The Sun Child

‘Yuxia, come away from that window!’

The child stepped away, biting her lip in consternation. Another few minutes, that’s all she wanted. It was changing every second. Every second counts, did her grandfather say that? She’d never seen a sunset like it. The clouds fluffed up near the sun were edged with gold and pink, stretching across the sky in both directions, and from the shining centre, shafts of light striated the whole horizon in a glory of shadow and relief. What the girl couldn’t understand was why some of these shafts seemed so dark in tone. After all, the clouds were where the sun-goddess lived, a high, bright, citadel that no mortal could ever reach. She sighed. At least not again.

‘Yes, mama.’ She sat down at the old wooden table, ripe with grease and the grime of a thousand meals and looked around herself. Their hut was small, but it had two rooms, well, one room divided by a curtain. In this space they worked and ate and talked sometimes when the moon came to do the sun’s job at night. Her grandfather Wang used to talk to her about the space. He believed in the teachings of Lao-zi
. We build a house, but it is the space within that makes it livable, he would say when she said their hut was too small. She didn’t know what he meant, but she loved to hear him say it, because he recited it like an incantation, which perhaps it was, and the soothing sounds would reconcile her to the drudgery and difficulty of her life. The other part of the hut was where they slept on a kang
. It was cosy in winter and Wang Yuxia never tired of the sensation of the comfort of the closeness of her family’s bodies, snuggled up tight together of a night. When the stars shone and sometimes even the moon she would feel safe and secure and snug. But why think of the moon now, when the sunset was so glorious?

‘That stitching isn’t going to do itself. You haven’t the time to be idle. Now, get on with it.’ The mother’s voice startled Wang Yuxia from her reveries and she bent her head again.

Wang Yuxia, eight years old, bright-eyed and wiry, her little dimpled cheeks slightly hollow but her mouth full of mischievous life, took up the luxurious cloth she had been working at for a number of hours that day already. All her muscles were aching with concentration, her arms throbbing with always flexing them and bringing them closer and closer to her face. It was such an intricate pattern this one, depicting dragons and good and wicked spirits in greens and blues and reds and oranges and yellows and blacks and purples, and she knew it was an honour to be allowed to do it mostly alone. It was the first time in three years her mother hadn’t insisted on scrutinizing every stitch. She’d started her off on it, told her how to weave the colours together, but then she was on her own. True, every evening her mother would check her work and if there were a single flaw in it, then the day’s work must be unpicked and done again the following day. And if it happened too often, then they would lose money from the final payment. Sometimes, Yuxia felt her own life just amounted to thousands upon thousands of stitches, whilst life outside (with the sun, bright and yellow and always cheerful) rich and exciting and different, simply passing her by. Her eyes strayed back to the curtainless window a few more times where the sun shone in pink dimness, shafts of light heralding the night, but then she caught her mother’s eye and bent again to her task. If only she could just see it once more, but she could tell from the reflected glow that it was already past its best. She looked at her mother.

Wang Lin was tired again. The shadowy marks under her eyes seemed more pronounced than ever. Wisps of straggly hair fell across her once-pretty face, lined with regrets and responsibilities, her eyes narrowing in their bid to see in the dimming light. Yuxia had seen a photograph of her mother when she was younger. On her wedding day. She looked like a princess. Not a queen, but a princess. Full of hope and smiles. But to Yuxia, her mother was beautiful even now. Strong and brave and never complaining. One day she would grow up to be strong like her. But she seemed to be in pain again. Yuxia caught a spasm as it passed across her mother’s face, and it hurt her as if the pain were hers. She bit her lip again to prevent her tears from falling onto the precious material. Her working-gloves were chafing her skin and she wished that just for a few minutes she could take them off and feel the soft cloth against her skin, but she knew this was forbidden, because this fabric could not easily be washed as it was so expensive and there was nowhere in this area to have a machine to clean it in a special way, so stitching was slow, clumsy and after a while, even painful. If the material were presented to the employer even slightly marked, then she could refuse to pay a single mao. That had happened to her mother once and Wang Lin never forgot it, so she insisted that they both wore these cheap gloves which scratched her hands from the insides, and after hours, could draw little scabs of blood from the pressure of pushing the blunting needles through the weft.

The light was beginning to fail again and Yuxia bent herself more intently to the task. She must help her dear mother. It was her duty. It was her pleasure. Well, sometimes it was her pleasure. Like last weekend when she was nearly half-way through embroidering the material. Moon Festival and all her family came to make merry. Her dear grandfather, Wang Fuxin, his spectacles slipping down over his wrinkled nose. He always brought her a present. Perhaps an apple, or even once, a peach. Crisp and juicy and sweet. A sun-fruit, a peach, Yuxia knew. Many things came from the sun. Some of them were fruits and some were vegetables. Calabash was a sun fruit. And lemons too, not that she’d ever eaten those but they looked like knobbly-pointed suns. She loved to pass them on the streets and see how they glowed with their own special life. Apples, especially green ones, were moon fruits. Yellow ones, she wasn’t sure of, but she often avoided them anyway. She liked them really, but apples generally were a bit sinister, weren’t they, with their flushed colourings and dark, shady growing places? Peaches grew where the sun shone brightly all day and perhaps through the night too. She sighed thinking about it. A place where the sun always shone. No need for cold nights. No need for scary shadows and times for people to die in. A tear dripped down her cheek and she brushed it away furiously at allowing it to happen. No one must see her unhappiness.

Wang Lin shook her head at her beloved daughter. She noticed how her hair fell in waves to her shoulders. Not straight like hers. Another feature in common with the child’s grandmother. Wang Yuxia’s intensity always moved her as well. Where did she get her dreams from? She sighed sadly. Again, probably from her own dear mother, buried now under years of hard work and grimy soil. She had always been dreaming of another life, another place, too. She remembered her father admonishing his wife often in her childhood, but it clearly had no effect on the woman, who would stand on street-corners where the pathways stretched out into the dusty distance of mountains and dry lakes, apparently seeing not dust and dirt and death, but something more tenuous, something whose attraction pacified and compensated perhaps. She did understand Yuxia, but their work as seamstresses was necessary. Without it they would starve. Dear Little Wang, only nine years old, worked hard too. Every day with his father, hauling potatoes into market, backbreaking work, and then sometimes getting such a low price for their labours. One day, the government promised, things would be different. One day. But they’d said that all her life. How long were they supposed to wait for change? Beijing was such a long way away, though. Maybe help was on its way, really on its way, but it took so long to get here. Perhaps that was it.

‘Mama,’ said Yuxia. ‘Are you all right, dear mama?’

‘Yes, child. Get on. Just another hour or so.’

‘But I can hardly see. My eyes hurt, mama.’

Wang Lin swallowed quickly. Her own mother’s voice seemed to be in the room with them.

‘I know, dear. Mine too. Just an hour. Then we can have some rice.’

‘Thank you, mama.’

A few minutes later, Wang Yongchun and his son Fuxin clattered through the rickety wooden door, which they had closed against the sharpening chill of the evening. The head of the family was a stockily-built man, whose thinning hair belied his age. He was still in his late twenties, but hard work and much grief had hardened him to the point at which he was a functioning worker, but had little time or inclination for the softer things of life. He may have loved his wife once, but if you asked him now, he would answer he wasn’t sure what love was. And did his wife love him? Perhaps. He didn’t know. He’d never asked her and didn’t intend to start now. They didn’t have ‘that’ kind of relationship. 

Wang Lin immediately jumped up from her stool at her husband’s entrance and went to the corner of the room to start preparing the meal. She had forgotten the time.

‘Where’s the rice, wife?’

‘Sorry, husband. I lost the time today. We’ve been working hard.’

‘It’s surely not too much to have my meal ready when I get home, is it?’

‘No, of course not! I’m sorry.’

‘It’s not mama’s fault,’ said Yuxia. ‘I was talking too much and standing at the window and watching the sunset. She had to keep checking me.’

Wang Yongchun stepped up to his daughter and cuffed her on the ear, his anger at his wife momentarily forgotten. It was a light blow, but to Wang Yuxia, light or hard, it had prevented at least her mother being hit.

Wang Fuxin sat down at the table.

‘Some tea, Fuxin. Get us some tea.’ As she spoke over her shoulder, Wang Lin busied herself at the sink and tiny cooker, whose hotplate had to suffice for a family of four, and sometimes, when relatives came, up to ten people. She often cooked a meal in stages, the first courses becoming cold before the rest could be served. 

The boy stood up and with alacrity, hefted the unwieldy kettle onto the hob and lit the gas. After a few minutes, the steam rose, chuffing with glee it always seemed to Yuxia, and then began to sing. What a lovely thing! To have a pot singing in your house. Yuxin smiled. A sun-kettle, obviously!

Fuxin moved quickly around the small interior, fetching cracked cups and a small tea-caddy, which he placed on the table. He had clearly had a tiring day – he possessed the same dark shadows under his eyes as their mother. Another moon-person. They didn’t have a mirror in their family but when she’d been into the Zhang’s next door once, she had seen herself in a full-length mirror and had gazed at her reflection for minutes of fascinated absorption. She wasn’t ugly as her aunt sometimes said when she was tired and sad. She wasn’t ugly at all, but quite pretty really. She had a nice nose, small and delicate, like a proper woman’s nose. And her feet were dainty, just as they should be. Her hair was a little untidy, but if she could wash it sometimes, it would probably be quite shiny. Shiny. Sunny. She was a sun-child, but her family were moon people. She knew this and although she loved them, she knew they weren’t her real family. Oh no, her real family lived in the sun and one day, they would come and fetch her and take her back. She didn’t quite understand why she didn’t live with her real family. 

Perhaps she had wandered off one day and when they realised, they thought perhaps a good punishment would be to make her live with a moon family, then she would know what she was missing. Yes, that was a reasonable explanation. But it had been so long ago that now she often called her parents ‘mama’ and ‘baba’ and forgot they weren’t her real family. Her real mother was exceptionally beautiful, and wherever she went, she was admired by all. She was the Queen of the Sun and her real father was the King of the Sun. They were important people. She had been their only child. One day, when she was very young, younger than she could remember, she was playing in the garden with the sunflowers. Sunflowers growing in the sun could play like people. They only stood in the earth when no one wanted to play with them. Anyway, she was playing with the sunflowers and her mother, the Queen, told her not to go out of the garden because she might get lost. The Moon lived out there, and the Moon and the Sun were enemies. But one day, when the sunflowers were resting and she couldn’t find anyone to play with (because there were no other children there) driven by a curiosity she couldn’t control, Wang Yuxia had ventured outside. Into the Moon Land. After wandering for many days, hungry and lost, she had fallen into this place. And now, here she was, living with these people who celebrated the Moon Festival and not any Sun Festival. Living lives full of hardship and darkness and sadness. It was her punishment.

And yet, she loved her new family really, especially her new mother. This used to confuse her. Her mother was clearly a Moon person because she was not her real mother, and yet she was so kind and good. Fuxin was all right as boys go, but he was a typical moon-child: always had secrets and wanted to play with rough boys from the neighbourhood. He was sometimes angry with her too, like her father and would hit her. She had once gone to her father to ask him to protect her, but he had hit her too for complaining. She didn’t resent this, after all, boys are always like this, but she never went to her father again when she felt unhappy. Of course he was a Moon person. Probably came from a long line of Moon people. Rather rough, smoking and drinking too much - and he was loud and aggressive when he drank too much of an evening – and where did he get all the money from to drink? He always said there was not enough money for extras. Perhaps drinking was necessary for men. Certainly a lot of men drank. She’d seen and heard them. Coming home under the protection of a spectator-moon, shouting and cursing their lot and sometimes throwing furniture around in their frustration. Wang Yuxia and Fuxin would cling together at these times, the moon shining through the gaps in the wooden beams above them.

Through the years of her exile, she found solace in her moon-mother’s kindness and gentleness.

‘Mama,’ she asked suddenly.

Wang Lin turned round from stirring the pot. ‘What, dear?’

‘Why don’t we celebrate a Sun Festival?’

Her mother laughed. How like little Yuxia!

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ she replied, love in her voice, a warmth, which made Yuxia glow with happiness.

‘What a silly question!’ said Fuxin in a mocking voice.

‘Quiet you!’ said Wang Yongchun, clipping the boy deftly round the ear. ‘It’s quite intelligent actually. I reckon if she went to school, she’d be bright!’

Yuxia thought she was going to stop breathing. A compliment from her father! Whatever next? So, maybe she could ask what she hadn’t dared to ask before.

‘Baba?’

‘Yes? Is that food ready yet, wife?’ he snapped.

‘Nearly, husband. It won’t be long.’

‘Make sure it isn’t!’

‘Baba?’ Yuxia repeated.

‘Yes, what?’ Less patiently this time.

‘Why can’t I go to school?’

There was a sudden chilling hush in the shadowy room, alleviated only by the moon’s rays filtering wanly through the window. Wang Lin hurried to place the bowls on the table, and Fuxin poured a cup of tea for his father, clattering it in his nervousness.

‘You’re in for it now,’ he whispered, as he passed behind her with the kettle.

Wang Yongchun looked for a moment as if he were going to explode with something and Yuxia realised that there would never be a right time to ask that question. She was afraid now. Not of being smacked, but of her father’s displeasure making her mother sad. However, just as soon as his feelings seemed about to erupt, they melted away, and left his body, slightly diminished in the poor light. His face, softened by the light seemed younger and kinder suddenly.

‘We can’t afford it,’ he replied. ‘And anyway, if we could, Fuxin would naturally go first. But I daresay we might be able to afford it one day.’ This was said more in a bid to stitch from his exhaustion, that hollow space between his hopes and his reality. He was beside himself with tiredness. He worked all day, every day, and had to come home to a meal not cooked and discontent in his children. Was it his fault if sometimes he spent a little money on an occasional drink to forget? He was a man. It was his right, after all. All his friends agreed. His face hardened in the moonlight.

‘Really!’ Wang Yuxia exclaimed with great delight, seeing his face and becoming immediately mute.

‘And that’s an end to any more words,’ said her mother unnecessarily. ‘Now sit down at the table. We’re going to eat.’

‘At last!’ Wang Yongchun pulled up his stool to be closer. He peered into the pot, which his wife had placed on the table.

‘Anything else besides rice?’ He wafted away the steam.

‘A few vegetables today, husband. Gao Wei said they weren’t too fresh so we could have them cheap.’

‘How cheap?’

‘Altogether?’

‘Yes, of course altogether.’

‘Less than one yuan.’

‘How much less?’

‘Well, they cost one yuan!’

Wang Yongchun sighed and the family ate the meagre meal in silence. 

***

A whole half-day to herself! Wang Yuxia hugged her delicious secret like a precious pet close to her heart. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such a gift. What a lucky girl she was! She’d found a puppy once and taken it home, but her mother warned her to get rid of it before her father came home. How could they be expected to look after a puppy, whose appetite was bound to be enormous, when they didn’t know when they were next going to eat themselves? Surely she should have thought of that. The puppy had barked and jumped up in her arms to lick her face, but she had obediently taken it to a small copse near the huts where she and her neighbours lived. She thought perhaps she could keep it here instead and then come back every day and look after it. But the next day when she returned, she found the puppy near where she had put it, dead, lying on its side, as if mildly asleep, that’s all. She’s taken it in her arms and kissed its wormy head and a tear had dropped onto the mangy fur. Perhaps, the puppy wasn’t dead completely. Not dead dead! Maybe, she’d wondered, surprised by joy, the puppy had been a messenger from the sun, from her real parents in the sun and maybe it didn’t like living there and so had gone back. Yes, that was a good idea. And when she eventually was reunited with her real family, she’d see the puppy again. 

She’d buried the little creature in the earth near her hut and then gone home. 

***

And today she had a whole half-day to herself. What could she do with it? It was growing colder now after the Moon Festival last week. That was the trouble with the Moon Festival. It drained the warmth from the earth and the light from the sky and left a dull chill in the air instead. Her relatives were coming tomorrow from Penyang, a long way away. She’d never been outside Guyuan before, and neither had her mother. Well, they lived a little distance outside the main city, of course, because they couldn’t afford to live in the centre, but the outskirts were prettier. There was a lake with frogs in summer. Well, when it hadn’t dried up. Last summer she’d gone there with her friend Ma Jie and they had found sixteen frogs, all stripy and glistening with the green water. She’d picked one up and it had jumped high off her hand, and plopped into the water! Her father travelled all over. He’d even been to Yinchuan once. Fancy that! Yinchuan. The great capital of Ningxia, so he’d said. A place of dreams and high buildings and even an airport. Airplanes to fly to the sun in, maybe! 

***

She kicked a pebble at her feet and its clattering progress made her look across the road where she saw a man rushing into Tian’s house and someone crying. The father must be ill again. He’ll probably die this time. He nearly died last time. She kicked the pebble again and it ricocheted against the wall of a tiny little shop that sold drinks and cigarettes. A little bung-bung
 passed her and hooted its horn at her. She jumped, startled. Her father used this shop. It was run by Mrs. Song, a very old woman with a kind face. A packet of cigarettes cost two yuan. Even more sometimes. And her father smoked, but not much, he said. As she passed the shop, the curtain was pulled aside and the child nearly collided with the proprietress. 

‘Careful, dearie,’ said the middle-aged woman, placing a couple of plastic buckets on the pavement to advertise her wares. ‘You not stitching today?’ 

‘No, I’m free.’ Wang Yuxia grinned widely, feeling the glory of still having the whole afternoon to herself. 

‘Oh, your mother’s ill again, then?’

‘Mother ill? What do you mean, mother ill? Is she ill?’

Wang Yuxia felt a cold fear clutch her stomach, so violent, she felt sick. So that’s why there’s all the whispering and the relatives are coming over. Of course! How could she have missed it? And why wouldn’t they let her stay? She could look after her mother.

‘Hey, little one, perhaps I’m wrong,’ Mrs. Song called after the retreating figure. She shook her head and pushed aside the curtain and entered the dingy interior again.

‘Mama, mama!’ she called as she pushed aside the curtain to the hut. She stopped abruptly as she entered the main room. Her Uncle Wang was there. He never came because he hadn’t wanted baba to marry mama. She only ever saw him in his house and never when her mother was with her. Why was he here now?

‘Say hello to your Uncle,’ said Wang Yongchun, wearily.

‘Hello Uncle Wang,’ replied Yuxia dutifully. ‘Where’s mama?’

‘Your mama’s not well again, Yuxia. You have to be a brave girl!’

‘No!’ Yuxia shook her head slowly, tears forming painfully in her eyes, which she widened to try to prevent their falling, but they fell anyway.

‘Where is she?’ she asked in an anguished tone, such that the two men exchanged looks of empathy and concern. What could they say to her? This wasn’t their job. Where was Aunt Ling? She could manage this. But she was working too. She’d be here later.

‘I want to see mama.’

‘She’s sleeping!’

‘I want to see her,’ Yuxia said, but less confidently. Perhaps she was like the puppy. Not dead, as in dead, but not reachable anymore. Then:

‘Is she dead?’

‘Not yet,’ replied Uncle Wang gently. ‘But she will be soon.’

Wang Yuxia sat down heavily. The sun was streaming in through the window and as she watched its rays casting light and shadow and hope through the squalid interiors of her life, she listened, half-listened, to the conversation between the adults.

‘It’s going to cost too much.’

‘I know. But what’s the alternative?’

‘We don’t have that kind of money. We’re talking about nearly one hundred yuan.’

‘At least, and if she has to have an operation, then…’

‘What’s an operation?’ Wang Yuxia asked suddenly.

‘Quiet, child! This is none of your business. Go outside and play!’

Play? How could she play now? But she had to obey, so she struck through the curtain and wandered over the road to Mrs. Song’s shop.

‘They say she’s going to die!’ she said suddenly, as the woman’s eyes on seeing her, were suffused with concern and love.

‘Who, my pet?’

‘My mother. You know I mean my mother. Why did no one tell me?’

She stood neatly at the counter, peering up at the adult, waiting for her to tell her what it was really like. To make sense of it all.

Mrs. Song gulped a little. Yuxia had always been a sensitive child. This was going to hit her hard. Wang Fuxin would probably cope better, but then he was a boy. Boys usually do cope better with the realities of life than girls. Of course cancer is a killer. We all know that, well, adults know it. My dear Baozhong, he had cancer too, they said.

‘Good afternoon, Mrs. Song. A packet of Houwang, please.’ A customer, Mr. Zhao, breezed into the little shop, his dapper figure trim and tidy as always. Mrs. Song reached back automatically to the right place and lifted the correct brand of cigarettes off the shelf behind her.

‘Four yuan, Mr. Zhao. And how is your wife this afternoon?’

‘Well, thank you. Bye.’

‘Bye.’

He left.

‘Well?’ asked Wang Yuxia, who had never taken her eyes from Mrs. Song’s face. ‘Why did no one tell me?’

‘I expect they didn’t want to worry you, dearie. I don’t really know.’

‘Why is she going to die? Is she going to the sun?’

‘What?’

‘The sun took the puppy, that’s all.’

But perhaps Mrs. Song was another person who didn’t understand about the sun. She realised she shouldn’t have asked that and turned to go.

‘Don’t go, lovey.’ Yuxia turned back. ‘Have a sweet. I got some new sweets in from Penyang just the other day. Very nice they are too. And you can have one free.’

‘Thank you, Mrs. Song,’ said Wang Yuxia, ‘but I couldn’t possibly eat it, but perhaps I could take it and remember your kindness always.’

She looked so serious and grown-up standing there in her shabby little pinafore dress that had once been bright yellow, looking straight into the woman’s eyes, her sincerity touching her deeply.

Mrs. Song wiped away another tear. Shaking her head, she came round the counter and crouched down.

‘Come here, little one!’ she said softly, opening her arms, and at that, Wang Yuxia burst into loud tears and sobbed on the woman’s shoulder.

On the way home she felt a little better. Crying like that was very unusual, but it seemed to have made her feel calmer. She knew what she had to do now. She had to help her mother, make her comfortable, cook for her father and brother and herself, and sew harder than she had ever sewn before. She must start on that material again this afternoon, even though her father had told her she was free. It was the least she could do. Perhaps she could finish the order on time even though her mother wasn’t going to be there anymore to help her.

She slipped through the curtain and took her sewing materials from the cupboard near the hob, and sat down in the corner on a stool. Her father and uncle were drinking now, and talking in half-sentences and slurred voices. She didn’t know where Fuxin was. Probably out with his friends. She would make some tea for her father and uncle and then carry on with her sewing. It wasn’t a good position because of the light, but it was better than not working at all. The sun’s rays were dimming a little, even at this early time, but then the Moon Festival always did that. Dimmed the sun, took away its light and hope and beauty. She wondered what the sunset might be like this evening. Perhaps as beautiful as that one before, but she doubted it. 

Perhaps if she worked hard enough and wished hard enough, her mother would get better and everything would be all right again. Perhaps if she said she wouldn’t go back to the sun but would stay here with her pretend family, as if they were her real family then her real mother and father, the King and Queen, would take pity on her. Perhaps she needed to make this sacrifice. Perhaps that was what all this was about. But could she make this particular sacrifice? Could she give up her real family? She settled the kettle on the hob and lit the gas underneath it.

***

A few days later, under a full moon, there were many people crowded into the tiny hut. The body of Wang Yuxia’s mother lay in a cleared space in the centre of the main room. The table had been placed outside and there was nowhere for anyone to sit. Uncles and aunts, cousins, grandparents and close family friends, all were there, keeping their vigil. Wang Yuxia helped her Auntie Ling make tea for the guests and some small baozi
. Some of them had come from Penyang and even beyond. Sun Junying from up the road had let them have the lovely food free. ‘You were nice to me when my missus died,’ he said to Wang Yongchun.

‘I won’t forget this,’ Wang Yuxia’s father replied simply.

‘And you can let the men sleep over at mine, if you like,’ the man added. You join us and let the women stay at yours.’

‘Thanks.’

And that’s the way it was going to be. Gradually, the men decided to call it a night, after a few beers that is, and they slipped away, leaving the women to organize themselves in the tiny space. There was Wang Yuxia of course, and then Auntie Ling, Grandmother Wang and Grandmother Yi, Cousin Tao and Cousin Zhou. Wang Fuxin had gone with the men. He hadn’t shed a single tear, not that his sister had seen anyway, but then boys don’t. She poured some more tea for everyone, stepping carefully, so carefully, around her mother’s body, lying ramrod straight on her back on the floor, on a new mattress, a present from Mr. Li up the road. She looked small to her daughter in the moonlight, and a tear dropped wetly onto the body.

‘Some tea, Cousin Tao,’ she offered to cover her feelings.

‘We need to go to sleep. Say goodnight to your dear mother,’ said Grandmother Yi. ‘And all of you. Show respect to our dear relative who can now have peace and rest.’

‘Good night,’ whispered a cluster of voices reverently.

Wang Yuxia lay awake, the full moonlight streaming in through a broken plank in the ceiling. She was glad it wasn’t too cold tonight. She didn’t think she was going to sleep now. Tomorrow they would bury her mother. Perhaps in this light she could take another look at her alone. Carefully, so not to disturb anyone else, she swung her legs over the side of the kang and walked across the earthen floor in her bare feet. She pushed the curtain aside. The hut door was open. How could that be? Surely she had closed it earlier. The moonlight rendered the interior a light, hazy blue, tinged with soft edges. She was about to walk up to her mother’s body, when she saw the outline of her father kneeling beside her. She stopped.

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry!’ he was saying, bowing repeatedly over the body in some kind of rhythmic obeisance. His voice was full of tears. Wang Yuxia had never seen her father cry before. ‘I did love you when you were young. You were so beautiful when you were young.’

Without thinking, she rushed to him, knelt down beside him and took him in her arms. He struggled a little at first, but drink had made his movements sluggish and uncertain.

‘Don’t be sad, baba! I’ll look after you now.’ His arms flopped down by his side. And she rocked her father in her arms as Mrs. Song had rocked her earlier. Everything would be all right. She would stay here now and look after the family. She would work her fingers to the bone if necessary. This family was her family after all. She didn’t need the other one for the time being. She would stay here and look after them as they had looked after her all these years.

So father and daughter sat together, rocking gently, and Wang Yuxia felt a kind of strength flowing into her from her father’s need, from her mother’s quiet stillness before them, and from the soft moonlight above.

� Lao-zi, a great Chinese philosopher and poet. He is best known for his work, the ‘Book of Changes’ - ‘Dao de Jing’ – in which over seventy poems explain the tao, the life-force, the unchangeable essence of all beginnings. It advocates a philosophy of serene transcendence and harmony with all natural things. It is well known throughout China even today, but its teachings are followed by fewer and fewer in the majority Han population.


� Kang is the name given to a communal bed, heated by bricks from beneath and used by extended families, especially in winter to keep warm.


� Bung-bung is the name given to tiny, red, three-wheeled cabs, which can be found in abundance in Guyuan.


� Steamed pudding cases filled with vegetables and meat.
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