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PART 1: THE APARTMENT SHRINE

Eight years old Liang Wei loved the chanting most of all. It echoed through their cramped apartment, vibrating off the cold walls until it seemed the whole world was murmuring with prayer. Her father used to chant loud and clear, but now he barely whispered, leaving the voices of Liang Wei and her mother Liang Mei to fill the quiet space. She pretended not to notice his nervous glances, the way his hands trembled when he lit incense. She felt the rhythm of devotion in her bones. Her father loved it, too. She knew he did.

Mei’s voice soared, clear and strong, while her father’s was a softer thread, sometimes trembling, sometimes lost in thought. The incense smoke curled in the air, sweet and persistent, clinging to their clothes and hair, marking them as a family apart.

Their apartment in Beijing was small, but it was a world unto itself. The living room was dominated by the family shrine: a low table draped in red cloth, crowded with statues of Guanyin and Shakyamuni, bowls of fruit, sweets, and a small cup of water. Every morning, Mei would sweep the floor, light the incense, and bow three times, her movements graceful and sure. Liang Wei mimicked her, hands pressed together, eyes closed in concentration.

Mei folded herself onto a cushion, knees creaking, fingers sure and graceful. She looked up and smiled at Liang Wei. There was a wisdom in her eyes, an endless well of knowing that Liang Wei admired and sometimes feared. “Are you ready, my little light?” she asked, voice like a gentle breeze.

Liang Wei nodded, breathless with joy. “Ready, Mama.”

The air was thick with the sweet smoke of sandalwood, clinging to everything like a secret. Her father watched from the doorway, his arms crossed, his love a silent force that filled the room. He looked older these days. Tired. His devotion was written in the soft lines of his face, but Liang Wei felt the shadows of worry, lurking behind his steady gaze.

They began again, words blending, hearts in perfect unison.

***

“Here, Mama, like this?” Liang Wei asked, arranging small bowls of fruit and sweets. She placed them with the precision of a general marshaling her troops.

“Perfectly so,” her mother replied, her fingers weaving through incense smoke as she set a small cup of water among the offerings. “You are a natural.”

Liang Wei smiled, a toothy grin that betrayed her pride. Her hands moved quickly, preparing the shrine. Her eyes flickered to her father, a figure of caution and care, hovering at the edge of the room. She watched as he ran a hand through his hair, graying early, like an old man. His presence was a soft song, filled with notes of love and worry.

“Join us,” Mei said, an invitation wrapped in understanding. Her father watched from the doorway, arms crossed, a silent presence. He was a man of careful habits—always checking the locks, always listening for footsteps in the hall. He loved the chanting, too, but lately his voice had grown quieter, his eyes shadowed by worries he never spoke out aloud.

He shifted, a soldier in retreat, backing into the shadows where he could still see and hear. “I’ll be there soon. Just making sure...” His voice trailed off, swallowed by the unsaid.

Liang Wei heard the tension in his silence, an echo of whispered concerns and closed doors. She knew his fears were the nians in their midst, the ferocious beasts, lurking but never seen, from Chinese mythology that terrorized villages at the end of the year, eating livestock and people, but were scared away by loud noises, fire, and the color red, leading to traditions like firecrackers, red decorations, and lion dances for Chinese New Year (Gong Xi Fa Cai) to keep the monster away. Still, her young heart brimmed with certainty and light, an armor against the doubts of a world she barely knew. “Papa,” she called, a voice of insistence and innocence, “it's just us.”

His smile was gentle but worn. “Yes, it's just us.”

“Do not worry so,” Mei said softly, her focus unwavering.

His eyes met hers, a silent exchange, an understanding that only time and love could craft. Then he looked at Liang Wei, and there was pride in his gaze. Even from a distance, she felt it, and it filled her like the warmth of a hundred suns.

Sometimes, her father would join in, his voice softer but no less certain. “The Buddha taught us to see the world as it is, not as we wish it to be,” he would say, his gaze distant. “But sometimes, I wish it were kinder.”

Mei would squeeze his hand, her faith a shield against his fears. “We have each other. That is enough.”

After prayers, they would sit together for breakfast—steamed buns, pickled vegetables, warm soy milk. Mei would tell stories of the Buddha’s life, her voice weaving magic through the steam and the morning light. Liang Wei would listen, eyes wide, imagining distant lands and ancient temples.

***

One evening, as they finished chanting, her father lingered by the altar, fingers tracing the edge of a porcelain lotus. “I wonder how many gods watch over us,” he mused, his voice a mix of jest and unease.

“As many as we invite,” Mei replied, a serene fortress against his gentle barbs. “What are you afraid of, my love?”

He looked at the small altar, crowded with symbols of their devotion, and then at her, eyes filled with the weight of a question. “You know what the world is like,” he said quietly. “The walls are not so thick.”

“They have been thick enough so far,” she countered, her conviction wrapped in tenderness.

“And if they are not tomorrow?” His words trembled, the fear slipping through despite his efforts to keep it contained.

She placed a hand on his, steady and warm. “We will face it as we always have. Together.”

“And the child?” he asked, glancing at Liang Wei, who was pretending not to hear as she fiddled with prayer beads.

“Our little Bodhisattva,” Mei said with a smile. “She will be stronger than both of us.”

He wanted to believe it. His wife could see the struggle in his eyes, the balance he tried to keep between faith and doubt, devotion and dread. He looked at his daughter, her innocent dedication, and knew the path they had chosen was no path at all. Just the next step. “As long as we are careful,” he said, the last refuge of a worried heart.

“Careful is your specialty,” his wife replied, touching his cheek with affection.

It was his turn to smile.

Liang Wei watched them, feeling the love that bound them together—a love woven of faith and fear, hope and worry. She didn’t understand all their words, but she understood their meaning. They were a family, and that was everything.

But walls outside of the family were turning tyrannically red against such devotion.

***

Their prayers lifted like dandelion seeds, each whispered wish floating into the unknown. Liang Wei felt them flutter around her, light and strong. She thought of her father's words and held them close. His concern seemed to grow in step with his devotion, a paradox that confused her, even as it bound their family with threads of love and fear.

She listened as he joined them again, his voice faint and fraying at the edges but there. Mei sang louder, a beacon. Liang Wei matched her note for note, their harmonies a testament to their unshaken belief. Her father's tremulous tenor wove through their song, a part of the fabric, a part of them.

The words tumbled into silence, and they sat in the stillness, the small room vast with peace. Her father stood, stretching weary limbs. He touched Liang Wei's shoulder, his hands softer than she remembered.

“Help me,” he said, his voice low and conspiratorial. “There are things to mend.”

She followed him, watching as he picked up broken threads. He wove new ones, more tentative, across the fragile bridges of their faith. He seemed younger in those moments, and she saw his hope rekindle. “Good as new,” he said, placing a small statue back among the offerings.

Liang Wei watched his hands work. She saw love, a bright thread, running through everything.

The family had started preparing for their upcoming pilgrimage to Bamiyan with faith and confidence and it seemed that their trip was blessed. The Chinese government’s support to the mujahideen in the Soviet-Afghan war that ended in February 1989 had meant that the Afghans issued travel permits to Chinese citizens out of gratitude and good will.

The table was cluttered with everyday relics, bowls and plates like vessels of fortune. Mei served tofu with nimble chopsticks, as graceful in the kitchen as she was at the shrine. “Eat,” she said. “We must keep our strength for the journey.”

“The journey to school?” Liang Wei asked, mouth full of rice and curiosity.

“The journey of life,” her father said, a playful note in his voice. “Though I hear the journey to school is treacherous, too.”

“There are nian beasts.” Liang Wei declared, certain in her exaggeration.

“And turtles,” Mei added with a wink.

Her father chuckled, the sound a balm to the heaviness she felt sometimes, lurking like the nians they joked about. “There will be nians.” he said. “And we will be ready.”

She wondered what that meant, but the words seemed important, the way they were wrapped in love.

“We must pack soon,” her mother Mei said. “Remember the last time?”

“I remember we came back with more than we took,” he replied, stacking empty plates like precious stones. “An old habit, I suppose.”

“I don't want to wait for so long to go there again,” Liang Wei said, looking at both of them, testing the words like a challenge.

Mei smiled, a sun rising. “Nor do we,” she said, the promise clear. “Soon.”

***

The days before their journey were filled with a quiet excitement. Mei made lists, her father checked and rechecked their papers, and Liang Wei hovered at the edges, eager and impatient. The apartment was a flurry of activity—laundry drying on bamboo poles, bags packed and repacked, offerings carefully wrapped in cloth.

“We must bring something for the Buddhas,” Mei said, placing dried fruit and incense in a small tin.

“Will they know if we forget?” Liang Wei asked, eyes wide.

Mei smiled. “They know everything, and it is good to show respect.”

Her father watched them, his face a mask of worry and pride. “We must be careful,” he reminded them. “The world is changing. Not everyone understands.”

Liang Wei didn’t understand the danger, not really. She only knew that her parents were more careful than other families, that they spoke in whispers when the neighbors were near, that her father sometimes came home late, his face pale and drawn.

One night, as they sat together after dinner, her father pulled out an old photo album. The pages were yellowed, the corners bent, but the images inside were bright with memory—temples in the mountains, monks in saffron robes, her parents as young lovers, smiling and free.

“We went to Bamiyan, once, before you were born,” her father said, his voice soft.

Her mother Liang Mei leaned in, her eyes shining. “It is a place of great beauty, and great sorrow. The Buddhas there are older than memory.”

Liang Wei studied the pictures, her imagination running wild. “Will we see them?”

Her father nodded. “We will. And you will remember them, always.”

Each night, they sat together, the three of them. A triangle of faith, family and futures they could not see. The chanting filled the space again, unbroken and strong. Her father’s voice found its way back, line by line, word by word. She sensed the shift, even if she didn't understand it. For the family, love was bigger than anything else, but the doubts were there, too, sneaking in like ghosts.

The night before they left, Liang Wei couldn’t sleep. She lay in bed, listening to her parents’ voices in the next room—soft, urgent, full of love and worry. She pressed her hands together, whispering a prayer for safe travels.

For now, she pretended not to notice her parents’ anxious voices. She was excited about their trip to Bamiyan valley.





PART 2: BAMIYAN—THE PILGRIMAGE

The monumental pair of Bamiyan buddhas were carved into sandstone cliffs in the so-named valley in Afghanistan, built perhaps in the sixth century. They were on the ancient silk road, a religious site of art and philosophy.

The family woke near the gigantic statues to saffron light. Liang Wei’s father Hao Liang unzipped the tent and stepped out, careful not to wake Liang Wei or her mother Liang Mei. He needed this moment alone. The Buddhas were an audience he could accept, massive and calm, watching in perfect silence. He listened for vehicles, for gunshots, for any sound at all, but heard only wind in the dusty folds of prayer flags and the soft movements of women and children making breakfast in the nearby village. They were not safe, but they were safer, and the burden of constant vigilance was starting to fade. Maybe, he thought, they could stay longer this time.

The statues towered above him, guardians of an ancient world. He squinted into the morning light, shadows playing across sandstone faces. Their serene expressions reached him, planting hope where uncertainty had rooted deep. Hao was not a man given to optimism, but at that moment, it did not seem like a foreign concept. He took a deep breath, felt the sharp, clean air, and allowed himself a small, cautious smile.

A faint rustling came from the tent. Liang Wei tumbled out, full of morning energy and wonder. “Baba,” she called, blinking in the sun. “Are we still here in Bamiyan?”

“We are,” he replied, scooping her into his arms. “Longer than expected.”

“Do you think the Buddhas remember us?” she asked, her voice a whisper, as if addressing the very sky.

He looked at the statues, solid and timeless. “Maybe they do,” he said, though she was already out of his arms and running, the morning stretching wide and open before her. He watched as her small figure dashed toward the monuments, a vivid blur against the stark landscape. She had none of his caution. Her heart was lighter, less encumbered. For that, he was grateful.

***

The cliffs embraced them, a horizon of red and gold and shadow. Liang Wei felt her heart expand, growing to fill the vastness. This was the place she dreamed of, the place where color and faith burst like fireworks. In China, they kept both close, careful, hidden from eyes that might not understand. But here in the central highlands of Afghanistan, everything seemed to breathe freely. Even her father.

She spun in circles, dizzy with joy, until she toppled into a pile of dust and prayer flags. Laughter bubbled up, and she raced back to the tent, dragging her sleepy mother into the morning light. “See,” she said, waving her arms at the world. “We're still here in Bamiyan!”

Mei smiled, the kind of smile that comes from years of believing. “I see,” she said, letting Liang Wei pull her toward the giant figures. Her movements were slower than her daughter's, deliberate and knowing. She glanced at her husband, a question in her eyes.

“Go,” he said, gesturing toward the cliffs. “Before she wears herself out.”

“Never,” Liang Wei said, sure in her defiance.

He shook his head, a faint laugh escaping his lips. He gathered sticks for a fire, trying to be useful. It was a new feeling, a good feeling. The sense of belonging to this place.

***

They ate breakfast in the shadow of the Bamiyan Buddhas, the statues of ancient sentinels keeping watch. Hao passed around bread and cheese and fruit, simple meals that tasted of adventure and freedom. The dust settled softly on everything, a gentle reminder of the land's embrace.

“How long can we stay?” Liang Wei asked, her voice full of hope.

Hao exchanged a look with her mother, a look full of unspoken agreements and unfinished dreams. “As long as we can,” he said, and she felt his resolve waver, saw a flicker of uncertainty.

Her mother touched his hand, a gesture of reassurance. “Long enough,” she said. “This place is as much ours as anyone's.”

He nodded, reluctant to argue in front of Liang Wei, reluctant to argue at all in the face of such beauty. “I know,” he said, “but—”

“But nothing,” she interrupted gently. “Have faith.”

He wanted to. Here, it seemed possible.

Liang Wei watched the exchange, feeling the undercurrent of tension that her mother smoothed away with such ease. “We could live here,” she declared
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