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THE LIGHTHOUSE KFEPER

It was an evening in early autumn. The sun had recently
set, and while the surface of the sea still glowed with the
reflected gorgeous colour of the sky, a young man at his mid
twenties climbed a long flight of rocky steps towards a
lighthouse, high on top of the Moon Cliff. When he reached
the lighthouse he disappeared inside it. Before long, a bright
beam of light shone from its top glass-window, signaling that
night had fallen.

When the young man emerged from the lighthouse again,
he stood for a long time on the edge of the cliff, staring with
narrowed eyes at the distant horizon, where the sky was still
red. With his mouth tightly closed, he had an earnestly
expectant look in his eyes, yet the wide expanse of sea over
which he gazed showed nothing except a dozen of albatrosses
near the beach at the foot of the cliff, circling in pairs, their
harsh cries reaching him through the dusk. Then the last
tinges of rosy colour slowly faded from the horizon.

The young man at last retraced his way down the steps
from the Moon Cliff to his house. It was a simple stone house
near the seashore. Inside, he sat silently in the dark, too
preoccupied with his own thoughts and problems to remember
to put the light on.

He was called Mei Sheng. He had graduated from the
Southeast Oceanographical Institute four years before, but
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THE LIGHTHOUSE KFEPER

that same summer people’s life had been driven violently out
of its expected course by the political storms hundreds of
times more violent than a force 12 typhoon. In the turmoil
which then engulfed the whole vast country, Mei Sheng, a
young graduate with little experience in life — was like a sailor
going to sea for the first time, adrift in a leaky canoe,
struggling against a fierce wind and angry waves. In the event,
however, he was more fortunate than many of his contemporaries;
his canoe had been carried by a mysterious ocean current to this
desolate job when he was still badly shaken and ever since he
had been the lighthouse keeper on Moonlight-Island.

The position suited him in many ways. He was an orphan,
brought up in state institutions. To many people, the life of a
lighthouse keeper would have been no better than that of a
prisoner: there was no cultural life, existence was harsh, and
his only contact with the outside world was the cargo ship
sent by the Shipping Bureau which brought him food supplies
every fortnight. But he was content with the work, and had
grown to love Moonlight Island.

He had always been fascinated by nature. During the first
weeks after his arrival he was simply like a child in paradise.
He spent long hours traveling the places round the island, the
cliffs in the thick forests, and the beach of silvery sand. He

swam like a mullet, breaking up the blue water, or dived down
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THE LIGHTHOUSE KFEPER

to the gorgeous seabed, or lay like a languid seal on the hot
beach, his skin tanning in the tropical sun which made him
feel the full range of his youth and vigour. He also spent a
whole month conducting a serious scientific survey of the
island, and some details from his notebook give a concise
description of the new place where he would stay for a long
time to come:

Moonlight Island (a suitably beautiful name) is the
result of a submarine volcanic eruption in the Pleistocene
Epoch. Judging by the structure and layers of volcanic
accumulation (of which the main element is basalt), it is
less than fifty thousand years since the island emerged
from the sea. The highest point of the island, the towering
steep cliff with an elevation of 172.4 metres, is the top of
the volcano which erupted at that time. The area of the
island is 0.95 square kilometres, and the nearest distance
to the mainland is 11.57 nautical miles. There are
estimated to be about 100 species of plants, mostly
Myrtaceae, Palmae, Orchidaceae, Euphorbiaceae, and
Psidium guajava. The species and genera of the island's
animals are unknown, and have yet to be surveyed.

According to the inscriptions on it, the lighthouse on
the island was built by the 75® Army Group of the East
Asian Fleet of the Japanese Navy during World War II.

There is a population of 36 people on the island. There is a
fishing village in the western part, where the fisher folk live a
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THE LIGHTHOUSE KFEPER

life isolated from the outside world. No one seems to
know when they came to the island. One thing that has
puzzled me is that there are no children; just 25 men and
10 women. Perhaps they send their children somewhere
else, as the life is very hard here. However, I cannot
confirm this. In the east part of the island, the only living
being is the lighthouse keeper...

There was an additional reason for Mei Sheng to be
contented with his position on the island. At the Institute of
Oceanography he had been an extremely able and hard-working
student, and had caught the attention of Professor Meng
Fankai, an eminent biochemist. Mei Sheng’s final thesis at the
Institute was conducted under Professor Meng’s supervision,
but in fact it was the record of a piece of research which was
being conducted jointly by himself and Professor Meng.
However, at a crucial point in their research project of great
importance, when they were about to start a series of
experiments to test their theories, the storm had hit them. Out
of the blue it had sent Professor Meng to prison — Mei Sheng
knew neither why nor where — and Mei Sheng himself to his
lonely life on the island.

Meteorologists have discovered that there was a very
interesting phenomenon in the typhoons often seen in the
South China Sea and the Bay of Bengal. They have at their
very centre a “typhoon eye”: all around, as the storm passes,
the typhoon completely blots out the sky, but under the small
typhoon eye the weather is sunny and the sea is calm. To Mei
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THE LIGHTHOUSE KFEPER

Sheng, Moonlight Island was a peaceful typhoon eye amidst
the fierce whirl of the political storms during that time.

He did not, however, forget their joint project. He had
come to love this “typhoon eye” from the bottom of his heart,
had come to love the tranquility and freedom of Moonlight
Island. As a matter of fact no one would like to come to
inspect what he did here; it seemed neither was there any one
who took any notice of him who was like a fish that has
escaped from the net. So he turned the storeroom by his
bedroom into a simple but meticulously arranged laboratory,
and for four years he had been completely absorbed in the
project, conducting comparative experiments which he had
planned, and now he had written nearly a thousand pages of
notes, and he was vaguely conscious that these experiments,
conducted in one humble room in a shabby little house, really
were leading to the most astounding conclusion, which might
be seen as a moment in history.

Just at the moment he was forced to be idle, because for
two weeks - with the end of his work nearly in reach — he had
had to suspend all experiments.

A fortnight ago he had managed to capture a golden
monkey, and he was keeping the lively gluttonous little
creature securely in an iron cage. This stroke of luck gave him
an opportunity which made him breathless with excitement. A
mature idea welled up in his mind. He decided to perform the
most difficult experiment on one of the higher primates, which
was an opportunity hard to come by. He had never forgotten a
conversation with Professor Meng one day, “Remember,” the
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