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A Kite, Cotton Candy, and an Afternoon

At half past five on the morning of Children’s Day, before the alarm went off, my
daughter had already climbed onto the bed and tugged my ear. Dad, you promised to
take me to the park today. I opened my eyes and saw her school bag beside the bed.
She had packed the kite into it herself the night before, and the tail of the kite
stuck out of the zipper.

By the time we reached the park, the line at the east gate already stretched to
the sidewalk. She did not mind waiting. She stood on tiptoe looking toward the big
lawn, as if afraid someone would take the wind first. Once inside, she ran ahead,
carrying the kite like a treasure someone might snatch. I followed with a water

bottle and a jacket, and my steps gradually caught up with hers.

The first few tries at flying the kite failed. The wind was fitful, and the kite
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climbed halfway and fell back. She tried to grab the spool herself, but her hands
were too small and the line cut her fingers red. I held the kite high and shouted
run. She ran a few steps, looked back, and the kite caught the wind and rose all at
once. She shouted on the spot, it is flying, it is flying. I stood there with empty

hands, my palms sore from holding the kite up too long.

When the kite was high, the string hummed tight. She held the spool with both
hands, leaning back, like someone pulling a boat into harbor. Passersby stopped to
watch, and she got more spirited, letting out line and reeling it back. When the wind
softened and the kite drifted down, she ran to meet it, hugged it to her chest, and
patted it, saying well done, well done. I took out my phone for a photo. She never

looked at the camera. Her eyes stayed on the kite.

On the way out there was a cotton candy stall. She stopped in front of it,
frozen, and I bought the biggest one. The pink cotton candy was larger than her head.
One bite left her mouth full of sticky sweetness, and she closed her eyes and made an
mm sound. Halfway along, the cotton candy began to melt, and sugar ran down her
fingers. She licked her fingers as she walked, her knuckles shiny and sticky. I
reached for a tissue, and she dodged my hand, saying it would not taste right if

wiped off.

When we left the park, the sun had slanted west. She sat on the shuttle cart at
the gate, the kite in one hand and the candy stick in the other, her face a mess,
sugar crumbs on her cheek with a strand of hair stuck to it. She looked up and
grinned at me, missing a front tooth, her eyes squeezed into two crescents. That

smile was so bright I looked away and then looked back.

She fell asleep in the car on the way home. The kite lay crushed on her lap, and
the candy stick was still in her hand, so I pried it out gently. The rearview mirror
showed her face, the sugar still on her cheek. I drove very slowly, afraid even the

bumps would wake her.
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Cotton Candy Melting on Her Fingers

The cotton candy was melting. Pink sugar threads collapsed onto my daughter’ s
fingers, sticky, and she raised her hand to lick them, her tongue going round and
round. I crouched down to wipe her hand with a wet wipe, and she hid it behind her

back. Do not wipe, she said, if you wipe it stops tasting sweet.

Half an hour earlier she had stood in front of the cotton candy stall, watching
the sugar spin into threads on the turning rod. She made no sound, her whole body
leaning in, the tip of her nose almost touching the glass. When the vendor handed her
the candy, she held it with both hands, turned around, and walked toward me grinning,

and the cotton candy pressed against her cheek, leaving a pink mark.

Flying the kite was her father’s job. The two of them claimed a spot on the big
lawn, he holding up the kite, she holding the spool. Run, he shouted, and she took
off, her braids bouncing behind her. The kite wobbled twice and climbed. She looked
back, her eyes met her father’s, and the two of them laughed at the same time, like a

secret kept for a hundred years and finally told.

I sat on a bench watching them, a half-finished water bottle on my lap. The lawn
was full of running children, and the adults scattered around them all held the same
posture, leaning slightly forward, ready to rush over at any moment. A mother two

benches away was also watching her child fly a kite, and our eyes met for a second,
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and we smiled at each other. Nobody spoke, and everybody understood.

The kite climbed higher, the string pulled taut. My daughter let go of the spool
and chased the shadow of the kite across the grass, jumping up to catch it. Of course
she could not. The shadow slid under her feet. She jumped several times and fell down
onto the grass. She did not cry. She sat there and laughed out loud, laughing with
her eyes shut tight and her whole body curled up. I took a photo with my phone, and
the picture held not one part of that laugh.

On the way home she slept in the stroller, one hand still half closed, as if it
remembered the shape of the cotton candy. The candy stick had fallen to the floor of
the cart, and the kite was folded under her bottom. I pulled the blanket up to her
chin and pushed her slowly along the sidewalk. The street lamps came on one after

another, and tree shadows crossed her face.

When we got home, her father carried her upstairs. I went to wash the wet wipes
and found a pink ring on the table where the cotton candy had been set down. I wiped

it with my finger, and it was still sweet.
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The Wind on the West Side of the Park

The wind on the west side of the park is the best in early June. My son stood
facing it with the spool in his hands, and I stood a few steps behind, both hands in
my pockets. He no longer needed me. Holding the kite, letting out line, and running

were all his own business now.

The kite climbed steadily. He paid out line little by little, his movements calm,
without the excitement of when he was small, when he had to shout that it was flying.
I remembered the first year we flew a kite. He had just started second grade, running
crookedly, the kite climbing crookedly after him, and he turned back to look at me
with a face full of smile. Today he looked back only once, saw me standing there, and

turned his head away again.

I sat on a bench and watched. He was taller than before, his shoulders opened
out, standing there with the spool like a small adult. The wind freshened and the
string hummed. He adjusted the angle of the spool, and the kite climbed another
notch. I took out my phone, thought about a photo, and put it away. It felt as if

taking one would be an interruption.

After a while he came back, the kite dropped onto the grass behind him, and he
did not mind it at all. Dad, I want cotton candy, he said. He paid for it himself,
taking out the coins his grandmother had given him and laying them on the stall
counter one by one. The vendor made a blue one. He carried it back and, before he was
even close, held half of it up to me. Try it, he said, blueberry flavor. I took a
bite. It was only sugar water. He laughed at my face, his eyes crinkling. Not

blueberry, right, I tricked you.

That was when I saw him smile. At home he does not talk much and laughs even
less, shutting his door over his homework, coming out with his earphones in. That
day, in the middle of the park, with the kite fallen behind him and candy sugar on
his fingers, he laughed so hard he bent over. A few old people by the bench looked

over, and he never noticed.

We stayed until the sun tilted west. He took the kite apart, pulling out the
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frame sticks one by one and folding them, more carefully than he folds his textbooks.
On the way home he walked in front looking at his phone, and I walked behind.
Suddenly he turned and said, Dad, let us come fly kites again next Children’s Day. I
said all right. He put the phone away, quickened his pace to catch up, walked

shoulder to shoulder with me, and said nothing else.

In the car he rolled the window halfway down, and the wind stirred the leftover
cotton candy in the bag. Looking out the window he said suddenly, actually, I am not
really into cotton candy anymore. I did not answer. The wind blew in from the window
with a faint sweetness of sugar. I understood what he meant, and I understood that he

had still been willing to buy one for me.
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