


[image: cover]



    
       [image: Penguin Brand Logo]
     







Eileen Chang


 



HALF A LIFELONG ROMANCE

Translated by Karen S. Kingsbury


[image: Penguin logo]









Contents

Note on Romanization

Introduction

HALF A LIFELONG ROMANCE

Follow Penguin







PENGUIN MODERN CLASSICS

HALF A LIFELONG ROMANCE

Eileen Chang (1920–95) was born into an elite family in Shanghai. Her deeply traditional father was an opium addict; her mother, partly educated in England, was a sophisticated woman of cosmopolitan tastes. Their unhappy marriage ended in divorce, and Chang eventually ran away from her father – who had beaten her for defying her stepmother, then locked her in her room for nearly half a year. Chang studied literature at the University of Hong Kong, but the Japanese attack on the city in 1941 forced her to return to occupied Shanghai, where she was able to publish the stories and essays that soon made her a literary star. In 1944 Chang married Hu Lancheng, a Japanese sympathizer whose infidelities led to their divorce three years later. The rise of the communist influence made it increasingly difficult for Chang to continue living in Shanghai; she moved to Hong Kong in 1952, then emigrated to the United States three years later. She remarried and held various posts as writer in residence and as a researcher at Berkeley. Two novels commissioned in the 1950s by the United States Information Agency as anti-communist propaganda, The Rice Sprout Song and Naked Earth, were followed by a third, The Rouge of the North (1967), which expanded on her early novella, ‘The Golden Cangue’. In 1969, she published her Chinese-language novel Half a Lifelong Romance, which had originally appeared in serial form in 1950 under the title Eighteen Springs. In spite of the tremendous revival of interest in her work that began in Taiwan and Hong Kong in the 1970s and which later spread to mainland China, Chang became ever more reclusive as she grew older. Eileen Chang was found dead in her Los Angeles apartment in September 1995. Her short story collections, Lust, Caution and Love in a Fallen City are also available in Penguin Classics.
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Note on Romanization

Readers familiar with standard systems for Romanizing Chinese will discover that this translation uses a mix of conventions. This decision is based on a desire to make things easier for readers not familiar with those systems, and on the belief that a hybrid approach suits this novel in particular, due to its multi-layered composition history in Chinese and its author’s multi-faceted interactions with English. Thus, for instance, the ‘x’ and ‘c’ that can be so forbidding have been converted to an older form: ‘hs’ and ‘ts’, respectively. The ‘zh’, however, has been left alone (it may help to think of it as a softened ‘j’ like the middle consonant in ‘pleasure’). Similarly, the syllable ‘shi’ should be pronounced with a softened ‘r’ at the end, as in ‘sure’.

Note of thanks:

For lifelong friendship and early encouragement to undertake this project, I am grateful to Peter Yang and Jasmine Huang; for the opportunity to do this at all, LuAnn Walther; and for useful questions and attentive reading, Jessica Harrison and Elisabeth Merriman.







Introduction

Half a Lifelong Romance (Bansheng yuan) is, by almost any count, Eileen Chang’s most popular novel, and the Chang tale most frequently adapted by others for stage and screen. And yet the author herself, despite her bilingual prowess, never produced an English version. This translation offers English-speaking readers a chance to explore, for the first time, this deeply felt, fully mature fictional world, created by a stellar writer – one of twentieth-century China’s most accomplished and revered artists – during the long mid-life period when she was at the height of her powers.

Originally entitled Eighteen Springs (Shiba chun), the story was published first in serial form, starting in March of 1950, in a Shanghai magazine sponsored by the newly ascendant Communist Party. Reissued in single-volume format the following year, the story became the author’s first full-length novel. Eighteen years later, however, Chang released a significantly revised and retitled text that has to be considered the authorized version (and therefore is the basis for this translation). By that time, she had not only fled the People’s Republic of China and moved to the United States, but married and outlived her second husband, Ferdinand Reyher, and written three other novels, each of which she published in English and in Chinese. Surely those experiences are part of the reason why Half a Lifelong Romance is more sombre, but also more consistent and thematically complete, than Eighteen Springs. In any case, the later version of the novel soon attracted a steady, often devoted readership, especially among young people in Taiwan and Hong Kong. In the ten years following Chang’s death in 1995, the story was retold repeatedly, in Hong Kong, China and Taiwan, via film, television serial and even musical stage show. Some productions followed the tale’s earlier version, others the later; in either case they were part of the late twentieth-century groundswell of admiration for Chang’s work, after her years of relative obscurity.

The only specific historical reference in the story is the 1937 Battle of Shanghai, a three-month struggle between Chinese and Japanese armies that is waged in the background of Chapter 15. At that point, Gu Manzhen, the female protagonist, is in her thirties; Eileen Chang was in fact sixteen when the bombardment began. Like most of her novel’s characters, Chang escaped direct harm even though she was living in a war zone. She did, however, in this same period, suffer from domestic violence: beaten by her father for supposed insubordination, she was imprisoned in her room for half a year, until finally she escaped to her mother’s apartment, through the connivance of a maid who took pity on the girl, now seriously ill.

Five years after that episode, at which point the Japanese invasion of Hong Kong had ended her university studies there, Chang returned to Shanghai and started supporting herself by writing. Her primary publishers were literary magazines that had to please middlebrow Chinese readers without displeasing the Japanese occupiers or their puppet-government supporters. Chang excelled in the seemingly narrow vein created by these pressures, turning it into an opportunity to plumb personal and cultural psychology, often by recounting, directly or indirectly, family dramas like her own. Then, in the late 1940s, after the Japanese and then the Nationalists had been defeated, the Communist Party created literary outlets like Yibao, a progressive but not strictly doctrinaire magazine aimed at a broad swathe of urban readers, and Chang tried her hand at writing under this new set of conditions. In March 1950, six months after Mao Zedong proclaimed the People’s Republic, she began serial publication of this story in Yibao, under a pen name.

As indicated by its title, Eighteen Springs narrates eighteen years of its characters’ lives, and the single volume, when it came out, was divided into eighteen chapters. The beginning and middle chapters of Eighteen Springs are almost identical to the corresponding chapters in Half a Lifelong Romance, and, as readers will see, the tale does begin with a sense of hopefulness, especially in the figure of Gu Manzhen, a charming young woman who is determined, after her father’s early death, to support her large family through respectable, if poorly paid, clerical work. Shen Shijun, a young engineer at the textile mill where she works, finds her fortitude both graceful and inspiring – like many a sensitive young man, as described in early twentieth-century Chinese literature, he is the product of a conservative, emotionally complicated household and tends to be diffident and unsure of himself. Even in this first draft, however, Chang fleshed out these potentially flat characters by repeatedly setting up parallel yet differing events – two women’s problems with shoes, for instance; or the varying reception accorded to Shijun on his visits to Manzhen’s family – in order to reveal shades of difference in the various characters’ personalities. Throughout the novel, the reader is invited to note the many possible permutations of a given social situation, and what those variations can suggest. Similarly, the repeated use of seeming happenstance – in order to drive characters apart or throw them together – is a technique she uses to produce a foreshortened glimpse of the patterns, both psychological and sociological, that shape an individual’s responses to the vicissitudes of life. Her text also regularly employs certain set phrases that operate, in some senses, like stage directions, which gives the most ordinary conversations a distinctly theatrical tone. She also employs, in creative and deliberate ways, the culturally ingrained habit of using family rank and role designations – elder sister, grandmother, daughter-in-law, etc. – rather than personal names. All of these techniques of story manipulation can be found in the grand old classics of Chinese fiction (e.g., Dream of the Red Chamber) that she had been reading, and imitating, since youth, and Chang took to heart the example they set for using these techniques to deepen a story’s psychological and thematic context.

But the ending of Eighteen Springs is a different matter altogether: it is set at a political rally in the northeastern city of Shenyang, shortly after the Communist liberation of Shanghai. The main characters (except the ones cast as villains) have made the patriotic decision to join the effort to rebuild the country. They also have shed their bourgeois ways and improved their attitudes and morals, all of which is conducive to a full and proper appreciation of revolutionary vigour and style. To top it all off, each of them has found, or returned to, the right romantic partner. Not surprisingly, Chang completely retracted this forced ending when she returned to the story nearly two decades after its first appearance, readying it for publication under her own name. She also reworked several scenes and events, modified some of the characters and reduced the plot-line to fourteen years. The story now runs from 1931 to 1945, which eliminates any need to mention either the Communists or Chiang Kai-shek, since the period of open warfare between them (the Chinese Civil War) has scarcely begun. The novel can thus persist in its primary strategy of relegating to the background any major historical events or massive forms of public upheaval, in order to keep its emphasis on the personal, the psychological and the sensory – all those private dimensions of life that Chang took as her central subject matter.

Changing the title was a key element in this process, because the new title made clear the lingering, retrospective angle of the novel’s position vis-à-vis time. Those connotations are hard to capture succinctly in English. A more explicit rendering of bansheng yuan might be ‘fated to share only half a lifetime’. Perhaps the best way to see the long, yearning shadow that the phrase casts is to recall its association with older stories like the eighteenth-century memoir by Shen Fu, Six Chapters from a Floating Life, in which the writer looks back across time, vividly recalling early happiness shared with a beloved wife, who then succumbed to a premature death. The phrase evokes both lifelong attachment and sudden sundering.

Through all these varied methods Chang achieved a novel both consistent and complete, an illustration of the strength attainable through pain, rupture and disappointment. And yet, despite this achievement, she never re-wrote it in English. It is true that by 1969 she had grown discouraged by the poor sales of her English novels (The Rice-sprout Song, Naked Earth and, closest to her heart, Rouge of the North), and the frustration of dealing with audiences whose views of China were all too often framed by reductionist Oriental and Cold War ideologies. Still, given this novel’s strong dramatic structure and its clearly drawn yet internally complex and appealing characters, it should have been a good candidate for translation by its author. Two factors help explain why Eileen Chang chose not to do that. First, her tale directly transposes several elements of H. M. Pulham, Esquire, a 1940 novel in the office-romance genre by a now fairly obscure Pulitzer winner, John P. Marquand (1893–1960).* The general profile of the male protagonist, the pairing of two city-types (read New York for Shanghai and Boston for Nanjing), the patterning of two crucial sub-plots, and even some of the story details and dialogue twists have been transposed from Marquand’s world to Chang’s. While Chang did not hide her indebtedness to Marquand – and expressed her appreciation to him when they crossed paths in Hong Kong – neither did she advertise the fact that she had made this adaptation. After she moved to the US, she must have become especially aware of the criticism she could face if her exercise in transposition were viewed as plagiarism, or as a form of creative failure. Looking carefully at the two novels today, it is hard to see anything but a fascinating set of linked, overlapping, but still distinctly different texts. But in the 1970s and 80s, Chang could not count on readers taking that view.

Related to the Marquand issue, is another, perhaps even more compelling reason for Chang’s decision not to work through this material again in English. There is, in fact, a major game-changing deviation in her use of Marquand’s novel. Marvin Myles, the Marquand character who most closely corresponds to Chang’s Gu Manzhen, is always viewed in that novel from the idealizing perspective of her lover, which is to say, as an object who has no needs of her own, except to return his tender gaze. When Marquand’s novel was turned into a 1941 film directed by King Vidor, Hedy Lamarr’s strong acting brought new vibrancy to the role, but could not change the basic plot. If, as seems likely, the film played in Shanghai and Eileen Chang saw it there, Lamarr’s performance may have inspired her to develop the character more fully. In any case, it is clear that Gu Manzhen, unlike Marvin Myles, has a stature, a background and a harrowing, deepening set of experiences that make her the primary actor in a significantly expanded plot. This way of reworking of Marquand’s materials is quite different from the technical transpositions that shift the story from one setting to another. Through the character of Manzhen, Chang often can be seen delving deep into her own experience of personal trauma and domestic abuse, in some passages using sensory or emotional details that appear also in her more directly autobiographical writings. This is not to say that Manzhen’s experience is Eileen Chang’s, but that Manzhen is a vehicle through which the author – and we as readers – trace the patterns that can take us from naiveté, through trauma, and beyond. And while this is not the place to examine Eileen Chang’s English prose style in detail, it should not be surprising to learn that her English versions often tame and contain her Chinese texts, trading greater decorum for less verve and pungency. In the case of this particular tale, she may not have been willing to tone it down.
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1

He and Manzhen had met … a long time ago. Working it out, he realized it had been fourteen years since then. Quite a shock! It made him feel, suddenly, very old.

Time does fly for the middle-aged: a decade whips by in the blink of an eye, a flick of the fingertips. When you’re still young, even three or four years, maybe five, can seem an entire lifetime. That’s all they’d had, from meeting to parting – just a few years together. But in that brief span, they’d had a full measure: all the joy and the sorrow that comes with (as the old saying has it) ‘birth, old age, illness, death’.

She’d asked him, back then, when he’d first started liking her. ‘The moment I first saw you,’ he’d replied, of course. His feelings were running so high then, he’d have believed anything. He was certain he was not lying. But in fact, the moment when he first saw her was not all that clear in his mind.

It was Shuhui, his best friend from engineering college, who met her first. Shuhui, who’d graduated before him and found work in a factory office, had then found him a position, as a trainee, in the same factory. Manzhen worked in that office, at a desk next to Shuhui’s, so he must have passed her several times on his way to see Shuhui, but nothing stuck in his mind. Probably because he was fresh out of college, shy around girls, too awkward to take a good look.

He was on his way to becoming a fully trained engineer, which meant he was on the shop floor all day long, with the manual workers; as soon as he’d grasped one thing, he was sent off to learn another. The work was hard, but the experience invaluable. It paid almost nothing, but fortunately his family wasn’t relying on him. They lived in another city, and he was boarding with Shuhui’s family in Shanghai.

That was the first time Shijun had spent New Year’s away from home. He’d never enjoyed the holiday; something unpleasant always happened then, in his family. They’d wait for his father to come home and lead the ceremony, then have a family meal. But his father would always be late, held back by this or the other, over at the concubine’s place. His mother did not usually argue about this, but at New Year’s she had to say something: ‘A family should act like a family.’ The master of the house was supposed to be at home, leading the proceedings, if only for the ancestors’ sake.

The problem was that festivities were being held at the other place too. This concubine had been with his father for many years. She’d borne him several children, and her house was livelier, filled with family: it had become his father’s chief residence. He rarely went back to his first wife’s home. When he did, he was received like a visiting dignitary, most of the time. But maybe because the holiday made her feel her lot in life, Shijun’s mother just had to clash with her husband at New Year’s. A woman her age, and there she’d be, in tears. It had been that way every year since Shijun was little. Hence his gladness at being somewhere other than at home, well away from all that unpleasantness.

And yet, when it came time to bid the old year adieu, with everyone gathering at dusk for the holiday meal while random bursts of firecracker noise filled the streets, he still felt the weight of worries he couldn’t quite figure out.

He joined Shuhui’s family for the New Year’s Eve dinner, then invited his friend to see a film with him. The cinema ran a late show during the holiday break, and they stayed to the end of the double bill. Watching midnight movies on New Year’s Eve was a peculiar experience: all that seasonal jollity, with a twinge of loneliness in the middle.

The factory had only a three-day holiday, but their usual lunch place took five days off. He and Shuhui went there, on their first day back, but the doors were shut. They turned around and headed back through streets strewn with the red-paper shells of burnt-out firecrackers. When they passed a half-open restaurant, Shuhui suggested going in. The owners had not yet held their New Year’s opening ceremony, with blessings from the God of Wealth, so the shop front was still half blocked by shutters, and the interior was dim. There wasn’t much business so close to the holiday, but a young woman in an old grey sheepskin coat sat at a table facing the door. She had a teacup and chopsticks and was waiting for her food to come. To pass the time, she was rubbing her red-gloved fingers in slow circles, two fingers running down the opposite forefinger, along the inside of the thumb, then back again.

‘Oh, Miss Gu! You’re here too!’ Shuhui called out, the moment he saw her. He started to sit down at her table, then saw Shijun hanging back. ‘We’re all co-workers, you know – haven’t you met before? This is Shen Shijun, this is Gu Manzhen.’

She had a round face that seemed squarish inside the roundness – not four-cornered, but distinct, well defined. Her hair was ruffled and loose, falling over her shoulders in a casual style. Shijun wasn’t in the habit of assessing a girl on some sort of beauty scale; he simply liked the way she looked. She thrust her hands into her coat pockets and smiled. The two young men pulled out a bench, only to find that the red-painted seat was black with grime. Shijun didn’t care; he was grimy too, from working on machinery. But Shuhui, trim and tidy in a business suit, gave it a sharp look before sitting down.

The waiter came over, bringing two teacups that he held with his fingers stuck inside them. Shuhui noticed, and frowned. ‘This place is no good at all – so dirty!’ The waiter poured the tea, and they each ordered a meal. Shuhui had an idea. ‘Hey there,’ he called to the waiter, ‘bring us some paper so we can wipe the chopsticks clean.’ But the waiter was already out of earshot.

‘Wash them in the tea,’ Manzhen suggested. ‘I don’t think you’ll want this tea anyway.’ She swished his chopsticks around in the tea, dried them with a single firm shake, and balanced them across his teacup. Then she reached over to do the same for Shijun.

‘Oh – you’re too kind!’ Shijun protested, with a half-bow of thanks. After she’d washed his chopsticks, he took them from her and thanked her again.

Manzhen kept her gaze lowered, never looking at them directly, but she smiled quietly. After he’d taken the chopsticks from her, Shijun put them down again. Then he saw his mistake: he’d put them on the table, which could seem ungrateful, or even impatient, as if he thought her overly fussy. Quickly, he picked up the chopsticks and, following her lead, balanced them across his teacup. He lined them up precisely. Of course, once the chopsticks had touched the table they were dirty again, so now he was just trying to cover up his error. A wave of embarrassment swept over him. To hide his confusion, he picked up his soup spoon and swished it in the tea.

At this point the waiter brought their food. They each had a bowl of clam soup. Shijun took a spoonful and remarked, ‘Clams at New Year – I’ll bet it’s for good luck. They’re yuan bao, little lumps that look like a stack of coins.’

‘Clams are money mounds,’ Shuhui agreed, ‘and so are taro cakes, and flour-wrapped dumplings, and egg-wrapped dumplings too. Even fresh fruit and tea eggs can be money mounds – apparently we Chinese are obsessed with money, since everywhere we look we see yuan bao.’

‘Oh, but it goes even further than that,’ Manzhen said. ‘There’s a kind of caterpillar called a “bag worm” that drops from the ceiling in a fat little roll, and people in the north like to call it a “coin-string worm”. How’s that for being money-crazy?’

‘Miss Gu, are you from the north?’ Shijun asked.

Manzhen shook her head and smiled. ‘My mother is a northerner.’

‘Well then, you’re a half-northerner.’

‘Our usual lunch place does northern-style food,’ Shuhui said. ‘It’s just across from here – have you tried it? It’s good.’

‘I haven’t been there,’ said Manzhen.

‘Let’s all go there tomorrow. This place is no good. So dirty!’

After that, the three of them ate lunch together on a daily basis. They’d order three dishes and a soup, definitely better than three set meals. Or they’d stand on the street side by side, and eat roasted taro straight from the vendor’s cart. But even after their acquaintance had deepened, Shuhui and Manzhen stuck to shop talk. Theirs was simply a workplace friendship, it seemed. Shuhui didn’t talk about her after work; he would at most mention her in passing.

Once, when he and Shijun were commenting on the various tensions among their colleagues, Shijun said, ‘You’re lucky. The two of you in that office get along so well.’

‘Yeah,’ said Shuhui, off handedly. ‘Manzhen is great. She doesn’t play games.’

Shijun let it go at that. If he seemed too interested in her, Shuhui would tease him.

But then, while they were chatting about something else, Shuhui suddenly said, ‘Manzhen was talking about you today.’

Shijun was startled. It took him a moment to follow this up, and find out what she’d said.

‘She wanted to know why I do all the talking – meaning that you can’t get a word in edgeways,’ explained Shuhui. ‘I told her that lots of people think I’m unfair to you. Even my mother thinks that! But really, it’s just a matter of personality. You’re like the “straight man” in a comedy.’

‘What?’

‘You know, the one who’s always getting smacked on the head with a folded fan.’ Shuhui couldn’t help laughing at his own remark. ‘I know you don’t mind my teasing. That’s one of your good points. That’s something we have in common – I’m not the type who dishes it out but can’t take it.’

Once Shuhui started talking about himself, there was no end to it. Maybe it’s just that a man who is smart and good-looking is bound to be a bit of a narcissist too. Shuhui plunged into a stream of self-analysis, examining the finer points of his own personality. Meanwhile, Shijun could only wonder, in silence, what could have made Manzhen start talking about him.

Their factory was on the edge of town, where half-developed streets gave way to empty lots and open fields. Spring had come, dusting the fields with green, even though the air was chilly.

One day, at the noon break, Shijun washed himself quickly and went to the office to meet up with Shuhui, just as he usually did. But Shuhui wasn’t there; Manzhen sat alone at her desk, straightening some papers. She was wearing a blue-and-red-checked scarf, even while indoors; it went well with her dark blue tunic-type gown, very much the outfit of a genteel young woman. The blue gown had been through the wash many times and a whitish nap stood out on the worn material. The effect was gentle and refined, like the soft blue cover of a cloth-bound book.

‘Where’s Shuhui?’ Shijun asked.

Manzhen tipped her head in the direction of the manager’s office. ‘He waits till five minutes before break time,’ she said in an undertone, ‘then calls you in for something terribly important. That’s how bosses are, I suppose.’

Shijun grinned and nodded. Perching on Shuhui’s desk, he reached over to the wall calendar and flipped through the pages while he waited. ‘I’m looking for the first day of spring on the lunar calendar.’

‘Oh, it’s started already.’

‘Then why is it still so cold?’ He went on lifting the pages. ‘They’ve cut down on printing costs, no colour here except the red on Sundays. I like the old calendars better, the ones we had when I was little, with Sundays in red and Saturdays in green. We tore off a page each day till finally we got to Saturday. Just seeing that bright green made us happy.’

‘Yes, yes – and when we were in school, Saturday was happier than Sunday. Sunday was printed in red, but that only heightened the image of a beautifully fading sunset.’

Just then, Shuhui came in. As soon as he saw Manzhen, he called out, ‘Hey, didn’t I say you two should go ahead?’

‘What’s the rush?’ she asked.

‘After we eat, we should find a good place to take pictures. I’ve borrowed a camera.’

‘But it’s so cold. We’ll have ruddy noses and eyes – that won’t make a good picture.’

Shuhui pursed his lips in Shijun’s direction. ‘It’s for him, you know. His mother wrote to him and asked him to send her a picture. For matchmaking purposes, I would imagine.’

Shijun blushed. ‘What? No, it’s just my mother worrying about me. She’s afraid I’m getting thin, won’t believe me when I say I’m fine. She wants to see for herself.’

Shuhui looked him over carefully. ‘Well, you might not be thin, but you are dirty. If she sees you like this, she’ll think you’ve turned into a coal miner, and then she will worry.’

Shijun looked down at the workman’s outfit that he always wore.

‘Wipe your clothes with a handkerchief,’ Manzhen said. ‘I’ve got one here.’

‘Oh – no, that’s fine,’ Shijun said quickly. ‘It’s machine oil. It’ll never wash out of your handkerchief.’ He took a crumpled wad of paper from the wastebasket and wiped his trousers with it.

‘That won’t do,’ Manzhen said, opening a drawer and taking out a neatly folded handkerchief. She dipped it in Shuhui’s water cup, and handed it to Shijun. He had to take it. One swipe, and a black splotch spread across the snow-white handkerchief. He winced.

Shuhui stood by the window looking at the sky. ‘It looks like the sun’s not going to stay out today. The pictures might not come out.’ As he spoke, he took a comb from his trouser pocket and smoothed his hair, using the window as a mirror. Then, craning his neck, he adjusted his tie. Manzhen, watching this little display of vanity, had to stifle a laugh. Shuhui gave himself a wink, then turned and prodded Shijun: ‘Aren’t you ready yet?’

‘There’s a spot on your face,’ Manzhen told Shijun. ‘No, it’s over here—’ She pointed to her own face to show him where it was. ‘And here’s another.’ She took a little mirror from her handbag and passed it to him.

‘Listen, Manzhen,’ Shuhui said, ‘do you have any lipstick? Give him some of that too.’ Laughing at his own joke, he took the mirror from Shijun and used it to give himself another once-over.

They went to lunch, each slurping down a bowl of noodles, to save time. Then they headed to the edge of town. Shuhui said the empty fields were too plain, and remembered two willow trees, very picturesque, not much further on. But they walked a long way without finding any trees. Shijun noticed that Manzhen was having trouble keeping up. ‘Let’s slow down,’ he said. Shuhui slackened his pace, but the weather was not conducive to mere strolling. The cold drove them onward, and they hurried despite themselves. Soon they were walking at a brisk pace. The wind blew into their faces, hoarsening their breath and chopping any conversation to pieces.

Manzhen, pulling her hair down to shield her head, looked at them and smiled. ‘Aren’t your ears freezing?’

‘Yes, of course,’ Shuhui said.

‘I think I’d be sick with a cold all winter long, if I were a man.’

But the willow trees were covered in golden leaf-buds, one tender wisp after another. They took quite a few pictures. Shijun snapped one of Shuhui and Manzhen standing next to each other. The wind flipped up the edge of Manzhen’s light grey sheepskin coat; she held her hand across the corner of her mouth, and the red woollen gloves turned her face a pure, pale white.

The sun had no strength that day; the sky darkened before they could finish the first roll of film. They hurried back, but still got caught by streaks of springtime snow dissolving into cold rain. When they passed a little shop, Manzhen saw oil-paper umbrellas hanging inside, and wanted one. Trying them out, she discovered that some were solid blue or green, and others had a pattern. She looked at one that had a swirl of purple grapes and another in a solid colour, and couldn’t make up her mind. Shuhui said women were always like that, when they went shopping. Shijun smiled and said he thought the plainer one was better. She bought it right away.

‘Don’t you think the price should be lower here, out on the edge of town?’ Shuhui said. ‘Are they cheating us?’

Manzhen pointed with the umbrella at the shopkeeper’s guarantee posted on the wall. ‘Look – it says right here: “We do not cheat children or the elderly.” ’

Shuhui laughed. ‘You’re not a child, and you’re not old – they haven’t promised not to cheat you!’

They went back on to the street. ‘Oh dear,’ Manzhen said, ‘I’ve lost one of my gloves.’

‘It must be in the shop,’ Shuhui said.

They went back in, but the shopkeeper hadn’t seen it. ‘Just now, when I counted out the money, I didn’t have it on,’ Manzhen said. ‘I must have lost it when we were taking the pictures.’

‘Let’s go back and look,’ Shijun said.

But the lunch break was over, and they had to get back to work.

‘Oh, it’s not important. It’s just a glove!’ Manzhen spoke lightly, but in fact she was upset. Sometimes she focused so hard on little things she was almost small-minded. But Shijun, when he looked back at it all, treasured this trait of hers. Manzhen was the kind of person who, once something came into her possession, cherished it till it became, in her eyes, the best thing ever. He knew, because he’d once been hers.

It continued raining after they’d returned from the edge of town to the factory. At five o’clock, when they left work, the sky was already darkening. But a vague urge arose in Shijun, and sent him back to the city’s outskirts through the rain. The muddy banks of the rice paddies were treacherous; his feet slipped as he made his way along the dykes. There was a little tiled tomb, the size of a kennel, lying low on the edge of a field. They hadn’t noticed it in the daytime; seeing it now, in the dusky rain, gave him an eerie feeling. It was perfectly quiet all around, except for the wailing bark of a dog. He passed no one and saw only one other person, across the canal, carrying a lantern and a big, apricot-orange umbrella.

After a long walk, he finally found the willows. Using a flashlight, he spotted the trees from a distance, then a red glove on the ground nearby. At first it made him happy: holding the beam steady, he walked over and picked it up. But once the glove was in his hand, he paused. What would he say when he gave it to her tomorrow? Wasn’t he behaving rather oddly? Walking all this way in the rain, to get a glove for her. Well, he’d owed it to her: if it hadn’t been for the photographs that he needed, she wouldn’t have lost the glove. But that line of reasoning sounded flimsy, even to him. So – what should he do? He wished he hadn’t come, but now that he had, and the glove was in his hand, he couldn’t toss it back on to the ground. He brushed off some mud that had stuck to the wool, and shoved it into his pocket. He’d have to return it to her. He couldn’t hold on to it secretly – that would be the height of ridiculousness.

The next day at noon he went to the upper-storey office. As luck would have it, Shuhui had been called again into the manager’s office. Shijun pulled the mud-flecked glove from his pocket. He could have made small talk, but didn’t. He just put the glove on her desk. The blank look on his face showed frustration at the mess he’d got himself into. If he had foreseen how awkward this would be, he never would have done it.

‘What?’ Manzhen stiffened with surprise, then picked up the glove and examined it. ‘Oh! You didn’t go back there again, did you? Such a long way – and it was raining—’

Shuhui came in. Manzhen could see that Shijun didn’t want a discussion. She crumpled the glove in her hand, then casually stuffed it into a coat pocket. Her motions were artfully smooth, but her cheeks were turning red. She could tell that something was wrong; her face was so hot it burned, and when the wave of heat passed, coolness swept over her skin like a little breeze – which only showed how red she had been a moment before. Not something she herself could see, but it had to be visible to others. That was a nerve-racking thought; she blushed all over again.

Even though she’d got flustered for no reason, she quickly regained her composure. Her behaviour towards Shijun, over lunch, was perfectly normal.

In the spring, the temperature rose and fell quickly, and lots of people, Manzhen included, came down with colds. She phoned in one day, and asked Shuhui to submit her request for sick leave.

‘Do you think we should go and see her?’ Shijun asked, after he and Shuhui had returned home that evening.

‘Err … She probably is quite sick. She wasn’t feeling well yesterday.’

‘Do you have her home address?’

‘Yes,’ Shuhui said, with a puzzled look, ‘but I’ve never been there. You’ve known her a long time too now, and you’ve never heard anything about her family – right? She hasn’t got an ounce of mystery about her, and yet there is something mysterious about this.’

Shijun baulked. Was it because Shuhui had said Manzhen was ordinary, without an ounce of mystery, or because he’d implied there was some mystery, something she had to hide? Hard to tell, but either way he found it irritating. ‘What’s so mysterious about it?’ he shot back. ‘Maybe they’re a big family, and their house is too small for guests. Or maybe they’re old-fashioned, the kind of family that doesn’t want a daughter making friends on her own – in which case she can’t very well invite us round to her place.’

Shuhui nodded. ‘Well, we’ll have to go, even if they don’t want us to. I need some documents that are locked in her desk drawer, and for that I’ll need her keys.’

‘Well then, let’s go. But … isn’t it rather late?’

Down in the kitchen, preparations for dinner were already underway; the crackling sound of the wok reached the upper floor. Just as Shuhui was looking at his watch, his mother called from the kitchen, ‘Shuhui! Somebody here to see you!’

Shuhui ran downstairs. It was a little boy he’d never seen before. Shuhui was surprised, but the boy dangled a set of keys in front of him. ‘My sister asked me to bring you these. They’re the keys to her desk.’

‘Ah!’ said Shuhui, smiling. ‘Are you Manzhen’s little brother? How’s she doing? Is she feeling better?’

‘She says she’s getting better and she’ll be back at work soon.’

He couldn’t have been more than eight years old, but apparently he was used to running errands. He turned away, intent on leaving the moment his message had been delivered, undeterred even by the sweet snacks that Shuhui’s mother was offering him.

Shuhui tossed the keys around in his hand, looking at Shijun, now at the foot of the stairs. ‘It looks like she didn’t want us to go looking for her, so she sent the keys here.’

‘Why are you so suspicious today?’

‘I’m not being suspicious. Look at the way that boy acted – apparently he’s been told not to talk to people outside the family. Hmm. Maybe he’s not her brother.’

Shijun was getting impatient. ‘Well, he looks a lot like her!’

‘Maybe he’s her son?’

Shijun thought Shuhui unbelievable, impossible to deal with.

Shuhui saw that Shijun wasn’t going to respond. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘when a woman takes a job, she always goes by “Miss So-and-so”, no matter what her marital status.’

‘True,’ said Shijun. ‘But, come on … she’s very young, you can tell that by looking at her.’

‘A woman’s age …’ Shuhui was shaking his head. ‘Very hard to tell.’

When Shuhui talked about ‘women’, he put on the air of a man who has had lots of experience. But Shijun had heard all his opinions on this topic, back when they first entered college, and knew for a fact that Shuhui had had only one girlfriend in college, a classmate of theirs, Yao Peizhen. When Shuhui talked about ‘women’, all those ‘women’ were another way of saying ‘Yao Peizhen’. He might, of course, have other women in his life now. But that was hardly the point, since he was simply talking for talking’s sake – without a breath of malice, to be sure. All of this was plain to Shijun and yet he found the chatter excruciating. In all their years together, he’d never been so angry with his friend.

That evening, Shijun stayed away from Shuhui, giving as his excuse the need to write a letter home. Shuhui saw him sitting in the lamplight, staring at the writing paper. Must be family problems, he thought.
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Manzhen recovered quickly from her illness and came back to work. The day she returned, Shuhui had another lunch date; a colleague was paying off a bet by treating him to a Western-style meal. That left Manzhen and Shijun to go to lunch on their own. Shuhui’s absence made things very quiet; he’d always been the centre of their little group. Now you could even hear the dishes clinking on the table.

Business was slow in this small restaurant. The woman at the cashier’s desk had time to kill, and kept glancing over at them. Or maybe that was just Shijun’s imagination; he was feeling others’ eyes today. The woman seemed to be the owner. Her hair was done in a permanent wave with a wispy fringe at the front, and she was knitting a bright red sweater. The weather had warmed up; her light blue dress was short-sleeved, made of summer-weight cotton. The red knitting yarn brought out the lusciousness of her plump white arms. Encircling her forearm was a green bracelet, made of heat-processed artificial jade.

‘It’s warm today,’ Shijun said with a smile.

‘Yes, it’s hot already.’ Manzhen took off her coat.

‘I saw your younger brother when he came the other day.’

‘That was my youngest brother.’

‘How many brothers and sisters do you have?’

‘Five. There are six of us, including me.’

‘Are you the oldest?’

‘No, I’m the second oldest.’

‘I thought you’d be the oldest.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you act like a big sister, always taking care of others.’

Manzhen smiled. There were scorch marks on the tabletop, left by hot teacups, and she traced the thin white circles with her finger. ‘I think you must be an only son.’

‘Ah – so you think I’m spoiled, used to getting my own way?’

Manzhen didn’t answer directly. ‘If you do have siblings, they’re all sisters, not brothers.’

‘Well, you’re wrong,’ Shijun said with a smile. ‘I did have an older brother, but he passed away.’

He told her about his family. Besides his father and mother, he had only a sister-in-law and a nephew. Even though he’d spent his whole childhood in Nanking, it wasn’t his family’s original home town. He asked where her family was from, and she said they were from Liu An, in Anhui Province.

‘That’s a tea-growing region,’ he said. ‘Have you ever been there?’

‘Just once, the year we buried my father.’

‘Oh, your father has already passed away?’

‘He died the year I turned fourteen.’

Then he sensed quite palpably that she was holding back some secret. Shijun did not for a moment believe Manzhen had anything to hide, but when that silence fell, he had to admit there was something she wasn’t sharing. Since she wasn’t telling, he didn’t want to ask. And, really, he’d rather not know. It felt as if Shuhui’s wild guesses might be right after all – it felt, as if possible, even worse than that. And yet she looked so pure and sweet. He didn’t know what to think.

Pretending to a calm he didn’t feel, he picked up his chopsticks and started to eat. The food tasted like wood. He picked up the ketchup, intending to pour out a little, but ketchup stays in the bottle, then comes out in a spurt. He blinked, and there it was – a big red mess slathered all over the food. The woman at the cashier’s desk was glaring at them, her eyes no longer kind.

Manzhen hadn’t noticed any of this. She seemed to be debating with herself, trying to decide how much to tell him. After a long silence, her smile returned and she began to speak.

‘My father worked in a bookstore. That little salary of his had to support our whole family, including my grandmother. When my father died, we had nowhere to turn. We children were too young to understand – except for my older sister, who was already grown up by then. She’s been supporting us ever since.’

Shijun could see where this was leading.

‘My sister hadn’t finished secondary school,’ Manzhen continued. ‘What kind of job could she get? Even if she did get a job, it wouldn’t pay much. Not enough to support a family. Her only choice was to become a taxi-dancer.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with that,’ Shijun said. ‘There’s more than one kind of taxi-dancer. It all depends on the girl.’

Manzhen paused. Then she smiled and said, ‘Yes, some girls do stay clean. But a girl can’t do that and support a big family!’

There was nothing Shijun could say to this.

‘In any case, once you go down that path, it’s a downhill slope, unless you’re good at the game. My sister – she’s not that type. She’s a person with a loyal heart, really.’

Shijun heard her voice growing husky, but he couldn’t think of anything comforting to say. All he could do was smile and murmur, ‘Don’t be sad.’

Manzhen picked through the rice with her chopsticks, her head bent low as she plucked out the wild seeds, one by one.

Several moments passed, then suddenly she said, ‘Don’t tell Shuhui.’

‘OK.’ He hadn’t planned to tell Shuhui anyway. What would he say, what reason could he give, if Shuhui wondered why Manzhen had told him her secret? Shuhui had known her longer, but she’d not shared it with him.

Manzhen had by now realized this, and the obvious discrepancy made her blush. ‘I’ve been meaning to tell Shuhui, but somehow … I just haven’t.’

Shijun nodded. ‘You shouldn’t worry about telling him. He’s sure to understand. Your sister is sacrificing herself for the sake of the family – she doesn’t have a choice in the matter.’

When Manzhen returned home that day, she felt sad and empty. She’d always avoided discussing her family with others; now she’d broken her own taboo, by telling Shijun so much of their story. Her family lived in a set of rooms that had been rented for them by a man who kept her sister Manlu as a mistress. When that relationship had ended, Manlu recast herself as a second-tier escort, a more respectable occupation, closer to decency, but with a reduced income. She was always pleased if people mistook her for a simple taxi-dancer.

When Manzhen walked into the house, her youngest brother, Jiemin, was playing with a shuttlecock, keeping it in the air with little kicks. ‘Hey Sis, Ma’s back!’ he called out. Their mother had gone to their home town for Tomb-sweeping Day, to visit the family graves. Manzhen was happy to hear that her mother had returned. She went through a door at the rear, followed by her brother, still kicking his shuttlecock. Ah Bao, the maid, was in the kitchen opening a bottle of beer, and two tall glasses stood on the table. Manzhen turned and frowned at her brother. ‘Careful! Don’t go breaking things in here! You’d better take that outside.’

There had to be a guest, since Ah Bao was opening beer. And Manlu’s door had to be open, judging from the crackly tune wafting into the kitchen from her radio. Manzhen went to the doorway and, without stepping out of the kitchen, tried to peer into her sister’s room.

‘There’s no one, really,’ Ah Bao told her. ‘Mr Wang hasn’t come yet. There’s just his friend, a Mr Zhu. He’s been here quite a while already.’

‘You know him,’ Jiemin piped up. ‘He’s the one who looks like a rat – and then, when he smiles, looks like a cat.’

Manzhen had to laugh. ‘You silly boy! How can the same person look like a rat and a cat?’ She went out of the kitchen, walked quickly past Manlu’s room, and headed up the stairs.

It turned out that Manlu wasn’t in her room. She was in the stairwell, talking on the phone. Her voice was just as rough on the ears as that radio song: saccharine screeches that made the room and the crockery shiver. ‘So – are you coming or not? If you don’t, you’ll be sorry!’ Her hips twisted back and forth, pushing against the phone book that dangled beneath the wall-mounted phone. Her apple-green silk cheongsam was fairly new, but there was a darkened area at the waistline, a sweat stain left by a dance partner’s hand. It was a bit unnerving, that hand-shaped mark jumping out from the cloth. Her hair was rumpled, still undone, but she’d put on that stage make-up of hers: blocks of bright red and solid black, with blue eyeshadow. It looked pretty from a distance – up close it was rather scary. Squeezing past her on the narrow stairway, Manzhen felt her senses flooding, dread creeping over her. She could scarcely believe this was her own sister.

Manlu was still talking into the telephone. ‘Old Zhu is here, waiting for you – been waiting for hours! … Shit! … Since when does he rate? … Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t need any of your fixing up. Not in this lifetime – or any other.’ She laughed. It was a laugh she’d started using recently, a loud, expansive laugh, as if someone were tickling her. And yet that laugh had nothing attractive in it. It was old and empty; Manzhen hated the sound.

She hurried upstairs, into a different world altogether. Her mother was sitting in the main room surrounded by travelling gear: a net-covered basket, a cloth-wrapped bundle and a roll of bedding. She was going through her things, telling Granny her travel stories. Manzhen stepped forward and greeted her mother. Mrs Gu gave a warm reply, then looked searchingly at her daughter’s face. Apparently she had something to say – but then didn’t. It felt rather odd.

‘Manzhen caught a cold the other day,’ her grandmother said. ‘She had to stay in bed for two whole days.’

‘Oh, no wonder she’s so thin.’ Manzhen’s mother smiled at her again. She smiled so hard her eyes crinkled up.

Manzhen asked about the journey to the family graves. Her mother sighed, and told her that all the trees had been chopped down. No one from the family had checked on things these past few years, and the grave-keeper wasn’t doing his job. Mrs Gu grumbled on for some time, then remembered something else. She turned to Granny. ‘Mother, aren’t you always wishing you could get some home-town cooking? I brought some tea leaves back with me, and also some pudding cakes, sesame cakes and pan-fried rice noodles.’ She rummaged through the basket and got the food out. ‘Didn’t all the children, when they were little, love these pan-fried noodles?’

Granny said she’d get an airtight container for the cakes and went into the next room. As soon as she had gone, Mrs Gu went to the desk and started moving things around, tidying up. ‘While I was gone and you were sick, the children made a mess in here.’ There were several small photographs stuck under the glass desk-top, photos taken on Manzhen’s little trip to the city’s outskirts. One of them showed her standing next to Shuhui, and another was of Shuhui on his own. The one with Shijun wasn’t on display – she’d tucked that one away, out of sight. Her mother bent over to look at the photos. ‘Where did you take these?’ she asked. ‘And who is this?’ She pointed to Shuhui. She was pretending to be nonchalant, all the while keeping a close eye on her daughter, ready to catch any change of expression.

Manzhen finally understood why her mother had been smiling at her so meaningfully. She must have spotted the photos and, even though they were just ordinary snaps, for her they’d inspired high hopes. It’s so amusing to watch parents scheme over their children … and sad, too.

Manzhen simply smiled and said, ‘That’s a colleague from work. His name is Hsu Shuhui.’

Seeing her daughter’s calm face, Mrs Gu couldn’t figure out what was going on. She had to let it go.

‘Does Manlu know you are home?’ Manzhen asked.

Her mother nodded. ‘She was here a moment ago, but then a guest came and she had to go downstairs.’ She paused. ‘Has that Mr Wang come yet?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Manzhen. ‘But the man that’s here runs around with him.’

Her mother sighed. ‘These fellows she’s seeing, they’re no good at all. But then again, the whole world’s going to pot – that’s the real problem.’

She could see that the quality of her daughter’s clients was slipping, but it didn’t occur to her that Manlu herself was sliding down the scale. Manzhen, realizing this, fell silent.

Mrs Gu ladled out several bowls of rice-noodles, added hot water to each, and gave one to her mother-in-law. ‘What happened to Jiemin?’ she asked. ‘He was here a moment ago, asking for something to eat.’

‘He’s playing downstairs,’ Manzhen said. She went out to the stairway, and saw him on the bottom step; he was craning his head and shoulders over the railing, trying to peer into Manlu’s room. That made Manzhen nervous.

‘Oi!’ she whispered. ‘What are you doing?’

‘I kicked my shuttlecock into her room.’

‘Then go and tell Ah Bao. Ask her to get it next time she goes in.’

They were whispering back and forth when the guest suddenly emerged from Manlu’s room. It was that Mr Zhu – his name, in full, was Zhu Hongtsai. He was tall and lean, with thin shoulders and a thin neck, all clothed in a traditional long gown. He stood in the doorway with his hands on his hips, nodded at Manzhen and greeted her as ‘Second Young Miss’. So he knew she was Manlu’s younger sister – that meant he had noticed her before. It wasn’t the first time Manzhen had seen him, either, but now she had Jiemin’s quip in mind: the man who looked like a rat, then a cat. His expression at that moment was serious, his eyes small, mouth tight and sharp, altogether rat-like. She almost giggled out loud. She stifled the laugh, but her face, when she returned his nod, was lit with a suppressed smile. Zhu Hongtsai had no idea why she was so pleased to see him. She was smiling at him, so he smiled back, and then he did, quite suddenly, look like a cat. Manzhen almost erupted with laughter. Fighting to hold it back, she turned and ran up the stairs. From Zhu Hongtsai’s point of view, this attack of shyness was most beguiling. He stood at the foot of the steps, starry-eyed with delight.

When he went back into Manlu’s room, he asked, ‘Does Second Young Miss have a boyfriend?’

‘And why, exactly, would you be asking about this?’

‘Oh, don’t get me wrong! All I mean is, I could find a boyfriend for her, if she hasn’t got one.’

‘One of your friends!’ Manlu snorted. ‘Right, and which of them is any good?’

‘Goodness, goodness, why are you so worked up today? You aren’t angry at Wang, are you?’

‘You just tell me, straight out. Is Wang messing around with that Fei Na girl?’

‘How would I know? You haven’t managed to haul him in here, so how could I find out?’

Manlu, ignoring him entirely, stabbed her cigarette out. ‘Some taste he’s got!’ she muttered to herself. ‘Fei Na with her puffy lips and baggy eyes, and those legs like a Japanese’s. She doesn’t even have a neck. People say white skin hides a hundred flaws, but the saying should be: “Youth hides a hundred flaws.” ’ She flounced over to the dressing table, grabbed a mirror and studied her appearance, adding a few more touches. The make-up on her face required constant attention.

She was cold-shouldering him but he wouldn’t take the hint. He saw a photo album on the table, pulled it over, and flipped through the pages. There was a four-inch-square portrait of a round-faced young girl with her hair done up in two short braids.

‘When was this picture of your sister taken?’ he asked pleasantly. ‘Here she is, still in braids!’

Manlu glanced at the album. ‘That’s not my sister,’ she retorted.

‘Then who is it?’

Manlu said nothing at first. Then she laughed sarcastically. ‘You really have no idea who it is? I can’t believe I’ve changed so … so drastically!’ Her voice faltered at the end, dipping almost into a sob.

Hongtsai suddenly understood. ‘Oh – it’s you?’ He took a careful look at her, then at the picture, studying it closely. ‘Yes! Now that you’ve said it, it does look like you.’

He was talking off the top of his head, but for her it had a cutting edge. In lieu of a reply, she traced the outline of her mouth with lipstick, working slowly. Her breath escaped through parted lips and the hand-held mirror misted over. She got impatient, scrabbled at the mirror with hard, fast fingers, then resumed the lipstick work.

Hongtsai, who’d been studying the photograph all the while, lobbed a question at her: ‘Is your sister still in school?’

Manlu grunted vaguely.

‘You know … she’s got the looks – if she wanted to try this kind of thing, she’d be a big success.’

Manlu slammed the mirror down and roared at him, ‘None of that, do you hear? This may be the road I’ve taken, but that doesn’t mean my whole family is doing the same. What’s all this poking your nose into people’s private lives just so you can sneer at them!’

‘What’s the matter with you today?’ Hongtsai said amiably. ‘Getting all riled up for nothing. Must be my unlucky day, coming here when you’re in a bad mood.’

Manlu gave him a sideways glance, and picked up her mirror again. Hongtsai sidled up to her, shamelessly close. ‘Why are you getting all dolled up?’ he teased in a low voice. ‘Going somewhere?’

Manlu didn’t pull away. She turned and gave him a big smile. ‘Oh, my … where indeed? Is that an invitation I’m hearing?’

Hongtsai had a close-up view of Manlu’s stage make-up, the same view Manzhen had seen a short while earlier. Great splashes of vivid colour: hot-pink cheeks and crow-black eyeliner. But Hongtsai didn’t find it repulsive – to him, it was alluring. It just goes to show that the same thing can look very different, to different people.

Hongtsai took her out for dinner, then hung around in her room till the middle of the night. Manlu was used to having late-night snacks, so Ah Bao heated up some steamed dumplings in an oiled wok and took them in to her. Manlu heard someone walking around upstairs – her mother, no doubt, whom she hadn’t had a chance to see for quite a while. She threw on a black silk dressing gown embroidered with yellow dragons, took her plate of dumplings and went upstairs.

Manlu gave her mother a fried dumpling and took a bite of hers. Then she stepped swiftly towards the lamp, squinting at the dumpling to see what was wrong: the meat filling was bright red. ‘Damn, this meat is raw!’ But when she looked again, she saw that even the white-flour pastry was red. It was lipstick from her own mouth.

Manlu looked towards Manzhen’s bed – Manzhen slept in the same room as her mother – and whispered, ‘Is she asleep?’

‘Oh, yes. She went to bed early so she could get up early.’

‘Second Sister is all grown up now. It’s not good for her to be living with me. It gets people gossiping. If only she had someone suitable – then she could get married right away. That would take care of it.’

Her mother was on the point of telling her about the good-looking young man in the photos, but even she felt that Manzhen and her older sister were worlds apart. Best not to spill the beans by talking to Manlu; she’d wait till she could speak with Manzhen, and hear it from the girl herself.

Anyway, Manzhen’s marriage was not her main concern right now. ‘She’s still young, another few years won’t matter for her. It’s you I’m worried about.’

Manlu’s face stiffened. ‘Don’t you go managing things for me.’

‘How could I do that? I’m just saying it’s a problem, that’s all. You’re not a young girl any more – this kind of work won’t last. It’s not something you can do your whole life! You have to think ahead.’

‘I have to live one day at a time. Looking ahead only makes me want to curl up and die.’

‘Oh dear,’ said her mother, ‘how can you say that?’ A wave of shame swept over her. She pulled out a handkerchief and wiped the tears from her eyes. ‘It’s all my fault. If it weren’t for me and the younger children, you wouldn’t be in this awful situation. But maybe I can help you find a way out. The little ones are growing up fast, they’ll be out on their own soon—’

Manlu, fired up with impatience, cut her off. ‘They’re growing up, don’t need me any more, so now you’re ashamed of having me around – that’s why you want me to get married! OK, fine – but who do you think will marry me now?’

When Mrs Gu heard her daughter talking back, locking horns with her own mother, she got so angry that words failed her. It was several moments before she could speak. ‘What are you saying, child?’ she finally retorted. ‘Here am I trying to help you, and you’re lashing out at me!’

They both fell silent, and the breaths of the sleepers in the next room wafted in. Granny snored, as older people often do.

Mrs Gu grew wistful. ‘When I went back this time, I heard that Zhang Yujin is doing well. He’s the head of the county hospital now.’ She winced slightly when she mentioned Yujin. It had been a long time since she’d spoken of him to Manlu.

Manlu had once been engaged. The year she turned seventeen, two relatives came to Shanghai, fleeing the turmoil that plagued their rural home town. This Mrs Zhang and her son were Granny’s kin, so they stayed with her. Mrs Zhang took such a liking to Manlu that she wanted her as her daughter-in-law. Her son’s name was Yujin. Neither he nor Manlu had any objections. They both seemed happy with the plan, and the engagement was quickly arranged. Later, when Mrs Zhang returned to the countryside, Yujin stayed behind in Shanghai, and moved into his college dormitory. He and Manlu kept up a regular correspondence, and often saw each other. But when Manlu’s father died and she became a taxi-dancer, the engagement was broken off; it was the bride’s side that suggested it.

When her mother suddenly brought up Zhang Yujin’s name, Manlu seemed not to hear, she was so silent. Her mother looked at her, all the while holding back something else she wanted to say. Then she said it anyway: ‘I hear he’s not married yet.’

Manlu broke
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