
Chapter 13 

My Eldest Sister - Zun 

 

My eldest sister, Zun Liu, was 9 years older than me. My sister was not a tall girl when 

compared to other 15-year old girls. Because “I always carried you on my back,” she said. 

      Zun had black hair and brown eyes, and almost always wore red plaid clothing, which looked 

awkward caused her to be teased by her classmates, because they were my mom’s coats.  

      She helped my mom a lot. Since she was the eldest child, she had to do some work in field; 

she always took care of her three younger siblings. She always liked to play poker with me and 

read picture books.  

      Mom could not ride bicycle; every time she tried to learn, my elder sister tried to hold the 

bicycle straight, but she fell anyway. We laughed each time. Mom complained that she failed 

because my father was not there to hold the bicycle for her. Zun tried to learn how to ride instead 

and mom hold the bicycle for her. Zun succeeded very quickly. On the first day that she learned 

how to ride a bicycle, she carried mom on the back to grandmother’s house 15 miles away. 

          Setting a home up was a tough project. Financial issues were the number one priority. 

Mom found a job working in a restaurant preparing breakfast. In order to arrive on time, she 

needed to leave at 3:30am in the morning because she had to walk 4 miles to get there. My 

parents worked very hard and came home very late. Nobody cared about us for the first month. 

Father and mom did not even have time to register us with the local school. Because there was 

nobody who could cook for us, mom decided to work at a nearby factory instead. Zun was in 

charge of making us behave at home. As mom and dad left for work, we always went out 

together and walked in the street. We had lots of fun. 

   

         One day mom did not come home on time. Usually she cooked dinner for us around 6pm. 

At around 7:30pm, the door opened and we saw father carrying mom. Her foot was bound in a 

white bandage. Zun kept asking, “what happened, what happened?” Her eyes were filled with 

tears. Father put mom in the bed.  



         “Mom’s foot was pounded by a machine part. Her job was to package bags of fertilizer 

from a conveyor belt. A loose ball bearing fell and pounded her foot. The foreman called me and 

I took her to the hospital.” 

         “It’s bad luck. The factory will not cover the hospital cost. They just give me my normal 

salary. I don’t think they will let me be back to work,” Mom said.  

        “Why they did not cover the hospital cost?” Zun was angry for mom’s unfair treatment.  

         “It should be considered a working injury, but I am a part-timer and I cannot collect any 

health benefits,” Mom said.   

         Father said, “Your mom worked so hard and tried to give the foreman a positive impression 

in order to become a full-time worker.” 

          That night, I was awoken by my parents’ quarrel. In the morning, Ping asked, “Big sister, 

why are mom and dad always fighting each other?”  

          “I don’t know.” Zun answered.  

          “I know they are fighting about money. I heard mom crying last night. She complained 

that she suffered too much with us in the city. Dad really wanted to go back to the village, but 

mom was worried about losing her reputation as a successful person.  

          “Stop it!” Zun became angry.  

       “Why can’t I say it? Living here is much better than living in hometown,” My third sister 

replied.   

       Next night, dad left to attend a colleague’s wedding. Dad had never before come home late 

like that night. Mom could not sleep, so she waited up for him. At midnight, father was brought 

back to the house by two of his colleagues. 

       I woke up and heard the two colleagues say to mom, “Comrade Liu drank too much. He 

cursed our great Communist Party. It was so dangerous. Fortunately, the Cultural Revolution has 

already ended. Otherwise, he would have been sent to prison rather than home…”  

       His colleagues left, and dad lied down in bed and continued blaming all the people who had 

written those negative things in his file and who had treated him unfairly his whole life, based on 

the records in his black file. Usually, dad did not like to talk about communism, harsh things, his 

own fear, or his own humiliation. However, he was no longer the harmonious and polite father 

he had been in the daytime.  



       Mom’s eyes were full of tears, but her foot was injured and she could not help him. Father 

threw up on the bed and the floor. My three elder sisters were scared and cried. Like a man, I got 

up and cleaned vomit.  

       Next morning, my father apologized to mom and promised not to get drunk again (although 

he didn’t promise that he wouldn’t drink). He kept his promise: He never got drunk again.  

  One night, I was awoken again (because I slept in the living room) and heard my parents 

talking to my eldest sister, Liu Zun. Zun burst into convulsive sobs. 

“Zun, you should go to school, but you have to work to support your three siblings. If 

you don’t, we won’t have enough money to buy tomorrow’s food. Your father’s salary is just 

42 Ren Min Bi (Chinese currency) per month to support 6 family members. That means each 

person only has 7 RMB. To tell you the truth, I don’t think I will be able to find a full-time job 

in this city. I can only be hired for a part-time job and will earn at most about 20 or 30 dollars 

per month.” 

“Mom, I was one of the top 10 students in middle school in our hometown. I want to 

study and go to high school so I can be a college student. I want to be a doctor. You have 

always supported my dream to become a doctor.” 

“I understand and support you, but you have to give up your studies. You are 16 years 

old, the only one who can work for our family. I was also the eldest child and started to work 

when I was 13 years old to support your uncle’s study and my family.” 

“No, Mom. Why did we have to move to the city? In our hometown, I was at least 

allowed to continue with my studies,” my sister whined. 

“We deserved to live in the city before. I used to work for a textile factory in the city, 

but when they went out of business, I was sent back to the countryside. I should have been 

allowed to return to the city based on immigration policy. Your father’s current boss worked 

with your father for almost twenty years. He knew your father was kind and a hard-worker. 

Each time there was a fire, your father was the first person to rush out. He received awards and 

respect. His boss helped him submit the application for us to move back to the city. Your father 

used his life to win the trust of his boss and display devotion to our family. You need to work in 

order for our family to have a better economic situation and for your three siblings to receive 

better education.” 

“Why can’t you find a full-time job, Mom?” my sister asked.  



“You know we didn’t give the public commune as much food as we were supposed to. I 

believe that was recorded in my file. Also, I am in my forties. Only young people are wanted in 

the factory.” 

       “Okay. Mom, I will go to work. But I hope you will not quarrel with Father. When I have a 

salary, we’ll be better off. The two of you have quarreled too much about money since we have 

all reunited.” 

“Fine, if your father does not quarrel with me first, I will not quarrel with him,” Mom 

said. 

Zun started working immediately, and had not even gone to the city school for one day. 

Father helped her to get a part-time job in the machine parts recycling industry. She came home 

very late every night. Mom always worried about her.  

She said that she and her colleague, another 16-year-old girl, went to a far away factory 

to buy old tractor parts. At first, the gate guard did not want to let them in, but Zun and her 

partner begged him. The gate guard gave mercy to the two teenage workers and allowed them 

to enter the factory. They got a good deal. Their cart was full of old steel tractor parts. The parts 

were too heavy, and they had to take turns dragging the cart.  

On the way back to their company, it was very hot and they were too tired to walk. They 

bought ice cream to reward themselves. That was the first time that Zun had eaten ice cream in 

the city.  

With her first salary, Zun bought a pork sausage and we shared it.  


