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The Charcoal Basin on 0ld Street
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When the snow sealed off the old street, 0ld Chen was bent over his bench
repairing an old mantel clock. His left hand held tweezers, his right raised the
magnifier, and he held his breath as he seated a gear smaller than a grain of rice.
The instant the gear engaged and the pendulum began to swing again, he straightened

up and glanced out of the window.

Outside, snow was landing on the eaves across the street, on the flagstones in
the middle of the road. Almost nobody walked the street anymore, only 0ld Zhao the
roasted sweet potato seller still guarding his oven, snow piling on his cotton cap,
which he did not brush off.

In the middle of the shop stood a charcoal basin. Its brass rim was polished
bright, and the charcoal inside, burned to its middle stage, glowed like a sun sunk
under water. An aluminum kettle sat on the basin, its water singing from morning to
night. 0ld Chen’ s wife Aunt Zhou sat on this side of the basin knitting, bamboo
needle clicking bamboo needle, tap, tap, keeping time with the wall clock.

Their son Xiao—-Man came in from school with a shoulder full of snow. He first
held his hands over the basin, warming palm then back, then grabbed the two sweet
potatoes warming at the basin’ s edge, handing one to Aunt Zhou and keeping one.
Breaking his potato, he told school news: sign-ups for the sports meet, nobody in his
class wanted the three thousand meters, the PE teacher got desperate and said sign up
and skip class duty for a week, which finally got three entries, all wanting to dodge
duty. Aunt Zhou laughed so hard her needles stopped. 0ld Chen did not look up, but

between two swings of the pendulum a laugh leaked out.

The snow thickened. The post office steps across the street turned into one white
block, like freshly made tofu. 0ld Chen set down his tweezers and joined them at the
basin. He worked the poker through the ash and turned the coals over, and the fire
brightened at once, lighting all three faces. Aunt Zhou told him not to stir it too
hot, it wastes charcoal. 0ld Chen said tomorrow the shop stays shut, charcoal or not,

tonight gets warm first.

Xiao—-Man asked whose old clock it was. 0ld Chen said the street-corner
teahouse’ s, repaired for thirty years, its case polished to a shine by decades of
customers’ elbows. Aunt Zhou picked it up, saying that clock is older than his
father. 0ld Chen said indeed, older than him, and worse—tempered too: wind it half a
minute late and it stops, just like his mother in her youth. Aunt Zhou did not take
that, only waved the half-knitted sleeve in front of his eyes, and 0ld Chen quickly
amended that the clock was still better than him, since the clock never called him

clumsy. Xiao—Man doubled over.

Night came on fully, the snow showing no sign of stopping. 0ld Chen pulled down

the half-door and moved the basin further into the room’” s center. Aunt Zhou brought
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three bowls of scallion—o0il noodles from the stove, each with a poached egg, its
edges fried crisp. The three ate around the basin while seven or eight clocks in the

shop each struck their own hour, off by half a beat, yet somehow not chaotic.

After his noodles Xiao—-Man took out a paper sled from his schoolbag, made in
craft class, said he would sled with classmates after school, and asked his father
whether the snow would stop tomorrow. 0Old Chen looked out, where flakes flew sideways
through the lamplight. He said, no. Aunt Zhou said, yes. Both stared at the snow,

neither yielding, like two children.

At eleven Aunt Zhou put away her knitting and Xiao—Man was herded to bed. 0ld
Chen spread a last layer of ash over the basin; the coals stayed red beneath it, thin
lines of light showing through the cracks. He blew out the big lamp, leaving only the

ring of red from the basin and the clock’ s tap, tap on the wall.

Early next morning the snow stopped. The old street was newly white, and half a
foot of snow had piled on 0ld Zhao’ s potato oven. 0ld Chen opened up and swept, and
at the street’ s center found Xiao-Man’ s paper sled left behind by a classmate,
soaked through, spread flat as paper. He picked it up, carried it into the shop, and
set it on a stool by the basin to dry. When the paper corners curled up under the
warmth, the clock struck eight, stroke after stroke, landing on the street’ s whole

whiteness.
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