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Yu Ling got up especially early that April morning. Right away the faint scorch of sunlight on her blanket told her there was no hope of rain. Outside, the day was bright. She sat on the edge of her bed and looked out the second-story window. For half a month the magnolia tree had shed its blossoms, shrugging them off like an agitated woman. After the last few fell, it came to its senses overnight and was now a normal green tree once more. Yu Ling made the bed, placed her folded pajamas in the wardrobe, and went into the next room.


The boy was still asleep; she pulled back his covers. “Get up, quick. Spring outing today!”


The boy’s eyes popped open. He tumbled out of bed and dashed into the bathroom to brush his teeth. From downstairs came Chopin’s “Revolutionary Étude” on the record player, her sir’s favorite tune. Yu Ling waited by the bathroom door with a gray sweater.


The boy came out and shook his head. “I want the yellow one with the cars.” He tried to wriggle away, but Yu Ling held him fast.


“We’re going climbing. That one gets dirty too easily.”


His trousers were gray too, and his shoes were an old black pair that he was starting to outgrow. The boy grumbled that he already looked grubby, even though they hadn’t gone climbing yet. Yu Ling ignored him.


“Want to bring a toy?” she asked.


“Teddy.”


“The talking bear?” She shook her head. “Too noisy.” Instead, a pale yellow elephant went into the rucksack. “You used to like this one, remember?”


The boy ran downstairs. On the dining table stood a row of Tupperware filled with pineapple and cantaloupe, hulled strawberries, and the boy’s favorite, peaches. The fruit was merely dessert. For the main course there were meat and seafood kebabs. Yu Ling had promised the boy a proper barbecue. “Proper” meaning all the food would be on skewers. She’d spent the previous evening threading meat onto sticks, and now everything she looked at seemed to have a hole in it. Hui, the other nanny, came in from the garden with a watering can.


“My god, are you really taking so much stuff?”


“Are you coming with us, Auntie Hui?” said the boy.


“I should be so lucky.”


The boy’s father came downstairs in exercise clothes, probably on his way to the gym.


“Got the gas cylinder?”


“I’m bringing two spares,” Yu Ling replied, her eyes unfocused as usual. Her sir never looked at her, to avoid the insult of her not meeting his gaze. Right now, he was staring at the carved rosewood chair they’d bought not long ago.


“Bring a portable stereo so Kuan Kuan can listen to music along the way.” He had an inflated estimation of his son’s musical talent and was always nagging him to practice. Just a couple of days ago, the boy refused to go to his piano lesson, so her sir kicked his Lego castle until it lay in pieces—the one the boy and his grandfather had spent a full day building when he last visited. The boy had sworn never to forgive his father for it, and now he refused to turn around even when he called him several times as they were setting off.


Yu Ling loaded the Tupperware into the white duffel bag and hefted it onto the trolley, balancing a folding grill atop it. One hand steered the trolley, the other held the boy’s hand.


“Zip up your coat,” she said to the boy. “We’ll be walking quite a ways.”


The boy made a grab for the cart, and glass clink-clanked in the bag. On the grass verge, sprinklers sprayed an umbrella of mist and the sun beamed a miniature rainbow onto it. The boy stopped and counted on his fingers.


“Why only four colors? When can I see a complete rainbow?”


“I don’t know, maybe the next time it rains.”


“When will that be?”


“We can’t have a spring outing in the rain. Which do you want, outing or rainbow?”


The boy stuck out his tongue and ran ahead, dragging the trolley after him. They passed a bed of crimson tulips as they walked around the man-made lake to the main entrance. From the shore, a maintenance worker was trying to scoop a dead fish from the water, using a long-handled net meant for leaves. Seeing them approach, he immediately stopped what he was doing and nodded at them. Outside the main gate, Yu Ling led the boy down the street. At the next turning, a battered white van was parked beneath a large tree, its paint mottled, one of its rear hubcaps bent out of shape. The family’s driver, Dong, had been supposed to take them, but he was needed to pick up construction materials for the renovations on another house they owned. Yu Ling told him never mind, she knew someone from her hometown who could drive them.


The van door opened and the driver jumped out. The boy blinked at him.


“I thought you were Uncle Melon? You don’t look like a melon.”


The man grinned. “Wait till I shave my head, then you’ll see how round it is.”


The boy walked around the van, pausing behind it to study its rear. Yu Ling had to shout his name a few times before he came running back to the front. She opened the door and told him to climb in, then fastened his seat belt loosely across his chest. “I’ll sit in front—Uncle Melon doesn’t know the way.”


Uncle Melon immediately protested, “I’ve been in Beijing more years than you!”


Yu Ling sat in the passenger seat. The man started the engine; the van swayed a few times, then wobbled into life. Excited to be in an unfamiliar vehicle with no child seat, the boy wriggled free from his seat belt, slid from one end to the other, and stood to reach for the roof until Yu Ling noticed and yelled at him to sit down.


The man steered with one hand, reaching for a cigarette with the other. It drooped from the corner of his mouth as he gestured for the lighter on the dashboard. Yu Ling flicked it, but the flame sputtered out.


“Silly.” The man stuffed the cigarette between her lips.


Yu Ling turned to face the window. She didn’t want the boy to see her with a cigarette. She lit it, only taking the quickest puff before passing it back. The man pulled a face in the rearview mirror and waggled the cigarette.


“Want to try?”


“Are you crazy? He’s only seven!” said Yu Ling.


“I was going to street fights with my brother when I was seven,” said the man.


“I don’t have a brother,” said the boy solemnly.


The man burst into laughter. “So it’s your parents’ fault? Seems you’re good at finding excuses.”
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The van turned off the busy road onto the highway where it could speed up, making the windows hum. Yu Ling took her phone from her fanny pack and glanced at it. As she put it back, her hand brushed against the mini stereo. She pulled it out: the silvery disc, full of little holes, looked like a beehive. When its surface caught the sunlight, it was as if honey was dripping out of it.


“What did you bring that for? There’s a radio in the van,” said the man.


“The sound quality is better. What music do you have on your phone?”


“You saying you can hear the difference? I only have xiangsheng comedy on my phone.”


“I want comedy!” The boy clapped his hands. “I’ve never heard comedy before.”


“You’ve got to be kidding me,” the man muttered. He tapped his phone and a strange noise came from the speaker. Before the boy could make out the words, laughter overtook them. The boy laughed too and kept chuckling along with the recording. He pressed his face to the speaker as if to hear the laughter as soon as possible, the better to echo it.


Yu Ling turned to look at him. “Don’t bite your nails.” Her voice came out too thin for the boy to hear, but she didn’t repeat herself. She rested her head on the back of her seat.


The man eyed her. “What’s up?”


“Leave me alone.” She shut her eyes.


She told herself she ought to nap for a while, there was still some time before they left the city. Yet she felt as if she couldn’t shut her eyes tight enough to stop the sunlight from seeping into them. She clearly heard the man fiddling with the lighter and smelled his cigarette smoke. Then a window opened: a rush of wind, the hair at her temples leaping like flames. Wind dying down, quickly rising again, clutching at her scalp, drumming her forehead. She was certain she’d forgotten something. The notion had caught hold of her as soon as she left the house and was growing stronger by the minute. She tried hard to remember, but her head was like a pot full of porridge—stirring it just made the mess more gluey. The next time she opened her eyes, they were in the countryside, a borderless expanse of fields full of little golden-yellow flowers. Rapeseed. She had to think for a moment to retrieve the name. She’d been in the city too long, and flowers were now expensive items with a lifespan of a week. Who was the first person to cut flowers and sell them? What a mind.


It was Sunday, she now remembered, which meant a delivery from the flower market. The short florist usually parked his van at the villa gate and opened the rear compartment for Yu Ling to choose. Wild lilies, peonies, buttercups. Yu Ling would clutch her selection to her chest, the petals still dewy—though she knew very well this wasn’t dew, but rather the man had misted them an hour ago. Still, an ordinary Sunday, transformed by fresh blossoms.


She’d miss the flowers today. Hui would take her place at the gate. It had been Hui’s job in the first place, but her ma’am complained that Hui’s taste was awful. Not everyone could be like Yu Ling, knowing the name of every variety, with her own system of flower arranging. Her ma’am had studied ikebana for a while but lacked patience, and was always thrusting her half-finished arrangements at Yu Ling. “You really have a talent for this. I want to excavate your potential,” she insisted.


Her ma’am was due back that afternoon, or maybe evening. She frequently missed her flights and had to reschedule, but was never apologetic—she believed that punctuality was humiliating for an artist. This trip to Hong Kong had been a last-minute decision. Lacking inspiration, she’d gone in search of it at an auction. Sure enough, she’d proclaimed on the phone the day before that she’d nabbed a folding screen from India.


“Excellent,” said her husband as always. “We’ll celebrate when you’re home.”


“I’ll be back tomorrow.”


Yu Ling and Kuan Kuan had exchanged glances. The boy understood that once his mother was home, the spring outing would be iced. She would say there’s nothing educational about a picnic, better to attend an art exhibition or concert.


“If you want to go,” said Yu Ling to the moody boy, “we’ll have to do it tomorrow morning before your ma gets back.” The boy jumped to his feet with a whoop and flung his arms around her neck.
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The boy sat with his cheek pressed against the window, motionless as a lizard. The comedy routine had lulled him into drowsiness.


The man turned on the radio. “Why can’t we just listen to music on this?”


No sooner had he spoken when a buzzing came from the speakers, and a burst of singing quickly decreased in volume like a balloon drifting away into the sky. After a moment, the static got quieter, and the music bounced back into place. The singer got out two lines in his bass voice before the noise came back, more vigorous than ever. Yu Ling clapped her hands over her ears and urged the man to switch it off. He stubbornly turned the dial until he managed to find a station with clear reception: the news. The National Health Commission would now include occupational diseases under the provision of Basic Public Health. Construction would soon begin on yet another high-speed train line. The newsreader’s voice was clear as a bell, and for that alone they were grateful. It made everything she said sound like good news.


Perking up, the boy lowered the window and poked his head out.


“Get back in here!” Yu Ling yelled.


He responded by sticking out his entire torso and screaming into the wind.


Yu Ling swung around and asked the man to pull over.


“Calm down,” said the man. “I’m keeping a lookout, no one’s passing us.”


“I don’t care!”


The man glared at Yu Ling. “Stop overreacting. You need to keep ahold of yourself.”


A huge truck appeared in front of them. The boy came back inside and studied it with interest. He pointed at the metal cage on the flatbed. “What’s in there?”


Yu Ling ignored him, and the boy asked again. The man replied, “Maybe chickens.”


“Where are they going?”


“To market,” said the man. “Waiting to be slaughtered.”


The boy fell silent. A short while later, he reached out to tap the man on the shoulder and asked him to stop. The man ignored him and started overtaking the truck. As they passed it, the boy stuck his head out and shouted at the truck driver, “Hey—hey! Stop!”


The driver slammed on the brakes. Right away the boy reached for the door handle, and Yu Ling screamed. The van pulled into the emergency lane and came to a standstill.


The man roared at the boy, “What do you think you’re doing?”


Yu Ling said she’d go out with the boy if he promised not to run around on the highway. They found the truck driver crouched on the ground, inspecting his rear tires.


“Uncle, what do you have on the back of your truck?”


The driver scowled at him. “I thought you were telling me I had a flat.”


The boy ran over to the flatbed and stood on tiptoe, trying to see. “Can I have a look?”


Yu Ling said to the driver, “Sir, do me a favor?” She beckoned the man over, took the pack from his hand, and offered the driver a cigarette. He tucked it behind his ear and lowered the tailgate. The man gave the boy a leg up so he could crawl onto the flatbed. The boy squatted to study the cage, which was full of white geese, so tightly squashed together they looked like a single feathery clump with long necks protruding through the bars.


“Swans!” he cried, delighted. “Ma and Ba took me on vacation last year, and I saw some on a lake.”


Yu Ling didn’t correct him—that would lead to questions about the exact difference between geese and swans, which she wasn’t confident she could answer. She’d only seen swans on TV, gliding serenely across still waters as if they had no legs.


“Are you done?” she asked the boy.


“Can we bring them with us?”


Yu Ling made her face go stern. “If we buy the swans, there’ll be no spring outing. You choose.”


The boy plopped himself down on the flatbed. “No spring outing, then.”


“Fine. We’ll go home right now.”


Yu Ling stomped back toward the van, but the man caught hold of her. “What are you playing at?”


“I want to go back. Today’s not suitable for a spring outing.”


“What are you talking about?” The man took another couple of fierce drags from his cigarette and tossed the butt away. He called to the driver, “How much?”


“Five hundred each.”


The man’s eyes widened. “That’s daylight robbery!” Nonetheless, he pulled out his phone and transferred the money to the driver.


“You can only pick one,” he told the boy.


“What will happen to the rest of the swans?”


“They’ll go where they’re supposed to go. Now hurry up and choose, we need to get going.”


The boy pouted and looked at Yu Ling. The man looked at her too. After a pause, she told the boy, “We don’t have much money. You can have one swan or no swans, you decide.”


He reluctantly agreed, then immediately got caught up in the problem of which one to choose. All the geese were asleep, apart from one in the farthest corner of the cage, whose gleaming black eyes were wide open. “That one,” he said. When the driver opened the cage they all blinked awake, retreating in a frenzy. The driver went to grab one at random, but the boy insisted he wanted the one that had caught his eye. He scanned the cage, left to right, right to left. The driver straightened up impatiently and stood with his hands on his hips.


“That one!” The boy pointed at a goose and spread his arms wide, ready to embrace it. The driver’s large hand came down on its belly, causing it to let out a desolate cry. The boy flung his arms over his own head and crouched down. He stayed there until the driver had tied the goose’s legs and handed it over.


“Won’t it fly away?” said the boy.


“If it knew how to do that, it wouldn’t be where it is now,” said the man. “I’ve told Auntie Yu we’ll still go on the spring outing, but you can’t cause any more trouble. Got it?”


“But it can fly. I’ve seen swans fly.”


The goose was stowed in the back seat. Yu Ling placed the boy’s rucksack between them and warned him not to reach across. “Be careful or you’ll get bitten.”


The van started moving, windows rattling. The newsreader resumed her broadcast. The boy slid a hand beneath the rucksack, like a soldier lying an ambush, moving forward a little whenever he got the chance, then stopping to assess the situation.


Yu Ling’s phone rang. She pulled it from her tote bag and saw it was her sir. When she answered, he said something urgent had come up and she should bring Kuan Kuan home immediately. He hung up before she could say anything.


“What’s going on?” asked the man.


The boy stood up on the back seat and yelled, “I’m not going back!”


“Sit!” shouted Yu Ling.


He sat, and calmed down when he saw that the van was still going full speed ahead. His hand went right past the rucksack and arrived at the goose’s feet.


On the radio, the newsreader said a cold front was moving south, and temperatures would drop the next day. Then it was noon, and she began the news bulletin. They turned off the highway and into a gas station.


Yu Ling pulled open the rear door and said to the boy, “Go ahead and use the bathroom.”


He glanced at the goose.


“I’ll watch it,” said Yu Ling. “It’s not going anywhere.”


The boy jumped out and headed to the bathroom, turning every few steps as if something was drawing him back.


“I know what makes this van different!” he announced triumphantly to the man. “It doesn’t have license plates.”


The man walked past him, blank faced. Yu Ling stood by the van, her head thrown back as she guzzled some water. The man came over to her.


“Did you turn off your phone?” he said. She nodded. “You’ll have to get rid of the SIM card too.”


“When we’re past the tollbooth.”


“Still haven’t made up your mind?”


“Could you stop speaking to me? I need a bit of quiet.”
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The van went up the ramp to the highway, which ascended until it was level with the tops of the poplar trees. Their crowns swayed in the breeze, branches parting and coming together again. The sky was gray, the sun behind a layer of fog.


The boy leaned forward, observing the two adults in front. A few minutes ago, he’d informed them he was hungry, but hadn’t received a response. The van was very quiet. Even the rattling of the window was no longer noise, but part of the silence. The radio was still on, but no one was listening. Then the music abruptly fell away and the newsreader returned.


“According to the Central Disciplinary Commission, former Yunnan Province Party Secretary Qin Xinwei is under investigation for a serious breach of the law, and is currently assisting the commission with their inquiries. Qin was born in January 1954 in Luoyang, Henan Province, and entered the workforce in February 1971. A Party member, he has a doctorate in economics . . .”


“Grandpa!” hollered the boy. “Grandpa’s name is Qin Xinwei!”


“Quiet!” said Yu Ling. She turned the volume up.


“This is the first investigation of a province-level official this year.”


“What’s an investigation?” asked the boy. No one answered.


The man smacked the driving wheel with both palms and swiftly pulled over to the side of the road. The goose tumbled to the ground and flapped its wings in a panic. The boy went to hug it, only to get nipped by its beak.


The boy thrust his injured hand in his pocket and asked again, “What’s an investigation?”


After a moment, Yu Ling turned around. “Your grandpa’s gone to have a meeting.” Inspired by the truck driver, she said, “I think there’s something wrong with our tires. I’ll go have a look.”


The man got out too. They met round the back of the van.


“What rotten luck,” said the man. “This is your fault. We’d have been fine if we’d done this sooner.”


Trying to sound unworried, Yu Ling said, “I told you, I had a sense today wasn’t the right time.”


“There’ll never be a right time! Don’t you understand? That family is finished.”


“Maybe the investigation won’t turn up anything? For all we know, he’ll be able to go home once they’ve looked into it.”


“Go home? Don’t you ever watch the news? He’ll spend the rest of his life in jail. His daughter and her husband will get sucked into it too. Qin Wen’s an only child, right?”


This sounded a bit over the top to Yu Ling. How serious could Qin Xinwei’s crimes be? He hadn’t actually killed anyone, right?


The boy jumped out and crouched to look at the tires. When he was done inspecting the front ones, he came round to the back.


The man glared at him as he walked past. “I’m going to phone his ba now.”


“Not today, the family’s been through enough.”


“Their money belongs to the people, and we’re the people, so what does it matter if we take a little of it?”


“What does it matter?” the boy parroted, coming to a halt. He enjoyed picking up scraps of language from adults.


Yu Ling dragged him back into the van, shoving the goose to one side so she could sit in the back seat too. Through the window, she watched the man. Stubby neck, broad shoulders, burly chest. He walked over to a tree and stood with one hand on its trunk, his phone in the other. The sun glinted off its silvery plastic case.


He returned to the van and said he’d phoned Kuan Kuan’s ba, but hadn’t been able to get through. He told Yu Ling to try. If he answered, she’d say there’d been an accident and they’d be late getting home. Yu Ling went back to the passenger seat, reinserted the SIM card into her phone, and tried calling. A flat voice said the call couldn’t be connected.


“Are you calling my ba?” said the boy.


“Try his ma,” murmured the man.


Yu Ling did as he asked, and got a female voice: “The phone you are trying to reach has been switched off.” She put down her phone.


No sound but the radio, the same newsreader with the weather forecast.


“I don’t want to go home!” yelled the boy. Yu Ling ignored him. She called Dong, the chauffeur, but his phone was off too. As a last resort, she tried Hui. It rang, but no one answered.


“This is bad.” The man leaned back in his seat, kneading an empty cigarette packet. He chuckled. “In a way, I saved you. They’d have taken you away too.”


“Who wants to take Auntie Yu away?” asked the boy.


The van started again and kept moving forward, to the boy’s relief. He quietly took the hand from his pocket, inspected the red beak mark, and whispered to the goose, “I don’t blame you, I know you’re in a bad mood.”


The van turned off the highway, and the road ahead became a dirt track, throwing up clouds of dust. The track was bumpy, causing the van to sway violently. Startled, the goose flapped and fidgeted, ending up on the floor again. When the boy made a move toward it, its head twisted and it looked ready to peck at him. The boy held up his hands in surrender and pulled back.


“Are we lost?” he asked, to silence.


Yu Ling kept trying the same numbers until the news came on again.


“According to the Central Disciplinary Commission, former Yunnan Province Party Secretary Qin Xinwei is under investigation for a serious breach of the law, and is currently assisting the commission with their inquiries. Qin was born in January 1954 . . .”


Yu Ling glanced at the man. “That’s just the same as before, nothing new.”


“Obviously. Did you think it’s a radio serial? We won’t find out the ending yet.”


They finally reached the end of the dirt track and turned onto a narrow paved road.


“Waterfall! Waterfall!” yelped the boy. Yu Ling looked out the window. To their right was a reservoir with its sluice gates open, allowing water to flow half a meter to a lower pool.


The man wanted to park, but Yu Ling said they were too close to the water, and there was no embankment. She made him go a little farther, round the bend to the far side of the reservoir. There was a grove of trees here, and a low hill behind them blanketed with completely unremarkable vegetation.


The man pulled the hand brake. Yu Ling got out and opened the rear door. “You can play here,” she said to the boy, “but make sure I can see you. Understand?”


She returned to the passenger seat, where the man began shouting, “Didn’t I tell you, these government officials get arrested all the time?”


“Everyone’s disappeared,” said Yu Ling, lost in a sort of excitement.


“Are you happy about this? I knew you were a weirdo.”


The phone rang. With a flicker of disappointment, Yu Ling saw Hui’s name on the screen.


“Two men came and took Kuan Kuan’s ba away,” said Hui. “He wanted you to call the boy’s grandmother. The number’s in a brown notebook.”


“What about his ma?”


“She’s not back yet. Not long after you left, Kuan Kuan’s ba came back from the gym and made a long phone call in the home office. When he was done, he told me to pack a bag for Kuan Kuan. I asked where they were going, but he wouldn’t tell me. By the time I’d finished, the men had arrived. They were very polite. Wanted to know who normally lived here.” Hui paused. “Will you be back soon?”


Yu Ling said they were still some distance away, and Hui said, “Okay, I should go. You also get your wages at the end of the month, don’t you? They owe us, you know.”


“Just take whatever you want, you don’t need to find excuses,” said Yu Ling. “Not like it’s ever stopped you before.”


Hui laughed. “Don’t worry about me, you should be thinking about your own future. The agency knows about your background now—you won’t find it so easy to find another job.” She hung up. Yu Ling snapped her phone off and flung it into her bag, as if it was in league with Hui.


“Any energy you have, you spend fighting with other women.” The man tossed his cigarette butt out the window. “Listen, the boy’s ma probably hasn’t been arrested yet. We need to get hold of her and tell her we have the kid.”


“The police haven’t been able to track her down—you think you can?”


“Does she have any friends in Hong Kong? Think!”


Yu Ling looked out the window. The boy was crouched amid the long grass, examining something green and wriggling in his hands. Maybe a caterpillar?


“She has no friends.” The words brought a spark of joy to Yu Ling’s heart.
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