End of Ramadhan

The end of Ramadhan dawns slowly over the little city. Many of its inhabitants have no sense of the significance of this day, but already some Hui people are stirring, feeling a renewal in the occasion, a sense of regeneration and hope. Another fast successfully (or not) completed. Another year’s display of devotion and hard work. It is bitterly cold this morning. The snow is settling uneasily, flurries seeping into bones and hearts and minds. And on this day there is what there always is here: life and death, hope and despair, love and laughter, sorrow and loss.

Tian Mei wakes in the early freezing of a winter’s morning. Her mother is already up and preparing food. At last, the smell of food during the day. Her parents have observed the rule about not eating when the sun is shining. Tian Mei doesn’t understand this rule, but she is used often to eating nothing during sunlit hours anyway, so she wonders what all the fuss is about. The children have drunk water and eaten sunflower seeds with a little noodle water during the day. Weiwei has drunk his milk as usual but the parents have been acting differently, she thinks. Chanting, visitors coming to the house at all times of the day and night. Talking. She vaguely remembers something like this happening the year before, but no time to think about it. Jiaozi by the smell of it. Tian Mei’s mouth waters painfully as she slips her legs over the edge of the kang and patters over to her mother’s side. ‘Stir this!’ her mother orders, and as Tian Mei takes over the bubbling pot of cabbage, a little meat, some oil, peppers and glutinous rice, her mother goes to Weiwei who has just started girning, picks him up and rocks him gently, singing a low song to him. Tian Mei smiles. Her mother used to sing that song to her and Xiaxia. The smile becomes a quivering lip. ‘Don’t let it boil over,’ her mother warns her, bringing her back to the present, looking searchingly at her favourite daughter’s frown. Won’t she ever forget, she wonders? It’s been five months already. She is such a sensitive child. ‘Stir, stir, stir!’ she urges.’ No time to wonder. So it is that a few minutes later, Tian Mei is wrapping herself against the cold. School again just for the morning. Then it’s the celebration. She wishes she could have school all day, though – and all night too. Her school is in the city-centre, and it’s a long walk, about two hours each way, so she must start at half past five at the very latest when her family can spare her. And they don’t have a clock, so she has to tell the time from the weather and the stars. And they can spare her today. Again. Oh, it’s wonderful! She stands at the door, impatient to be off, sure the stars are telling her to hurry. There she is, jumping and biting her lip in anxiety, stamping her feet against the cold, but in actual fact, it is to help her contain her impatience and anxiety in case she is going to be late. Mr Du won’t appreciate her being late. He is a strict teacher is Mr. Du. Her father is walking with her today because he has something to do in the city. ‘Ready?’ he says, tickling her under the chin. She squirms away from his touch. Usually she would be so pleased to be the focus of such affection from him, but now isn’t the time! They have to get going. He smiles at her eagerness, his smile softening suddenly, as he realises just how much this means to her. ‘Come on, pickle! We won’t be late, don’t worry!’ She bestows a smile of such utter beauty on him then, and he is momentarily mesmerized by her. She is a special child, his wife is right. She deserves this chance, even if she is a girl, and no matter what his cousin and family say. They don’t know her as I know her. She’s my special girl!

Bai Mei sits up and yawns. A cold night last night. She hasn’t slept well and yet she feels hopeful. It takes her a while to work out why. Of course, the foreigner says she will buy her some food for the celebration. She can talk a little to her now and it’s fun, but she speaks so strangely. Sometimes, she can’t understand what the woman is saying but she pretends she can because that way the woman won’t get annoyed with her. She can’t afford to make the woman angry. She said she would meet her at two o’clock. Er dian
. What does that mean? That’s a time, isn’t it? She doesn’t know the time and even if she did, she doesn’t have a watch. Watches are for rich people. She knows where to meet her, though. On the Square in front of the big shop. Well, they can wait there all day and then they’ll be sure to see her. If they all keep their eyes open. She realises it’s probably too early now, but she is very hungry this morning. She wakes Meimei, who stirs with a whimper. Her wrist still isn’t right. That doctor wasn’t very good. Bai Mei thinks about putting pebbles in his soup sometime. That stall-holder gave all the money for the plaster, too. It was 25 yuan. So much money. And the doctor did a bad job. He deserves pebbles in his soup and he’s going to get them some day.

Later, Ma Li Rui wipes the kitchen surfaces, avoiding Ma Rui as she goes. The little girl is trying to fit a chunky plastic toy through a narrow bottle-neck. The aperture is too narrow to allow it through, but she tries with the dogged determination and concentration so often given to the young. Taking a knife she stabs at the toy, pressing it further through the narrow opening. Ma Li Rui wishes she could forget herself like that. Almost absent-mindedly, she takes the knife away from the child, and substitutes a wooden chopstick to apply the pressure. Ma Rui isn’t satisfied with this, though, and when her mother turns away, she reaches up to the shelf on which her mother has replaced the knife, and looking quickly at her, swipes the implement with dexterity down onto the floor beside her. With her back to her mother, she continues to play with it, pointing it sharply into the bottle. The toy suddenly propels into the glass container, and Ma Rui claps her hands with delight, dropping the glass onto the stone floor. Ma Li Rui bustles around the kitchen, stacking plates, bowls, chopsticks, sweeping away fragments of food onto her hand at the edge of the surface, and plying the smudgy mess into the waste-bin, then smooths the damp cloth over her hands; but gradually the motion of fragmenting turns into wringing. Catching her self-absorption, she shakes her head, holding her hands over the small of her back now, leaning back against them, feeling her pregnancy sharply. That was a pain just then. Oh why has this happened? Huang Lian wouldn’t have told her this in spite. She has no reason. In fact Huang Lian comes from a good family. They are loyal friends. No, she must have been speaking the truth. She can hardly bear to think about it and that is why when Ma Rui gets her chubby little fingers stuck in the bottle and starts to whimper, Ma Li Rui gathers her up in her arms, child and bottle both, and fusses over her. Ma Rui is truly worried now at the strange atmosphere, and starts to cry with piercing exaggeration, looking at the knife, which has been knocked underneath the shelves. What is the matter with her mother today?

Huang Weiping heaves his legs round and round. He is sure that he is getting older. He used to be able to do this trip with such ease and now even with the new tricycle it’s hard work. It’s not as if there are any hills in the city either. Ah well, it must be old age, that and Ho Yanhui stopping working with that Ma. He shakes his head even as he puffs and pants. A bad day when she went to work for him. Dear oh dear, will people never learn? And his wife pregnant too. Well, there’s no smoke without fire. We knew it would come to grief. The wife said no good would come of it, for all she is her niece. He sighs. Just Culture Street to negotiate and then he’s there. He looks forward to the day with relish. The first day after the fast. Everyone will be buying lots of food. He wonders whether he should serve Ma’s family or not. He doesn’t want any trouble and doesn’t want to stand in judgement, but the whole thing is raher awkward. He’ll play it by ear. Always the best way. And it’s hardly Ma Li Rui’s fault, is it? She’s a good woman even if she used to be Han. He smiles ruefully. She married a Hui man and that’s how he repays her. And what to do about Ho Yanhui? He’d better ask his wife. She’ll know what to do.

Anna sighs. Another broken night. That bloody string-player! She can’t remember the name of the instrument, but whatever it is, she’d like to take it and smash it over the man’s head. Playing all bloody night. What is this? She gets up and pads into the kitchen. Coffee. Well, at least there’s no college today. And that makes her smile. A National Holiday for Hui people and it takes them until yesterday to decide whether it’s going to take place yesterday or today. What a way to organize a country! Her conscience reproaches her, however. What was she saying only the other day? The West just moves too quickly, with everything arranged in advance so soon that it strips the life out of it. Or some such crap. Well, that leaves her three free days to play with. A walk is called for, she muses. Let’s see what’s going on today. And she has that appointment later with the kids. Some noodles and meat. There’s that restaurant on the corner, which sells noodles and meat. It’s just opposite the Square too. She wonders whether she will ever understand this culture, but although things exasperate her, she realises that it is becoming a fond exasperation. She smiles and draws the hot water from the fresh-water machine in the corner of the kitchen. It gurgles happily at her command, belching from deep within and resettling at its new level.

Ma Fengyin opens the steel shutters to the shop with a resounding clatter. He drops the keys onto the pavement, and as he stoops to pick them up, he sees Huang Weiping struggling past him on his bike. He waves and calls out ‘Ni che fan le ma?’
 a friendly, casual greeting. Huang Weiping looks the other way. He can’t have heard him. Anyway, he has his own worries. No help now, since he had to tell that trollop to leave. And his wife not very well either. He worries about her. It might be a son this time. She had such a lot of trouble last time with Ma Rui and if he were to lose a son on top of all his financial and personal worries, well it would be too much. He has prayed to Allah to help him at this difficult time. He hadn’t meant anything by his actions. She is just a wicked woman. Isn’t she married, after all? He sighs deeply, walks to the back of the shop and straightens the bookshelves behind his small desk. He turns around and looks at his little empire. It doesn’t have that same appearance as it did when she was there. He goes to the shelves, pushing overlapping volumes into conformity and feels at the same time, a constriction around the region of his heart. He must make a lot of money today because they need every mao they can get their hands on. Oh why is life so difficult at the moment, he wonders and then sits down at his accustomed chair and opens the ledger to study the takings for the last week. He puts his head in his hands. This just won’t do.

Anna dresses carefully against the freezing cold, and muffled up in thick jumper, padded jacket, woolly hat, scarf and gloves, she ventures out into the early morning, hoping to avoid the stares and bustle of the market. Some places will be open, and perhaps she will treat herself to a spicy chao mien, although the last time she did this, she had diarrhoea for a week. Although she always brings her own chopsticks, and thoroughly cleans her plate with the paper towels provided (as she has seen the Chinese do) she doesn’t seem able to escape the germs that lurk like predators in every dismal crevice. The pine trees against the bleak sky are laced in frost, and her breath catches on the air like thorns. She slips and slides on the feathery ground, much to the amusement of the early stallholders. Huang Weiping watches her and grins at her ineptness. Funny people, these foreigners. She’s a good-humoured one, though. Always good to the beggars. Not like some visitors who push them out of the way. And that little Meimei, she isn’t right yet. All that bloody money for nothing. These doctors, what do they know? He waves back, manually backing his truck into the space he occupies every morning now. He stomps his feet and claps his hands together. Anna looks back at him and smiles. He nods his head at her.

‘Come on, come on!’ says Bai Mei in irritation. Bai Jun is such a lazy boy. ‘Come on, come on! She might have already come and gone!’ She pulls at his ragged sleeve. ‘What! This early?’ says Bai Jun in a huff. ‘Oh in Allah’s name, Mei, leave me alone! All you ever do is tell me what to do. You’re a girl. You have no right to speak to me like that! I’m sick of it. Sick of it, I tell you. I will not obey you. I am a man. You listen to me, do you hear?’ Bai Mei moves away from him, backing into the wooden caskets crowding the edges of their tiny hut. It’s a store room, and they are lucky to be allowed to stay there. She looks back hastily to ensure she hasn’t knocked anything over, otherwise Huang Weiping will be angry with them and not allow them to stay there anymore. She turns back to Bai Jun. She’s never heard him so angry. Bai Jun never gets angry, that’s why all the Han children bully him. And now this. She looks up at his scowling face, an expression she isn’t used to from him. She finds tears in her eyes. She is afraid and she doesn’t know why. ‘Come on, please,’ she says in a gentle tone, putting out her hand to touch his arm. He shakes it off in irritation and disdain. ‘We need to eat today. Don’t be angry with me.’ And her small mouth puckers in pain and she bites her lip. Her scorned hand lies impotently by her side and feels dead. Her vulnerability makes him ashamed. ‘Don’t whine, girl!’ he says violently. And suddenly he coughs and vomits a copious glob of sputum onto the floor. The blood glistens with dark intent. Bai Mei looks at it, her eyes widening in horror. Bai Jun wipes his mouth angrily, feeling his own vulnerability keenly. He has also never seen so much blood from his coughing before. He contemplates his bloodied sleeve. At one time he would have seen it as a proof of his manhood, bandied it about at the other ragged children on the street as a token of his heroism, but now it alarms him. He really must be very ill. He feels it, certainly. He feels wretched and cold and tired and the pain in his chest is almost unbearable. He realises with a jolt, which alarms him more than any physical pain, how much he wants his mother. He wants his mother to comfort him, to put her arms around him, to rock him to sleep, lying together on a warm kang as they did once when he was six years old. ‘Come on, Bai Jun, dear brother,’ Bai Mei says imploringly. ‘Please. We rely on you to help us today.’ He breathes brokenly in the dawn light, dashing the water from his eyes, and stumbles out into the inhospitality of the day, gasping with the pain he feels.

Ma Fengyin adds up the figures again. They just aren’t making enough money anymore. They came here with such high hopes. How ever is he going to tell his brother of his failure? And a younger brother too. How will he ever get over the humiliation? And now this business with Ho Yanhui. She threw herself at him. By Allah it wasn’t his doing! It was only a kiss after all. Yes, it shouldn’t have happened. But it was just one kiss. And she started it. Anyone could have seen that. And someone had, that’s the problem. He did dismiss her immediately, though. And she a married woman too! What a disgrace! He sighs. He looks up from his books, at the half-light in the shop, and is aware suddenly of his yearning for Ho Yanhui to come back. Just for a little while. Just for one day. She can look at the books and make suggestions and boss him around. But it’s impossible now. He can’t risk it. If his wife ever found out, then their life in this city would be over. With a nervous shock he is aware of Huang Weiping’s reaction and its possible reason. Oh no, it must have been him who came in the shop when she kissed me. Whatever shall I do?

Ma Li Rui is cleaning the house from top to bottom. She is kneeling on the kitchen floor with a rag, rubbing the grease out of the tiles as best she can, but in her condition, she finds her progress slow and awkward and a little painful. They are supposed to be entertaining Ma Fengyin’s parents this evening. There is no school for Ma Rui today because of the holiday. Usually she would take the child to Huang Lian’s house, but she feels embarrassed to do so anymore. She asked Huang Lian not to tell anyone else, but stories like this have a habit of getting out. Oh what can she do? She thinks wistfully of her own parents. She wonders how they are. She misses her mother very much. She wishes she could just talk to her about this situation. Her mother would know what to do, but of course, that’s completely out of the question now. When she married Ma Fengyin against her religion, her parents warned her of the consequences. And now, according to them, she’d just be getting what she deserved. Suddenly, she hears a clatter, and a sharp cry from Ma Rui. ‘What now?’ she asks in exasperation, rising slowly and painfully to her feet, and caught unexpectedly by a terrible pain, deep down in her body, causing her to double over. ‘Oh Allah, save me!’ she says involuntarily, realising how serious it is. She clutches at the back of a chair, but it is not enough to prevent her fall.

Huang Lian sits at the window drinking tea, cupping the little bowl in her hands to savour the warmth. How lovely to drink tea in the morning after all this time. She always relishes this first time after the Fasting. She remembers other times when she and her parents and her grandparents were starving, and only had white tea
 to drink, or the times after Ramadhan, when drinking the first cup of tea was a matter of great celebration. A pity that Huang Weiping has to work today, but never mind, there is money to be made and after all, that Ho Yanhui can’t be relied upon. She is a good business-woman, though. That’s probably the trouble. She always did have ideas above herself. She has a grateful thought about her dead parents, who would be spared this calumny. Well, I hope that Ma is proud of himself. I like Ma Li Rui, even if she is Han. She’s a good woman and doesn’t deserve this kind of betrayal. But men, well, she sighs, that’s what they do. But during Ramadhan, to do such a thing. It’s so much worse a sin. The telephone rings. Who can be ringing me at this time. It’s probably for Huang Weiping. One of his cronies. She gets up to answer it anyway.

Anna walks contentedly along the road, reveling in the flakes of snow, wondering whether it will be a White Christmas. Silly thought, she upbraids herself. There is no Christmas here. And actually, that’s a bit of a blessing, because it’s so commercialized, she thinks. It’s lovely to be in a place that seems to have its values right about that sort of thing. She wonders how it will change with development. Must more money always imply less of a sense of moral integrity? She reflects a little on her role here. Is it really a worthwhile one? Is she really making any difference? She frowns. Perhaps she cannot know the answer. Perhaps the answer to that is embedded in processes too deep for analysis. Maybe just being there is a help. Maybe not. It is possible she will never know. Huang Weiping watches her. What is she thinking about, he wonders with a gentle smile. She has a kind face. Nose very big
 of course, but then foreigners are like that. Why is she here, I wonder. Perhaps I should ask her. She teaches at the college, but why come to this place? She could go to Beijing. That’d be the place to go. And it’s great about the Beijing Olympics in 2008. Perhaps she will go there then. If I had the choice, I wouldn’t be stuck here. He shakes his head fondly. Well, well, we are all different after all. He watches her as she walks away, out of his sight and thoughts. ‘Fresh fruit!’ he hollers out to the morning, cold as bones. ‘Buy your fresh fruit here for the breaking of the Fast!’

Bai Jun rests against a wall. He doesn’t think he can make it to the Square. ‘You go on without me,’ he says. ‘I’ll stay here and rest. I don’t want to hold you up.’ In actual fact, he doesn’t want Bai Mei to see his pain and distress. ‘Now do as I say, girl! Go on!’ he says peremptorily, as Bai Mei hesitates. Resignedly she gathers Meimei and Junjun close to her side and hurries them along, looking back once to see her brother’s sagging form. She whispers something to Meimei, who looks up at her in concern, and then, with a sharp scolding from her elder sister to do as she’s told, the little girl grabs Junjun’s hand and pulls him in protest along the street away from their two elder siblings. ‘Bai Jun, are you really ill?’ asks Bai Mei, reaching his side, and hesitatingly, laying her hand on his arm. ‘Yes, Little Sister,’ he replies breathlessly. ‘Let’s go back to the shed. I can’t stay here.’ His breathing is coming in gasps now, and quickly. The pain is causing him so much distress, tears leak out of the corner of his eyes. Bai Mei sees and her heart contracts with love for him. ‘Wo gege
!’ she says. ‘You’ll be all right. You see. I’ll look after you! I’ll get you some wonderful food today, you see if I don’t. The foreigner’s going to give us lots of food. We’ll have milk and some fruit. And I’ll ask her to buy you some noodles and meat. Can you imagine that? Meat! You’re going to eat meat today. This will be a wonderful day, you, see if it isn’t!’ She put her arm around him to support his staggered progress to their little home.

Ma Fengyin is sitting far away from the little city in which he has his family and his business. He is sitting in a world in which there are no problems, no sources of dismay, no sin. He puts his head in his hands involuntarily, the action causing him to sigh with the realization of where and what he actually is. He looks up and sees Ho Yanhui standing in front of him. ‘What are you doing here? Don’t you know what you’ve done?’ ‘What I’ve done?’ she says. She isn’t happy, he realises. Her pretty face is anguished. He wants to touch her. ‘I don’t make a habit of this!’ ‘What do you make a habit of, then?’ he asks. She gasps with shock. ‘How can you speak to me like that? What happened, well, I didn’t force you did I?’ Silence. ‘No,’ he admits quietly. ‘You didn’t! But it was wrong, Ho Yanhui. What we did was wrong. I love my wife.’ She bows her head, hiding her tears. ‘And I love my husband, but Ma Fengyin, I love you too!’ ‘You mustn’t say that. It is wrong. We are married to other people. I know you Han people don’t understand these things in the same way, but what I have done is break a sacred trust. And you tempted me, woman! Please, you must go!’ ‘No, I don’t want to. I won’t, I…’ The telephone rings, shocking them both out of the world they have been bringing into focus.

Meimei pulls her reluctant brother along the street. It’s silly going to the Square at this time. And what’s wrong with Jun? Lazy boy! Can’t even be bothered to come with us. ‘Come on, Junjun!’ she exhorts the grubby little boy trailing behind her. He scowls at her, making silly faces. At first she is a little cross with him, but then she smiles her wide, crooked, gap-toothed smile and he giggles. They stop to watch Mr. Li setting up his stall and whoop and giggle in great pleasure when one of the axles suddenly breaks, releasing all the cabbages, turnips, tomatoes and Chinese lettuces onto the road. The children scramble round, picking up the precious vegetables. Mr. Li’s all right. He’ll give them some if they’re good. Meimei hands him an errant cabbage, placing it boldly into his hands, smiling with delight at this good fortune, and he smiles at her transparent request. He hands her and Junjun each a tomato.

‘Breathe deeply!’ Huang Lian says, ‘come on, deep breaths now!’ ‘Ma Rui, is she all right?’ Ma Li Rui asks, panting with the effort of keeping conscious in her pain. They are walking along the hospital corridor, being jostled from all sides. It seems particularly busy today. Huang Lian wonders how long they will have to wait. ‘She’s fine, it was just a superficial cut. What was she doing playing with a knife, anyway? You should take more care of her.’ Ma Li Rui nods and tries to look back at her daughter trailing behind the pair of them. ‘I know. Oh, I need to sit down. I think I’m bleeding.’ Huang Lian calls for help, and a nurse runs up to them and helps Ma Li Rui into a chair. ‘I’ll get the doctor,’ she says, looking around her wildly. She has seen the blood seeping down the pregnant woman’s legs. Ma Li Rui begins to close her eyes. She feels very faint. Huang Lian is becoming far away. How lovely, she thinks, just to close her eyes and not wake up at all. Yes, that’s what she wants. Just to die like this. Her husband doesn’t love her anymore and Ma Rui, well, she’s a naughty little girl. Takes after her father in her behaviour. And she’s going to lose the baby, that’s for sure. This is what she gets for disobeying her family. They said she would come to a bad end, and they were right. If only she could see her mother just once more, then she would be glad to die. She opens her eyes a moment, and sees people peering over her with concern, but they are too far away to talk to, and anyway, what would she have left to say? 

Tian Mei feels so happy. Her father is carrying her piggy-back-style along the road as the snow swirls around them, falling with gentle purity over the whole landscape. A lone motorized tricycle passes them in the opposite direction, belching fumes and honking the horn. It’s old Farmer Da. What’s he doing at this time of the morning? Where can he have been to be returning so early? But who cares, anyway? Her father is singing. She can’t remember the last time her father was singing to her. It’s an old song. He says it’s been in his family for generations. All fathers and mothers in his family sing it to their children and then later their children’s children. And now he is singing it to her. It tells of an old man who remembers his youth when he was strong and agile, hewing wood and living in the forests, but as he becomes older, he has sat and watched his own sons growing strong, hewing wood and living in the forest. Verse after verse he sings, Tian Mei resting against his back, feeling his voice through the thick layers of his clothes, feeling so close to him in these moments, wanting for the first time, not to arrive at school at all, but to spend the rest of her life with her father on this road at this time and in this way. She hugs him tightly, and he sings on, a little tremor in his voice for a moment, a quavering of love. 

Huang Weiping isn’t doing very well this morning after all. He stamps his feet against the snow, the deepening cold. It’s the weather, of course, he realises. Ah well, just a half-day today. Then home and lots and lots to eat! He pictures his wife in the kitchen with her sister. Wonders what the atmosphere will be like. He shakes his head. Mm. Perhaps he should forbid her the house. She always had a flighty reputation that one. No point in thinking about it now. Cousin Tian is coming over today to fetch the rice. That reminds him. I must make sure it’s properly packed. No doubt he’ll have to carry and drag it home. Mm. I’ll need some waterproof covering. He’s a good sort. A shame he’s so poor always. The harvests have been so bad in recent years. He reaches for an orange from his trolley and peels it, discarding the skin on the ground under his trolley. Perhaps they are too expensive and that’s why no one’s buying them. He looks up to see Dao Ming staring wistfully at him, her dimples engagingly creating a little pout, swaying from side to side in a motion intended to be endearing. It is. He shakes his head at her with a smile, and throws her an orange. She misses it, and squeals with delight as it ricochets into the gutter. She pounces on it and starts to peel it voraciously. Now what is wrong with those two, he wonders, as he sees the two older beggar children almost staggering along the wall towards the shed? Oh dear, that older one looks awful! What on earth’s the matter now! He’d better go and see in a while. He has always known it was foolish to allow them to stay in his shed. A sheet of icy wind catches him flat in the face, stinging his cheeks. Well, perhaps they’d better stay there in this weather at least. They can always go somewhere else in the spring. He doesn’t notice as he looks after the children, Wu Ying snatching Dao Ming’s successfully-peeled orange and racing away with it, glorifying his act with a whoop of triumph.

Bai Mei helps Bai Jun over to the mattress in the corner. He sinks gratefully down on it. She is alarmed at the colour of his face. She remembers her aunt looking just like that before she died. She covers him in some old cloth, and heaps her coat and other clothes on him in a desperate bid to keep him warm. She gropes for his hand underneath the makeshift blankets and strokes it. ‘It’s all right, Jun, I’m here. Meimei and Junjun will bring you back some food. Just wait a little longer.’ ‘Mother?’ he opens his eyes vaguely at her, seeing a beautiful woman with long lustrous hair, leaning down over him. He always said his mother was the most beautiful woman in the world, like a princess in a storybook. ‘Where have you been, Mother?’ he asks. Bai Mei is frightened now. Perhaps she should go and get Mr. Huang. He looks after them. Jun is now holding her hand in a grip so powerful, it hurts. Bai Mei whimpers. She doesn’t know how to deal with this. He is muttering stupid things. What’s he talking about? Our mother isn’t here. She’s never here. It’s always me. Always me who has to deal with everything. ‘Jun, don’t get upset. I’ll look after you. Mother’s all right. She’s in Xiji. Don’t worry about her.’ ‘I like your dress, Mother,’ Bai Jun replies with a dreamy look in his eyes. Bai Mei looks behind her because Jun isn’t seeing her. He’s looking over her shoulder. Bai Mei shivers. Perhaps a wicked spirit has come into the shed with them. They can’t see it, but it can see them. Suddenly she is more afraid than she has ever been, more afraid than when her mother was injured recently, more afraid than when Mr. Huang ran his trolley over Meimei’s wrist, more afraid than that night when they were so cold, she didn’t know how they were going to survive, more afraid even than when Bai Jun was attacked by those Han children and all those adults stood around and clapped. His breathing is shallow now, whispering like a shroud in a gentle breeze. His eyes flutter. Bai Mei cannot sit there alone with this wicked spirit and her brother. She has to get help. She wrenches her hand away from him, which causes him to moan, and she rushes out of the shed. ‘Mr. Huang, help us! Please help us!’ she shouts, running towards him, breathless, shaken, scared out of her wits. ‘There’s a wicked spirit in the shed. It’s killing Jun. Come quickly!’

Ma Fengyin sits abjectly, waiting. Huang Lian shakes her head at him. ‘This is all your doing!’ she says. ‘And I can’t believe you were with that woman again.’ ‘She turned up at the shop. What was I to do? Ma Rui, sit still!’ he orders his little daughter, who is pulling at the small bandage on her hand, wanting to peek at the wound. It doesn’t hurt very much, but she cries anyway at her father’s tone of voice. ‘And that’s your fault too,’ says Huang Lian accusingly. ‘I know, I know! Don’t you think I know?’ ‘Well, you should have thought of that before you started an affair with Ho Yanhui. She might be my sister, but I’ll tell you this, she never comes into my house again.’ ‘It wasn’t an affair. She kissed me. Just once. It happened just once.’ ‘Well, I don’t think it matters how often it happened, Brother Ma. And I saw you, you see. It was me that saw you. Didn’t know that, did you? I saw her come into the shop and I wanted to talk to her. I came through the curtain and there you were, kissing already. Heavens above, she had just walked into the shop and you want to tell me you had never committed this sin before? That just on that particular day, she came through the curtain and you both suddenly decided to kiss each other? And Ma Rui. Will. You. Shut. Up?’ Huang Lian finishes angrily. Ma Rui is so surprised, she gulps and is silent. ‘Mr. Ma?’ says a doctor approaching the sitting trio. ‘Are you Mr. Ma?’ ‘Yes, yes, how is my wife? Tell me, how is she?’ ‘She’s fine, Mr. Ma. And you have a son. What a blessing today! You have a son. Congratulations!’

‘He’s a boy!’ exclaims Mr. Du. ‘He’s a boy!’ ‘He’s-a-boy-a!’ recite the seventy children in unison. ‘Number seven!’ Mr. Du orders. ‘It’s me!’ Tian Mei realises with a start. This is the first time she has been asked a question in Mr. Du’s class. She almost jumps to her feet in her eagerness to obey. The other children laugh at her, but she doesn’t hear them. ‘Who’s he?’ he asks, gesturing loosely to the picture on the blackboard behind him. She bites her lip. Did he point at the girl or at the boy, she wonders? The children laugh again. ‘Can you answer the question?’ he asks again. She’s not sure what he’s saying, but she feels the pressure from his face, which is slowly losing its calm appearance and is beginning to frown. ‘It’s a boy?’ she says quizzically. ‘Good girl!’ he praises her. ‘Sit down, please!’ She sits in a glow of pleasure. Her grin broadens and she looks from side to side at the aisles of children near her, proud in her achievement. She sighs with contentment. She looks around the room with its coloured pictures of famous Hui people. She can’t remember who they all are, but they all look very serious and important. She spies the piece of bread wrapped in cloth that she has stuffed into the desk-opening in front of her and relishes the thought of eating it later. Her father says he will wait for her too until after school. What a wonderful day this is. She can speak English fluently, eat bread, and sing songs with her father. What a lucky girl I am! Mr. Du is standing next to her desk and she doesn’t see him approaching. ‘And so, who’s she?’ Tian Mei stands up hastily, knocking her desk and the bread tumbles out onto the floor. ‘It’s a girl!’ she says in wild desperation, stopping down to pick up the bread. ‘Good girl!’ he praises her again. ‘It’s a girl!’ And all the students repeat his words mechanically, like clockwork. ‘You are a good student.’ She breathes a heavy sigh of relief as she sits down and he passes up the aisleway to test another student’s understanding. This English stuff is so easy, she thinks gleefully!

It’s mid morning now, and Anna is returning home. Huang Weiping isn’t at his stall now. That’s unusual: he’s always there, day and night. She wonders at his tenacity, especially in this cold weather. Huang, that’s a Hui name, isn’t it? He’s probably gone home to celebrate the end of Ramadhan in that case. And then she sees Mr. Huang coming out of a shed down the alleyway, slightly off the road. And there’s another man with him. They’re dragging a large bag of something. Probably rice. Money changes hands, and Mr. Huang says something to his companion, shaking his head as he does so. He looks really worried, Anna realises. She wishes she could help in some way. Mr. Huang’s associate puts his hand on the man’s shoulder, nodding his head slowly. Anna stops to tie her shoes. But she sees and hears nothing she understands, gets up and walks slowly home. Bai Mei catches sight of her just as she is retreating round the corner onto the college campus. She wants to run after her, but what’s the point? She’s not allowed in there anyway. And Bai Jun can’t eat anything anymore, can he? She still wants to run after her, though. Perhaps she knows some special magic to make Jun come alive again, to scold the spirit away. Mr. Huang comes up behind the girl looking longingly down the street. ‘Come on, little one. Where are your sister and brother? Don’t you think you should fetch them?’ Bai Mei bows her head miserably. ‘Go on, now, there’s a good girl. We need to get your brother buried as soon as we can. Leave it to me. Now fetch your little brother and sister.’

‘Oh Ma Li Rui, I am so sorry!’ Ma Fengyin says, sitting at his wife’s bedside. She is very tired, having lost a lot of blood, but the doctor says that if she rests carefully, and doesn’t have any emotional disturbances, she should pull through and be as right as rain. She may not have another child, though, only time would tell. ‘It was only the once. I kissed her once. Well, she kissed me. I am so very sorry.’ Ma Li Rui starts to cry. She is exhausted, exhilarated, grief-stricken and elated all at once. ‘It’s a son! You know you have a son, don’t you? Aren’t you pleased?’ For a few moments, he is silent. How could he convince his wife how much he loved her and how sorry he was about what he had done? ‘I am so proud,’ he begins, and then he throws himself across her, burying his head in her breasts, which are heavy and painful with milk. She begins to stroke his hair, feeling a surge of love for him, which quiets her beating heart. They would work it out. And she has a son at last. Oh how glorious! ‘Where is Ma Rui?’ she asks. ‘And where is little Ma Binbin? I want my children around me.’ Ma Fengyin raises his head and looks at her through his tears. ‘Ma Rui is outside with Huang Lian.’ He turns to the little cot beside the bed, and gathers his son up in his arms. The little mite opens his eyes and then his lungs, bellowing with impotent rage at having been woken up, screwing up his eyes against the world he finds himself in. Ma Li Rui’s milk begins to seep through her shirt. ‘He needs feeding,’ she says. ‘Go and look after your daughter and then come back and we will see what it is like to have the whole family together! Go now, go, go, go!’ Ma Fengyin reaches little Binbin to her and leaves, looking back just once, seeing his son suckling at his wife’s breast, eagerly, hungrily. He gives thanks to Allah for his good fortune.

Meimei’s wrist is hurting again. But if they leave now, then the foreigner might come while they’re away. ‘I’m hungry!’ she complains to her elder sister. ‘So am I!’ wails Junjun. ‘Oh be quiet!’ yells Bai Mei. ‘Just be quiet and come with me!’ They trot obediently behind her as she quickens her pace to the alleyway where Jun is lying dead on an old mattress, covered with heaps of clothing and piles of bankets. Too late to warm him, Bai Mei thinks ruefully. ‘Come in,’ she says, pulling back the curtain and allowing the children to precede her into the room. Meimei sees Jun underneath the pile and starts back. Bai Mei pushes her forward. ‘It’s your brother. He was very ill. He thought he saw our mother. I went to get help. When I got back, he was dead.’ Meimei starts to whimper, not really understanding what is happening. Her emotion infects Junjun’s mood too and he starts to cry. And that’s how Huang finds them when he enters a few moments later. All three children crying in a huddle, the cold body of Jun radiating notwithstanding, a silence that even the man finds eerie. What the child said about the spirit might be true after all. ‘Come on now, we need to sort this out. You can’t stay here. And we have to bury the body. I’ll sort it out. You go up the street and get something to eat. He forages in his voluminous pockets and brings out two yuan. Buy some meat and noodles,’ he says. Bai Mei takes the money. ‘Thank you, Mr. Huang. You are very kind to us.’ Pulling the children away from Jun’s side, they exit into the street. ‘Come on, you two. We’re going to eat meat today!’ Mr. Huang, left alone with the spirits and the dead, looks at the child lying on the mattress. What a day to die, he thinks sadly. Well, let’s sort this out.

‘So, you think this charity fund is a possibility then?’ says Anna to her dean. ‘I think it’s a marvelous idea!’ he says, looking over the documentation she has brought for him. ‘And you’re proposing to make sponsorships available for the Hui families in the region.’ ‘Yes,’ she replies. ‘You see, if the families see losing a child to education as a financial problem, then how about paying the families a stipend to allow the children to study – for one year, two years, well, preferably all the years they can? You see I think if we allow this money to be paid not only for the school places but also for the families, they will see it as in their interest to help their children to study. What do you think?’ ‘I like it!’ the dean replies. ‘It must be done properly, though. A proper committee and careful handling of the funds. Official. With the support of the proper people.’ ‘Well, you’d know about that,’ Anna says deferentially. ‘That’s where I need your help. I really think this is important and I know my family and friends want to contribute to this, but unless we do it properly, we’re wasting our time. Oh yes, the other thing, I want it to be fifty percent girls and fifty percent boys. In a way, that’s positive discrimination because in the countryside Hui families send their children to school apparently, in the proportion of eighty percent boys, and only twenty percent girls. If we make the scholarships fifty-fifty, it will send out a message, I think.’ The dean sighs. ‘That might make it more difficult to administer. We can but try. Do you have anyone in mind?’ ‘Anyone specific, you mean?’ Anna asks. It’s a rhetorical question, for the answer is actually the reason for setting up the funding in the first place. When she visited the child’s school in the previous year, she found herself seeing the child as the representation of all underprivileged children in China. ‘Tian Mei,’ she says quietly. ‘A little girl called Tian Mei. She’s nine years old, probably ten now. She was at the school we visited. When I went to the school she told me about her dream of remaining at school. I can’t get her out of my mind. Tian Mei. She’s first on my list. In fact after that, I’m happy to leave all of that side of things to you and the school-board. But Tian Mei I insist upon.’ The dean smiles at her fervour. ‘Well, I guess I’ll have to get onto the school and tell them. She might have moved schools, but I’ll trace her. Anything else, Madam?’ he asks with a twinkle. Anna doesn’t hear the innuendo. ‘No, that’s all for now.’ Now in the present she heaves herself to her feet. Time to go shopping. 

Tian Mei rushes out into the playground at the end of the morning classes. She knows her father will be waiting. She clutches her bread, which she hasn’t had time to eat, and anyway, she’s not hungry now. She’s too excited. There’s that wonderful jiaozi and fruit for supper to celebrate the end of the Fastner or whatever its called! Her father tells her about the rice they have to take back. Oh, so that’s why he came to the city today. Well, it’s wonderful, whatever the reason. So there will be rice as well. What a day! And there he is standing at the gate. She’s so proud. Her father meeting her from school. She says goodbye to Ma Rong, and races out to meet him, jumping into his arms. He swings her round. ‘A good day?’ he asks her. ‘Of course!’ she says smiling fully into his face. He lets her down. ‘Well, let’s fetch the rice. Huang’s had quite a day today. A little beggar boy died in his property.’ ‘Died? How? Why?’ ‘Don’t know,’ Tian Wei replies. ‘Probably his hard life. His mother lives in Xiji apparently and there are four of them.’ ‘Poor boy!’ she says, and is struck by the sadness of it. Like Xiaxia all over again. But Xiaxia had a proper mother, not like this woman. How could she leave her son alone in a big city? What a wicked woman!’ Tian Mei is gripped with the desire to tell the mother off. ‘Why does she live in Xiji and not here?’ ‘I don’t know, little one. Come on, there’s Huang waiting to give us the rice.’ The reach the stall and the two men greet each other again. ‘Baba, is that the boy’s sister?’ she asks, indicating Bai Mei standing at a little distance, awkwardly staring out at the world. Tian Wei nudges Huang in the direction of Bai Mei. ‘Yes, yes,’ says Huang Weiping. ‘That’s his little sisters and little brother.’ Tian Mei gropes in her pocket and draws out the piece of bread, still wrapped in the cloth, rather the worse for wear. She walks over to the girl and looks closely into her eyes. The two children stare at each other, reaching out across their experience of death, Tian Mei feeling that this bread might repair the link with Xiaxia, and Bai Mei, that it will bring her brother back to her, that she only need go into the hut and she will find him restored to life. But they have carried him out of the shed now. She will never see him again. She swallows painfully. She reaches out and takes the bread offered to her. ‘I’m sorry about your brother,’ Tian Mei says softly and gently. ‘My father is Huang’s cousin. He told me about you.’ Bai Mei nods mutely, taking the bread. She passes it to Meimei, who divides it between her and Junjun. She smiles at Tian Mei. ‘Come on, little one,’ says Tian Wei. ‘Time we were going.’ Bai Mei follows the pair with her eyes as they walk heavily down the road, weighed down by rice and sadness, waving when Tian Mei does, wishing she could go with her wherever it is she is going. 

Huang Lian can’t wait forever. Ma Fengyin has been in with his wife and children for a long time. She has to get back home to cook. How on earth is she expected to do it all if she isn’t there? ‘Hello!’ says a familiar voice. Huang Lian looks up. Ho Yanhui stands nervously in front of her. ‘What are you doing here?’ ‘Mr. Li told me you were here. How is Ma Li Rui?’ ‘As if you care, you trollop!’ ‘Oh don’t start! You always judged me before hearing the whole story.’ ‘Yes, well, there aren’t too many ways to interpret this one, are there?’ ‘How would you know? How is Ma Li Rui?’ ‘She is fine. She has a son. A son, do you hear? And this is the marriage that you wanted to break up!’ I didn’t want anything of the sort. I didn’t mean to love him.’ ‘Love him! What do you know about love?’ ‘More than you, it would seem. Marrying Huang because his brother wouldn’t. Huh! That’s such a good reason for marriage. And we all know how you behave round Spring Festival when you get together. Tell me it’s not true, then’ she adds, as she sees her sister’s imminent denial.’ At this, Ma Fengyin comes out of the room. ‘Be quiet, you two! You’re disturbing my wife. And my son, he adds proudly’ ‘Huh, pity you didn’t think of that before’, Huang Lian sneers. ‘Don’t tell me what to do woman. You should be getting home to your husband. There’s cooking to be done. And Ho Yanhui, haven’t you a husband too? Now go on, the both of you, and stop bickering, will you?’ Huang Lian opens her mouth in protest, but turns away when she realises that Ma Fengyin is serious. Ho Yanhui looks at him for a long moment, and then she too turns away into the familiar drudgery of her life once more.

Tian Mei sits next to her mother and feels proud. She sighs with great contentment. Jiaozi, and so many of them too! And her uncle and aunt have come to visit with their daughter, who reminds her so much of Xiaxia. She’s even called Xiaxia too. Tian Mei feels a little confused at times, because she wonders if perhaps when her sister died, she went to be with her cousin and the two were so close that they became one. She almost knows it can’t be true, but she keeps looking just in case. Xiaxia wonders why her cousin keeps looking at her like this. She’s an odd girl. Her mother says so too. Her mother says that Mrs Tian is too indulgent with her daughter. She encourages her to study. What a silly thing to do with a girl. When I grow up, thinks Xiaxia, I will marry Tian Sanwei. She looks across at him, and smiles. He smiles back. She’s a pretty little thing, he thinks to himself. Mrs. Tian starts to ladle out the jiaozi. First to brother Tian Fengyin, then to his wife. She is looking very pretty these days: perhaps she will have another child. That would be such a blessing. Children are always such a blessing, even though they bring with them so much sorrow as well. She hesitates and looks up to see her husband, his head on one side, looking fondly over at her. She offers him some food with a blush at being caught so unawares. He is such a quiet, capable man. She likes the way he sits sedately, and with presence in his own house. He is a majestic man, she thinks proudly. And then the boys, and now dearest Mei. And Xiaxia. Mrs. Tian’s hand trembles as she serves the jiaozi to the little girl, sitting so pertly and looking so familiar, and yet not so. She swallows painfully. And looks over at Tian Mei and realises with a lurching jolt of love that her beloved daughter is feeling just the same. She has that particular wistful softness in her eyes when she is thinking about their Xiaxia. In fact, Tian Mei is thinking about little Bai Mei and wondering where she is tonight. She closes her eyes in a slow, soft, blink at her mother, who catches the gesture of love and is richly warmed by it.

Anna feels the cold despite the layers. She’s wandering the streets again now that it’s evening, in search of a restaurant and looking for the children as well. She was at the Square for an hour earlier and no sign of them. Well, that would hardly be unusual in China, she considers, punctuality not being necessarily considered a virtue in the same way as in the West. But by God, it’s cold here! All the restaurants with their Arabic writing have the shutters down. The little city at this time of the day, though, is beguiling, she thinks. The snow has started to fall very heavily now and gives everything an aura of that film, ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’. That Frank Capra film with James Stewart, the one they always show at Christmas, the one she has seen time and time again and never tires of. About this man who is given a chance to see the world as it would have been if he had never existed. He’s despairing because he thinks he has accomplished nothing in his life, but his guardian angel, Clarence, who wants to earn his wings by protecting George Bailey (the hero) from suicide, shows him that his kindness and goodness have affected many many people in his life, and that all their lives are the richer because he was there to support them. And is she the George Bailey of her own life, she wonders, about to see what life would have been like for others if she had never existed? The thought jolts her. What would life have been like here if she had never existed? She doubts it would have been any different and yet, that is no reason not to continue trying. She sighs. She’ll catch up with the children tomorrow. Maybe she can buy them some warm clothes too. No reason why not. Gloves for Meimei and Bai Mei, and maybe a scarf for Junjun and a larger one for Bai Jun: he always looks so ill these days. She smiles at the thought of being useful in the future.

And so the day progresses, with celebrations high and low in the small city. As Tian Wei carries his older daughter to the kang to sleep against the noise of the merry household, Huang Weiping and his friends play cards, whilst Huang Lian busies herself with all the food and preparations, listening forbearingly to the raucous fingers-counting game they have now started to play, the one so popular with men in these parts, Ma Fengyin strokes his sleeping wife’s forehead, and looks over to his sleeping daughter and precious son, and Bai Mei, Meimei, and Junjun sleep fitfully in the hut that Mr. Huang has told them is theirs until the warmer weather. And Bai Jun sleeps in the final rest of a cold earth, beyond the howling winds, beyond hunger and illness, beyond want, his spirit committed to eternity.

� Er dian is two o’clock.


� Ni che fan le ma? Means ‘Have you eaten?’ a common form of greeting in the North West of China, when only a generation ago such a question had real significance because of the high incidence of starvation in the countryside.


� White tea (bai cha) is the name given during the Cultural Revolution and before, to hot water. As people could not afford tea leaves with their water, hot water alone became known as white tea. 


� Big Noses (da bizi) is the nickname given by Chinese people to Westerners.


� Wo gege! My Big Brother!
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