.

    If he wasn't mistaken, the old man had painted "Outside the long pavilion, beside the ancient road, green grass stretches to the horizon. Evening wind rustles the willows as flute sounds fade, sunset beyond mountains..."

    Li Shuqian's "Farewell."

    He had only mentioned sending it to a foreign friend who was returning home, and the old man had exercised his creativity. This scene was very fitting.

    "Good, really good!"

    He asked Ah Long to stay and read novels: "I'll deliver this first."

    Since the manuscript couldn't be taken away, Ah Long usually copied down passages suitable for illustration and then developed them on his own.

    Wei Ming took the snuff bottle to Shao Garden, but to his great surprise, he didn't see the dormitory auntie today and entered easily.

    At this time, most Peking University companion students were in the dining hall, so those he saw were all foreign girls.

    "Hi, Sophie."

    "Monica, nice new hairstyle!"

    "Nagasawa Yui, are you researching some cuisine again? Sashimi? No thanks, I just ate. Thank you."

    Because he had visited the women's dormitory too many times, and was handsome, witty, and humorous, completely different from those shy college students who didn't dare look at them directly, Wei Ming easily became familiar with these foreign girls.

    When he went upstairs, Wei Ming saw an unfamiliar face who was visibly startled to see a man.

    At first Wei Ming didn't pay much attention, but when he reached Melinda's dormitory, he found the door open with no one inside, and the room was somewhat messy.

    Wei Ming immediately had a thought: A thief! And the first suspect was that unfamiliar girl he had just seen. He quickly turned back, but she had already gone downstairs.

    "Old Qin, stop her!" Wei Ming shouted to the Shao Garden guard.

    But Old Qin was elderly and slow to react, allowing the woman to slip past.

    He was still asking: "What's wrong? What's wrong?"

    Wei Ming: "Catch the thief!"

    The woman ran quite fast, but Wei Ming ran faster. As she approached the west side gate, Wei Ming grabbed her hair and pinned her down.

    Then he saw watches, earrings, and other valuables falling from her body, along with a Playboy magazine.

    Wei Ming quickly picked them up and tucked them into his jacket.

    At his call, the security guard from the west side gate immediately ran over.

    "What's wrong, Brother Ming?" It happened to be the colleague who had swapped shifts with him that day. "This woman went to the Shao Garden women's dormitory to steal things and was caught by me. Let's take her to the security officer."

    "Hey, how bold, daring to steal from international students."

    Wei Ming: "Ordinary students don't have much worth stealing anyway."

    "That seems to be the case."

    So the two of them escorted the woman to the security room, first finding a female staff member to search her and see what else she had stolen besides watches and rings.

    Wei Ming was actually somewhat soft-hearted. That watch was a foreign brand, not cheap, and involved foreign affairs, possibly affecting Peking University's reputation. This girl probably wouldn't get a light sentence and might spend quite a few years in prison.

    However, seeing her vicious expression when looking at him, Wei Ming thought, you'd better be sentenced to a few more years, and you should be grateful that this way you can avoid 1983, possibly even saving a life.

    But even if such a person were released in the future, without proper education, she would become the kind of old woman who falls on the ground to extort money.

    The security director had gone to a meeting but was called out to explain the situation because it involved international students.

    When he returned to the meeting, the old man in the central position, remembering he was in charge of security, asked: "Has something happened?"

    "Report to Principal Wang, there's been a theft at Shao Garden, the international student dormitory. A large number of valuables were stolen."

    The old man first asked: "Has the person been caught?"

    "Yes, they're being interrogated now."

    "Is it someone from inside or outside the school?"

    "Someone from outside."

    The newly appointed Executive Vice Secretary and Vice Principal Wang Lubin breathed a sigh of relief and said: "That's good. Today's meeting ends here. I'll go with you to check the situation."

    He had just been transferred from Qufu Normal College. Although he went from being the top leader to the third in command, the gap between the two schools was enormous.

    And because Principal Zhou was a scholar, busy with academic matters all day, occasionally going abroad for visits and inspections, he was the one responsible for the specific work at the school.

    Before Principal Wang and others arrived, Melinda, who had returned from her shower, already knew what had happened.

    She first checked her precious paintings. Thank heaven, although they had been opened, they hadn't been taken.

    Then she went to the security room with several other girls and saw Wei Ming.

    "Leonardo, did you catch the thief?" Melinda asked excitedly.

    Wei Ming smiled slightly: "Yes." Yes, I have this unfortunate tendency to encounter such situations.

    But he didn't say much, as it wasn't appropriate to appear too familiar with Melinda in front of so many colleagues, and he couldn't return the Playboy magazine to her now either.

    His colleagues thought: Pretending, why pretend? Everyone knows about you two.

    After a while, a female staff member brought up the stolen goods and asked Melinda to identify them.

    Melinda confirmed they were all her belongings, then angrily said: "I'm the poorest in the building, yet they stole from me. They really have no eye for value!"

    She certainly wasn't the poorest. There were students from Third World countries who, even if they were doing well in their own countries, were still much poorer than this poor British girl.

    But the most valuable item of Melinda's was just that watch. The other jewelry was street vendor merchandise, not worth much.

    Of course, what she considered not worth much might be an astronomical figure for that female thief.

    Just as Wei Ming was preparing to leave, Principal Wang and the security director arrived.

    Wei Ming was startled—that old man from the other day was the new vice principal?!

    Principal Wang remembered Wei Ming, nodded at him, then asked about the specific situation, subsequently expressed apologies to Melinda, and conveyed the intention to downplay the incident.

    If her paintings had been destroyed, Melinda would definitely not let the matter drop, but since nothing was lost or damaged, she didn't mind.

    She also said: "I hope the school can reward the staff who caught the bad person."

    Principal Wang asked: "Is the comrade who caught the thief here?"

    Then everyone pointed to Wei Ming.

    Wei Ming pulled over his gate post colleague.

    "We caught her together."

    The colleague was deeply moved, almost tearing up. Actually, Wei Ming had already caught the person; he just helped escort her over.

    Principal Wang nodded, shook hands with Wei Ming, praised him for a few sentences, then asked: "You're so young, have you become a permanent employee?"

    The security director immediately said: "Little Wei became permanent after just one month at Peking University. Principal Wang, you must have heard of Peking University writer Little Ming?"

    "Ah, is that you? I've heard so much about you!" Principal Wang gripped Wei Ming's hand even tighter. This person who had not been in the literary world for long was already a famous writer; even though he didn't follow literary circles, he had heard of him.

    Wei Ming smiled: "If there's nothing else here, I'll head back. I have work tonight."

    As soon as Wei Ming left, the dormitory auntie from the women's dorm finally arrived.

    Seeing her, Melinda suddenly proposed: "We strongly recommend changing the dormitory supervisor!"

    "Yes, yes, yes!" Not only did she have this idea, but several other girls also agreed. This dormitory auntie was too meddlesome, wanting to manage everything.

    Principal Wang indicated that the school would seriously consider it. After all, such a work failure had just occurred, and reassigning her to a different position would be reasonable.

    "Mr. Principal, can we nominate candidates ourselves?" Melinda continued.

    "Oh? Do you know any staff members well?"

    Melinda giggled: "That security guard just now is very responsible. I think he would be very suitable."

    The female students enthusiastically responded in chorus. Melinda, you really are a little genius! If Wei Ming became the dormitory supervisor, they would wear bikinis every day!

    Principal Wang laughed. This was a bit absurd, wasn't it? Having a young, strong man supervise a group of young girls? The dormitory auntie wasn't having it either. This position was so comfortable, and sometimes she could find quite a few treasures when going through the trash. She was really reluctant to give it up.

    So she immediately reported: "Principal, you can't listen to her. This foreign woman has a relationship with that Wei Ming. You must investigate thoroughly!"

    "Comrade, mind your language. Do you have basic respect for our international students?!"

    Principal Wang admonished: "And what do you mean by 'having a relationship'? Are either of them married? If not, even if they're dating, what's the problem? What era do you think this is, still needing 'thorough investigation'!"

    Then he told Melinda he would seriously consider her suggestion.

    Although having a wolf guard a flock of sheep carried risks, if constrained by honor, a wolf on duty should be more deterring than the lead sheep...

  

    When Wei Ming returned to the dormitory, Ah Long hadn't left yet. He was absorbed in reading the manuscript.

    Wei Ming said: "Reading halfway is enough, it's already dark and you're still not leaving."

    Ah Long praised: "Ah Ming, your writing is excellent!"

    "Oh, in what way?"

    "Although the story isn't as twisted and bizarre as Jin Yong or Gu Long, the character designs are interesting. That line where the great man says 'Ah, women!' really cracked me up. More importantly, your fight scenes are different from previous writers—though there's no roof-hopping or wall-climbing, they feel more realistic."

    At this moment, Mei Wenhua also returned: "Have you heard? The Shao Garden dorm just got robbed!"

    Wei Ming: "I know, I caught the thief."

    "What?!"

    Hearing this, Mei Wenhua ran out immediately.

    Liu Rulong asked curiously: "What's wrong with Ah Mei? Did he get spooked?"

    Not at all. He went to excite others.

    Soon, Mei Wenhua returned with Biao. Biao had just come back from the city and was beating his chest in frustration: "I missed it again, right? Ah, I shouldn't have gone to the city today!"

    Mei Wenhua said from the side: "I heard Little Duan from the West Gate followed Brother Ming and effortlessly earned some credit. He might even become a permanent employee."

    Biao felt even worse. Without even formal employment status, he could barely hold his head up in front of Yanzi.

    But soon his head rose again.

    Wei Ming changed his clothes while comforting him: "Don't feel bad. Come on, let's go to work together. That female thief might have accomplices."

    Suddenly, something fell to the ground, and the entire dorm room went silent. Even the manuscript in Liu Rulong's hand dropped.

    It was a magazine, landing face up. On the cover was a naked blonde woman, with a vase covering her lower body's critical areas, while her hands covered her upper body. She had flaming red lips and seductive eyes, photographed to be both alluring and aesthetic.

    Liu Rulong, who understood English better than the others, read out the English name on the magazine: "Playboy! Is this the legendary Playboy magazine?"

    He had heard his cousins talk about it in Guangdong when he was younger. He only knew it was an exciting foreign magazine, but today he finally understood how stimulating it truly was!

    Liu Rulong was relatively worldly, but Biao and Little Mei went completely crazy. They couldn't believe such wonderful things existed in the world!

    The impact was too great for them.

    Before Wei Ming could react, the two pounced like hungry dogs to grab the magazine. Of course, Biao was more skilled and got to it first.

    Mei Wenhua stood on tiptoes: "Let's look together, together!"

    Inside were similar photos, various curves and hooks, things half-hidden and half-revealed, seemingly there yet not there—practically an adrenaline shot for teenagers who had never been exposed to such things.

    Wei Ming figured their bunk bed would be shaking again tonight.

    Wei Ming advised: "Just take a quick look and that's it. This was stolen from an international student, and I hid it because I was worried leaders might see it. I need to return it soon."

    Biao sighed: "These international students live such good lives!"

    Mei Wenhua: "No wonder everyone wants to go abroad nowadays. So this is what they're after!"

    Seeing these two completely controlled by their little heads, Wei Ming coughed: "Biao, it's time for work."

    Biao asked: "Can I continue reading it during work?"

    Mei Wenhua: "You dare take this out? Are you looking to die?"

    Then Ah Long spoke up: "This kind of magazine indeed shouldn't see the light of day, especially at a prestigious school like Peking University where academics are taken seriously. For safety's sake, let me take it away and dispose of it."

    What a bunch of spineless guys.

    Wei Ming forcefully took it back: "Nobody gets to look anymore. I'm returning it to its owner right now."

    He also needed to give the snuff bottle to Melinda.

    However, when he patrolled to Shao Garden, the security guard Old Qin said: "Little Wei, don't put me in a difficult position. Old Feng has been fired, and I've been severely criticized. I can't let outsiders in anymore."

    After this incident, Shao Garden had become even stricter.

    Wei Ming said: "Then call Li Xiaobai out for me. I have something for her."

    Old Qin thought for a moment: "Alright then, help me keep watch. I really can't let people in casually anymore."

    After a while, Old Qin returned alone.

    "Li Xiaobai said she won't come down. If you have the ability, go up yourself," Old Qin reluctantly relayed.

    Wei Ming asked: "So can I go in or not?"

    Old Qin sighed: "Go in then, but come out quickly."

    When Wei Ming entered the dormitory, Little Zha was reading a book, and Melinda immediately extended her hand: "Where is it?"

    Wei Ming was startled: "What thing?"

    "The magazine! When I came back and checked, I found another magazine missing. You probably hid it. You're looking for me to return it, right? That's why I specifically called you up—to avoid others seeing it."

    "You're smarter than I thought," Wei Ming complimented her and handed the magazine back.

    Melinda took it and casually put it aside, then hugged Wei Ming: "Thank you for today, Peking University Guard, Criminal Nemesis."

    Feeling her impressive chest without a bra, Wei Ming couldn't help but let his mind wander.

    How long had it been since he experienced this feeling? Three months!

    But for this body, it had been 18 years.

    Little Zha could no longer focus on her book. Hugging and embracing right in front of me—you two finally dropped the act, huh?

    Wei Ming released the woman: "Just doing my duty, no thanks necessary. Remember I mentioned I'd give you a snuff bottle? My elder has finished making it. Here, you can genuinely thank me for this."

    Seeing the snuff bottle, Melinda was overjoyed. She carefully admired the painting inside under the light. Within that tiny space was a complete world.

    "It's beautiful, truly a work of art. What's this painting called?"

    "'Farewell.'"

    "Farewell, farewell." Melinda whispered softly. Understanding these two words, her emotions welled up, and she hugged Wei Ming again.

    This time, her thanks didn't stop at words, but at her lips.

    Before Wei Ming could react, Melinda's head had already moved closer, and she planted a "smack" right on his lips.

    Little Zha was completely shocked. She no longer pretended to read and stared straight at the two of them, watching them perform a kiss right in front of her.

    Melinda pursed her lips: "This is my way of saying thanks. Are you satisfied?"

    To be honest, Wei Ming wasn't very satisfied—she didn't even use her tongue.

    But considering Little Zha was present, Wei Ming hypocritically said: "Don't do this again. It sets a bad example."

    Zha Jianying quickly gathered her things: "Excuse me, I'm going to the study hall."

    She felt it was no longer appropriate for her to stay.

    However, Wei Ming left before she did—he was still on duty.

    Melinda looked at the panicked Little Zha: "Are you still going to the study hall?"

    Little Zha firmly said: "Yes!"

    Finding a study room where many Chinese Department '77 classmates were present, Little Zha was tormented inside. Classmates, if only you knew what I just saw!

    She knew it wasn't appropriate to tell others about what happened, but keeping it to herself was so difficult!

    So she chose to write in her diary. It had been a long time since she last wrote a diary.

    After finishing, Little Zha was very satisfied. When Wei Ming becomes a great writer someday, she would have first-hand historical material!

    When Little Zha returned to the dormitory, she couldn't help but ask Melinda, who was applying makeup in front of the mirror: "You're going back to your country soon, so what will happen between you two?"

    Melinda: "What do you mean what will happen? Isn't it nice to leave behind a lifelong unforgettable beautiful memory before departing?"

    Having spent time with foreigners and witnessing the comings and goings of international students, Little Zha could somewhat understand this Western mentality.

    "Then, should I try not to come back to the dorm?" she asked considerately.

    Melinda said nonchalantly: "Stay if you want to watch."

    Little Zha shook her head like a rattle drum. That really wasn't necessary!
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    The next morning, as soon as Wei Ming woke up, he heard Brother Feng muttering: "What was going on last night? I kept hearing strange noises."

    Wei Ming glanced at Biao and Little Mei's beds. Hey, good quality indeed.

    Wei Ming had the morning off and planned to attend a class.

    Then he was called to the International Students Office by phone.

    "What? You want me to be the dormitory supervisor for the women's building? Me, a man?!"

    The leader of the International Students Office smiled: "What's wrong? Don't have confidence in your self-control?"

    Wei Ming: "That's not it, but the dorm supervisor needs to be there around the clock. How can I attend classes?"

    Currently, attending classes and writing were his two most important tasks.

    The International Students Office leader hadn't expected a man to refuse this plum assignment and became even more impressed with Wei Ming.

    If it were someone else, they might just assign them directly, but Wei Ming wasn't an ordinary person. He had become a valuable asset to Peking University and needed to be handled with care.

    The leader said: "We've consulted with many female international students in the dorm, and you were democratically elected by them."

    "First, I appreciate their trust, but I really can't do this job." Wei Ming refused firmly.

    The leader thought for a moment: "How about this? Until we find a suitable candidate, you can fill in temporarily. The cleaning lady will take the day shift, and you'll take the night shift. How's that?"

    Working the night shift wouldn't interfere with sleep; he would only need to handle emergencies when they arose.

    Wei Ming considered and asked: "Can't the cleaning lady just take over this position?"

    "The auntie needs to pick up her grandson from kindergarten in the afternoon and take care of the child at night. Otherwise, she would indeed be suitable."

    Seeing they had put it this way, Wei Ming nodded: "Alright then, but find someone to replace me quickly. It's not appropriate for a grown man to be a dorm supervisor for women."

    The more Wei Ming talked like this, the more reassured the leader felt. Principal Wang was right—this young Wei was upright and trustworthy, even in a position full of temptations.

    Back at the dormitory, Wei Ming looked serious. Little Mei and Biao immediately gathered around to ask:

    "What happened, Brother Ming? What did the International Students Office want? Did someone find out about the magazine?"

    "Or is it about you and Sister Mei?"

    Seeing Wei Ming silently packing his bedroll, the two became more anxious. Was it that serious? Such a big deal?

    After packing his necessities, Wei Ming put his hands on their shoulders and said: "When Brother Feng comes back, tell him I won't be returning to sleep at night."

    Biao worriedly asked: "Where will you sleep? Are they making you sleep on the street?!"

    Wei Ming said angrily: "Ah, I'll be sleeping at the female international students' dormitory. They're forcing me to be the dorm supervisor there!"

    Zhao Debiao: "......"

    Mei Wenhua: "......"

  

    Biao and Little Mei personally escorted Wei Ming to Shao Garden. By now, Old Qin had received notification from above and obediently allowed them entry.

    But he was still extremely shocked inside—the world had gone mad, a mouse was serving as a bridesmaid for a cat!

    Wei Ming waved to his two roommates who were reluctant to leave him: "Go back without worrying. I'll definitely protect myself well!"

    Biao and Little Mei: Is that what we're concerned about?!

    Under the gazes of the international students, Wei Ming moved his things to the first-floor supervisor's room. The previous occupant had already taken their belongings.

    Inside was a desk, several sets of keys hanging on the wall, and a small bed. Though the space was a bit cramped, it was still a private room.

    If no one bothered him, he could focus on his writing.

    But how could no one bother him?

    One wall of the room had a window, and every international student who walked by would peer in for a look.

    "Ah, Leonardo! Welcome!"

    "Want to come up and sit? Sister's bed is very soft."

    "There's a mouse in our dorm that can do somersaults. Come help us catch it quickly!"

    Wei Ming: "Miranda, you don't mean Mickey Mouse, do you?"

    "Hahaha!"

    Under these circumstances, writing was out of the question; he could barely manage to read.

    Hearing that Wei Ming had arrived, Auntie Wang, who was responsible for cleaning, soon came down. She had often substituted as dorm supervisor before, and now she and Wei Ming would separately be responsible for the day and night shifts.

    She first introduced Wei Ming to the supervisor's duties and the specific uses of the keys hanging on the wall.

    Then the two divided their responsibilities by time. Wei Ming would be responsible for the 16 hours from 5 PM to 9 AM.

    Auntie Wang, because she needed to take her grandchild to school, would be responsible for the 8 hours from 9 AM to 5 PM, and would also do necessary cleaning work.

    Auntie Wang said: "On Sundays I don't need to take my grandchild, so if you have something to do, little Wei, just say the word and I can watch longer. We'll work it out."

    "Alright, Auntie Wang," Wei Ming then asked, "What if I need to use the restroom?"

    "There's no men's bathroom in this building. You'll have to go to the international students' cafeteria."

    Wei Ming nodded; it was only a few steps away.

    It wasn't his work time yet, so Wei Ming handed the post to Auntie Wang and left.

    It was somewhat inconvenient for two people to share one supervisor's room, but fortunately, the room had lockers with keys, so he could put his important manuscripts and personal items inside.

    Wei Ming read at the library until noon. When he entered the faculty dining hall, colleagues led by Biao and Little Mei immediately surrounded him, wanting to hear about his experience overseeing the women's dormitory.

    "I haven't started yet. I'm on the night shift."

    Damn, the night shift—isn't that even more dangerous!

    "Oh, there's one more thing," Wei Ming said. "Since I can't leave my post at will, who can help me deliver meals? Mainly breakfast and dinner."

    Biao immediately said: "I will. But do I have to pay for it myself?"

    Little Duan, who had earned merit alongside Wei Ming, teased him: "For something like this, if you're paying, would it even be your turn?"

    Little Mei quickly said: "Not only can I pay for it myself, I can also wash your food containers!"

    Wei Ming praised: "Washing the containers is good, but I'll pay for the food myself."

    He didn't care about their meager amounts.

    After eating, Little Mei directly took away Wei Ming's food container, while Wei Ming went to sit in on a Chinese Department class.

    By now, the news that Supervisor Wei had taken office had spread. As soon as Wei Ming sat down, the '77 girls surrounded him—several of them had companion rooms in the international students' building.

    "I don't want to do it either. It's really annoying. But the leaders said they're still looking for a suitable candidate and asked me to fill in for a few days. There's no choice; I just have to tough it out."

    Xia Xiaohong laughed: "It's fine if you stay longer. If we come back late, just quickly open the door for us."

    Wei Ming snorted: "Even though I'm the supervisor, you still can't stay out all night. Behave yourselves and don't make things difficult for your brother."

    Little Zha remained silent, thinking that now that Wei Ming was at the girls' dormitory, could she even go back? Maybe she should substitute as the supervisor for him and give the room to him and Melinda.

    In the afternoon, Qiao Feng returned to the dormitory humming a tune.

    Today was truly a good day!

    This morning, the newly arrived Principal Wang had held a meeting and decided to demolish the seven small buildings in Yan East Garden to build four apartment buildings for faculty and staff.

    Qiao Feng figured that this time, there was a high probability that they would get one.

    Because at noon, Mu Rong had told him good news—he didn't need to try anymore, because the seed had sprouted!

    However, the two decided not to make it public yet. After three months, when the child was more solidly established, he would tell Wei Ping'an. By then, transferring Mu Rong over would be a natural progression.

    By the time the child was born next year, the new buildings would also be complete, and they might even be able to move into a new home right away!

    Qiao Feng, in a good mood, had been back for quite a while before he noticed: "Hey, where's Little Wei's bedroll?"

    Then Biao enviously explained what good life his Brother Ming was now living.

    "Supervisor? Little Wei? And it's the women's building!"

    It took Brother Feng a while to digest this new information, and then he firmly criticized Biao: "This is the difference between you and Little Wei. You're all thinking about that thing between men and women, but Little Wei is definitely thinking about how to do the job well and not let the leaders down."

    "Ah, is that what he's thinking?"

    "Definitely. Otherwise, why would he be an advanced worker?" Qiao Feng asserted. "By the way, where's Little Mei?"

    "Oh, he went to deliver food to Brother Ming. I couldn't compete with him."

    Although Shao Garden had its own cafeteria, the meal tickets there were exchanged with foreign currency, which Wei Ming certainly couldn't afford. So he had to trouble his brothers.

    Mei Wenhua indicated it was no trouble at all. This way, he also had a chance to enter Shao Garden and improve his foreign language skills.

    However, after breaking through Old Qin's checkpoint with anticipation and nervousness and arriving at the women's building, when Little Mei saw the supervisor's room, his mentality completely collapsed.

    He saw Wei Ming holding a book while Melinda was cutting a steak into small pieces and feeding them into his mouth with a fork.

    She would feed him one bite, then eat one herself, occasionally using a napkin to wipe his mouth.

    Mei Wenhua: Why did I have to see this scene? Why, why!

    Wei Ming saw Little Mei and hurriedly said to Melinda: "I told you my colleague would bring me food. You insisted on buying it for me. Little Mei is here. Give it to me. How much was it? I'll pay you."

    After taking it, Wei Ming asked: "You're not leaving?"

    To stay longer in this kingdom of women, Little Mei humbly said: "I'll wait for you to finish. After you're done, I can take it to wash."

    "Ah, thanks for the trouble, brother. I'll eat quickly."

    Mei Wenhua: "Take your time!"

    About half an hour later, Mei Wenhua reluctantly left. In between, he had also mustered the courage to say hello to those female international students, and they had actually responded.

    He decided to learn more foreign languages to have deeper exchanges with foreign friends.

    After Little Mei left, Melinda laughed and put her hand on Wei Ming's thigh: "Want to come up and sit?"

    "No, I'm afraid Little Zha will misunderstand."

    "Don't worry, she's not there~"

    Little Zha: In your game, what role am I playing exactly?!

    Wei Ming: "I still won't go. My post is here, so I'll stay here."

    Melinda snorted and left.

    But she soon returned, carrying some study materials. She let Wei Ming sit on the bed reading, while she occupied the desk.

    Wei Ming read books while she wrote her thesis. The study atmosphere in the small supervisor's room was off the charts.

    Of course, passersby all felt the ambiguous atmosphere was off the charts.

    A passing Australian Chinese woman even suggested: "Why don't you two pull the curtain closed?"

    With the curtain drawn, people outside couldn't see inside.

    Melinda wanted to close it, but Wei Ming wouldn't agree. That would be like protesting one's innocence while carrying stolen goods.

    However, when the night grew still and no one was entering or leaving the dorm, Wei Ming closed the dorm door, and Melinda immediately embraced him again.

    This time, they both used their tongues. Just as things were getting steamy, Melinda suddenly pushed Wei Ming away and ran off.

    Wei Ming thought they were done for the day.

    But just as he had lain down on the bed, Melinda returned. After entering, she locked the door, pulled the curtains, and in her hand was something extra—a condom. She asked him: "Do you know what this is?"

    Wei Ming took it and looked: "It's even imported."

    "My mother gave it to me before I came to China. She was worried China wouldn't have any, and she was afraid I'd get pregnant like she did when dating, so she stuffed a whole box into my luggage. Today is the first time I've opened it."

    Wei Ming asked: "You only brought one?"

    Melinda: "Oh?"
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    Wei Ming knew he probably couldn't resist Melinda's sugar-coated artillery, but he hadn't expected to fall on the very first night.

    But what's done is done. As they say, where you fall is where you stand up again.

    In his previous life, he was reborn into this era because of a foreign girl. If he couldn't get over this hurdle, foreign girls would become his mental demon forever.

    Thanks to Melinda for breaking his mental demon.

    Eighteen was indeed an age where one could ignite with just a spark, and practice proved that one wasn't enough.

    Even facing a foreigner, he didn't bring shame to his countrymen. Instead, he greatly enhanced the nation's prestige. This battle far exceeded Melinda's expectations.

    But he didn't let her go back upstairs to get more. Instead, he held Melinda's snow-white skin and talked for a while.

    It was the first time he learned that Melinda was 21 this year, from Edinburgh, had studied in London before, had never seen her father, and only had a mother.

    Influenced by her mother, she called herself a single-ist.

    Wei Ming sighed with relief. That was good—he wasn't at an age where he could take responsibility.

    Melinda went back in the late night. At dawn, Wei Ming quickly opened all the doors and windows to air out the room.

    This morning, Biao came to deliver breakfast. His physique was obviously more attractive to foreign girls than Mei Wenhua's, and some girls even actively greeted him.

    He was completely delighted.

    Biao was also waiting for Wei Ming to finish eating. While Wei Ming was eating a flaky pastry, Melinda came down.

    She naturally entered the supervisor's room, naturally opened Wei Ming's cabinet, and put one of her bags inside.

    Then, right in front of Biao, she kissed Wei Ming, who was eating a pastry, on the cheek, leaving a lipstick mark before striding away.

    Biao: "......"

  
    

    Wei Ming wiped his face: "Could you please not look at me with that expression? This is just normal etiquette in foreign countries. Have you heard of the cheek kiss? If you come more often, you'll understand. It's very normal."

    Biao: I may be simple, but I'm not stupid!

    "Then why doesn't she do that cheek kiss thing with me?" he asked.

    Wei Ming shrugged: "Maybe because you haven't shaved."

    Biao touched his beard and asked: "What did she put in your cabinet?"

    "Uh..." Wei Ming couldn't continue making things up and retorted, "Adult matters are not for children to inquire about."

    Biao stepped back. You, you're already an adult?!

    And with such a beautiful foreign girl too. This, this is too exciting!

    Wei Ming sent away Biao who still wanted to discuss further. He walked out of the dormitory building and began stretching his muscles outside. Making love really made one's body and mind pleasant; his entire being felt refreshed.

    In his previous life, wasn't he in his thirties when he lost his virginity?

    Enjoying sex more than ten years earlier, and at a time when his physical abilities were at their peak, Wei Ming considered this perhaps the greatest gain of his rebirth.

    It was just a pity that this relationship could only last a little over a month.

    His relationship with Melinda... let's call it affection for now, was a relationship with a countdown from the very beginning, and both understood this point.

    However, with one having a foreigner's mindset and the other a future person's thinking, they didn't dwell too much on regret and sadness. Just enjoy the present.

    When Auntie Wang came to take over the shift, Wei Ming vacated the space and took his manuscripts to the library to continue refining them.

    As soon as he left, Auntie Wang prepared to clean the room when suddenly she crouched down and picked up a short, curly red hair from the floor.

    She tried to recall—there was no one in the girls' dormitory with short red hair.
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    Now Wei Ming was beginning to like this dormitory supervisor job. He could spend mornings in the library, attend classes in the afternoon, and even return to his original dormitory at noon. It was important not to be separated from the masses.

    It was fortunate that he returned to the South Gate post at noon; otherwise, Liu Zhenyun would have missed him.

    "I first went to Shao Garden, but they said you weren't there during the day, so I guessed you might be here."

    He placed the December issue of Beijing Literature and Art in front of Wei Ming. The magazine cover featured the Dai Water Splashing Festival, which looked like the mural at the Capital Airport.

    The October and November issues of Beijing Literature and Art had published one of Wei Ming's short stories and a short poem respectively, and this issue was still related to Wei Ming.

    Liu Zhenyun had written an article titled "From Two Donkeys to Two Oxen: A Discussion of the Similarities and Differences in Wei Ming's Works."

    When Tale of Two Donkeys sparked multi-party verbal battles, Liu Zhenyun took a unique approach. Instead of simply discussing Tale of Two Donkeys, he analyzed Wei Ming's writing characteristics through these two consecutively created novellas.

    Simply put, it was praise for Wei Ming, which was also a practical application of Liu Zhenyun's studies.

    Beijing Literature and Art had been worried about how to get a piece of the traffic from Tale of Two Donkeys. Liu Zhenyun's article came at just the right time, comparing Harvest's Donkeys with their own Oxen, creating a sense that they were on the same level.

    When Wei Ming flipped through it, he saw Chen Zhongshi's story "Happiness" in the table of contents. In Wei Ming's view, his White Deer Plain was the pinnacle of New Era literature and the work that best represented the value of the Mao Dun Literary Prize.

    "Alright, I'll keep the magazine and take a look."

    "Remember to return it to me. I need to collect and keep it," Liu Zhenyun continued with good news, "The popularity of Tale of Two Donkeys is so high that discussions about it will probably continue for some time. And have you heard? This issue of Harvest has increased its print run!"

    "Ah?" Wei Ming was indeed surprised. The first print run was already as high as 400,000, yet they were still printing more.

    "And they've added another 150,000!" Liu Zhenyun shared the news he had heard from teachers.

    Impressive—550,000 in circulation. Both the initial print run and the additional printing exceeded Flower City. Harvest's golden age was coming. Now Flower City should realize the gap with its big brother.

    The news of Harvest's increased printing had already spread throughout the industry, with Contemporary Magazine receiving the news even earlier.

    Now they were worried—how many copies of Contemporary's third issue should they print?

    This magazine's second issue had a circulation of only 110,000. Originally the third issue was planned for 130,000, but after obtaining The Herdsman, they initially decided on 150,000.

    But Tale of Two Donkeys was too popular now, and Liu Zhenyun's article in Beijing Literature and Art was very engaging.

    Especially at the end of the article, he posed a question: After writing about donkeys, oxen, and ducks, Wei Ming's new work is said to still be related to animals he's familiar with. Will it have the same novelty and sensation as his previous works? Let's wait and see.

    This question unconsciously increased readers' curiosity and anticipation for this new work, potentially creating a good circulation.

    To determine the initial print run, Contemporary's main leaders Wei Junyi, Yan Wenjing, Meng Weizai, Qin Zhaoyang, and the editor responsible for this story, Bai Shurong, held a small meeting.

    Facing several senior colleagues, Bai Shurong confidently said: "I believe Wei Ming's creative ability is continuously improving. Although only a few months have passed, I think the quality of The Herdsman is even higher than those two pieces about oxen and donkeys."

    Qin Zhaoyang agreed with her view: "And The Herdsman's theme is actually bigger, potentially triggering greater discussions across society."

    Wei Junyi, the elderly editor-in-chief of People's Literature Publishing House, asked: "Old Qin, how many do you think is appropriate for the first print run?"

    Qin Zhaoyang said: "Considering that our foundation is indeed weaker, how about sticking with 150,000? If it's not enough, we can adjust?"

    Wei Junyi then asked Yan Wenjing, who pondered: "I think at least 200,000, taking a big step up."

    With a first print of 200,000, they could basically look Beijing Literature and Art in the eye.

    Finally, the youngest among the bigwigs, Meng Weizai, expressed his opinion: "I think everyone is still being conservative. I think we should print 300,000 initially!"

    Everyone was stunned, including Bai Shurong who had the highest expectations for Wei Ming: Boss, taking too big a step could strain your crotch!

    After further discussion, they finally settled on 200,000, and prepared to track distribution, ready to print more at any time.

    "Additionally," Wei Junyi said to Qin Zhaoyang, "Old Qin, please commission Wei Ming on behalf of People's Literature. Based on this Herdsman alone, his stance and ability are very reliable. Young people like him must be nurtured."

    After hearing this, Bai Shurong could only sigh inwardly. She had wanted to continue working with Wei Ming, but now that People's Literature had set its sights on him, what could she say? She could only wish them well.

    Among literary journals, People's Literature held a unique position, higher than both Harvest and Beijing Literature and Art.

    This was not only because its first editor-in-chief Mao Dun had a higher status than Ba Jin and Lao She, but also because of its political attributes.

    At the beginning of the year, Liu Xinwu was an editor at October. He approached Ding Ling, who hadn't yet been reinstated, for contributions.

    Ding Ling was somewhat grateful and gave October one of her previous manuscripts.

    Soon after, Ding Ling was reinstated, and a leader from the Writers Association directly took her manuscript from October, saying that Ding Ling needed to make her appearance in People's Literature. By then, October had already typeset everything and was about to print.

    That's how domineering it was.

    Wei Ming being noticed by People's Literature could also be seen as a manifestation of political correctness, indicating this person was problem-free.
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    After finishing a class in the afternoon, Wei Ming was ready to return to Shao Garden for work. However, while passing the Triangle Ground, he saw a group of foreigners posting big-character posters.

    Wei Ming thought, could it be that he and Melinda had disturbed their classmates last night? Were they being criticized?

    That shouldn't be the case; they were both quite restrained.

    Upon closer inspection, it turned out that the international students had organized a petition against Vietnam's invasion of Cambodia, and seemed to be raising funds for Cambodian refugees.

    Cambodia's people were indeed suffering—internally tormented by the Khmer Rouge, externally threatened by Vietnam. It was said that in a few years, the population had decreased by one-fifth.

    Since he wasn't Prince Sihanouk, Wei Ming could only mourn silently in his heart before returning to Shao Garden.

    Auntie Wang was waiting to hand over the shift to him.

    "Oh, Auntie Wang, does your grandson like candy?"

    "What child doesn't like candy?"

    Wei Ming immediately took out several White Rabbit candies from the cabinet and handed them to her.

    "Oh my, this isn't appropriate, not appropriate."

    "It's for the child, take it, take it."

    Yesterday Wei Ming wasn't feeling guilty, but after sleeping with Melinda here last night, he felt somewhat uneasy.

    Soon after classes ended, Melinda returned. She greeted Wei Ming and went upstairs, but quickly came back down with her tape recorder.

    "If you're bored during your shift, you can listen to some music or radio." She recalled that the previous dormitory supervisor auntie also had a radio.

    "What about you?"

    "If I want to listen, I'll just come to your place," she remembered something and took out a new cassette from her bag. "I just borrowed this. It's South American music. After I finish dinner, let's listen together."

    Wei Ming took it, and the cassette didn't have song titles, only the character "Valley" written on it.

    "Want me to bring you dinner? Steak or hamburger?" Melinda leaned forward in front of Wei Ming and asked.

    Wanting to eat meat buns, Wei Ming smiled: "No need, someone will bring me food. They insist on coming."

    For this dinner, neither Biao nor Little Mei were working. They came together and saw the tape recorder on Wei Ming's table.

    They guessed it must be Melinda's, but their hearts had been trained to be very strong and weren't moved at all.

    Wei Ming ate while they exchanged endless hellos with female international students.

    Wei Ming was eating with the radio on. As he listened, a piece of news from the Korean Peninsula caught his attention.

    Well, well, The Little Guard had already taken action!

    By the time Melinda returned, the two friends had already left.

    When the samba rhythm came from the machine, not only Melinda but other female students coming and going wanted to dance along, as if they had arrived in the Amazon rainforest.

    Wei Ming asked: "Did you borrow this from a South American classmate?"

    Melinda shook her head: "No, I borrowed it from a Chinese auntie. I think she's some kind of musician~"
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