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AUTHOR’S NOTE

China is first and foremost a novel, but it takes place against a background of real events.

When historical figures appear in the narrative, the depictions are my own, and I hope they are fair. All the principal characters, however – Trader, Charlie Farley, the Odstock brothers, Nio, Shi-Rong, Mei-Ling, Lacquer Nail, Mr Liu, Mr Ma, Guanji, their families and friends – are fictional.

I wish to acknowledge my special debt to the following authors and scholars on whose huge research, often in primary sources, this novel has relied.

GENERAL INTRODUCTIONS: John Keay for the most readable introduction to China’s history; Caroline Blunden and Mark Elvin for their Cultural Atlas of China, a wonderful resource book; and Marina Warner for her vivid illustrated life of the ‘Dragon Empress’.

SPECIALIST WORKS: Julia Lovell for the Opium War of 1839; Peter Ward Fay, for further details of the war and the opium trade; and for the use of opium in China, Zhang Yangwen. Details of a eunuch’s life were provided by Jia Yinghua’s life of Sun Yaoting, of concubinage and servitude by Hsieh Bao Hua, of a servant’s life by Ida Pruitt’s account of Ning Lao T’ai-t’ai. For my descriptions of foot-binding I have relied upon the works of Dorothy Ko. For introducing me to the complex subject of the Manchu, I am grateful to Mark C. Elliott, and above all to Pamela Kyle Crossley, whose detailed investigation of three generations of a single Manchu family made it possible for me to create the fictional family of Guanji. For details of the Summer Palace, I owe thanks to Guo Daiheng, Young-tsu Wong, and especially to Lillian M. Li’s work on the Yuanmingyuan. In describing the imperial justice system and the law of torture, I relied upon an excellent monograph by Nancy Park. For the feng shui and characteristics of villages in southern China, I am indebted to an article by Xiaoxin He and Jun Luo. When writing on the Taiping, I drew upon the studies by Stephen R. Platt and by Jonathan Spence. I am especially grateful to Diana Preston for her day-by-day account of the siege of the legations during the Boxer Rebellion that gave me such rich material to work with.

I must add my personal thanks to Julia Lovell for her wise and helpful counsel in setting me on my path; to Dr James Greenbaum, Tess Johnston, and Mai Tsao for helpful conversations; to Sing Tsung-Ling and Hang Liu for their careful cultural readings of my initial drafts; and to Lynn Zhao for her thorough historical vetting of the entire manuscript. Any faults that remain are mine alone.

My many thanks are due to Rodney Paull for preparing maps with such exemplary care and patience.

Once again I thank my editors, William Thomas at Doubleday and Oliver Johnson at Hodder, not only for making such a wonderful team, but for all their great kindness and patience during the long and technically difficult writing of the draft. I also wish to thank Michael Windsor in America and Alasdair Oliver in Britain for their two very different but equally splendid cover jacket designs. My many thanks also to the team of Khari Dawkins, Maria Carella, Rita Madrigal, Michael Goldsmith, Lauren Weber and Kathy Hourigan at Doubleday.

My many thanks, as always, to Cara Jones and the whole team at RCW.

And finally, of course, I thank my agent, Gill Coleridge, to whom for the last thirty-six years I owe an incalculable debt of gratitude.

NAMES: The Chinese place names in this book are mostly given in their modern form, except in a few cases where Western characters use the names Canton and Peking in conversation, as they would have done in the nineteenth century.
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January 1839

At first he did not hear the voice behind him. The red sun was glaring in his face as he rode across the centre of the world.

Forty miles since dawn. Hundreds to go. And not much time, perhaps no time at all. He did not know.

Soon the huge magenta sun would sink, a melancholy purple dusk would fall, and he would have to rest. Then on again at dawn. And all the time wondering: could he reach his father, whom he loved, and say he was sorry before it was too late? For his aunt’s letter had been very clear: his father was dying.

‘Mr Jiang!’ He heard it this time. ‘Jiang Shi-Rong! Wait!’

He turned his head. A single rider was urging his horse along the road. After the glare of the red sun in his eyes, it took Jiang a moment to see that it was Mr Wen’s servant, Wong. What could that mean? He reined in his horse.

Wong – a small, plump, bald man who had originally come from the south – ran the house for the ageing scholar, who trusted him completely, and he’d taken young Jiang under his wing as soon as he’d come to stay there. He was perspiring. He must have been riding like an imperial messenger to catch me, the young man thought.

‘Is Mr Wen all right?’ Jiang asked anxiously.

‘Yes, yes. He says you must return to Beijing at once.’

‘Return?’ Jiang looked at him in dismay. ‘But my father’s dying. I have to go to him.’

‘You have heard of the lord Lin?’

‘Of course.’ All Beijing had been talking about the modest official, little known before, who had so impressed the emperor that he had been given a mission of great importance.

‘He wants to see you. Right away.’

‘Me?’ He was a nobody. Not even that. An insignificant failure.

‘Mr Wen wrote to the lord Lin about you. He knows the lord Lin from when they were students. But Mr Wen did not tell you, did not want to raise your hopes. When the lord Lin did not reply …’ He made a sad face. ‘Then this morning, after you left, Mr Wen received a message. Maybe the lord Lin will take you on his staff. But he needs to see you first. So Mr Wen tells me to ride like a thousand devils to get you back.’ He looked at the young man intently. ‘This is a big chance for you, Jiang Shi-Rong,’ he said quietly. ‘If the lord Lin is successful in his mission, and you please him, the emperor himself will hear your name. You will be on the path to fortune again. I am happy for you.’ He made a little bow to indicate the young man’s future status.

‘But my father …’

‘He may be dead already. You do not know.’

‘And he may be alive.’ As the young man looked away, his face was a picture of distress. ‘I should have gone before,’ he muttered to himself. ‘I was too ashamed.’ He turned to Wong again. ‘If I go back now, it will cost me three days. Maybe more.’

‘If you want to succeed, you must take chances. Mr Wen says your father would certainly want you to see the lord Lin.’ The messenger paused. ‘Mr Wen told the lord Lin that you speak Cantonese. Big point in your favour – for this mission.’

Shi-Rong said nothing. They both knew it was thanks to Wong that he could speak the servant’s Cantonese dialect. At first it had amused the young mandarin to pick up some everyday expressions from Wong. He’d soon discovered that Cantonese was almost like another language. It also used more tones than Mandarin. But he had a good ear, and over a year or two, chatting to Wong every day, he’d begun to speak enough to get by. His father, who had a low opinion of the people of the south, had been ironically amused when he heard about this achievement. ‘Though I suppose it could be useful, one day,’ he allowed. But Mr Wen counselled him, ‘Don’t despise the Cantonese language, young man. It contains many ancient words that have since been lost in the Mandarin we speak.’

Wong was looking at him urgently. ‘Mr Wen says you may never get a chance like this again,’ he continued.

Jiang Shi-Rong gazed towards the red sun and shook his head miserably.

‘I know that,’ he said quietly.

For a minute neither of them moved. Then, with a heavy heart, the young man silently began to ride his horse along the road, back to Beijing.
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By the end of that night, five hundred miles away, in the coastal lands west of the port then known to the outside world as Canton, a mist had drifted in from the South China Sea, shrouding the world in whiteness.

The girl went to the courtyard gate and looked out, thinking herself alone.

Despite the dawn mist, she could sense the presence of the sun, shining somewhere behind the haze; but she still couldn’t see the edge of the pond, just thirty paces in front of her, nor the rickety wooden bridge upon which her father-in-law, Mr Lung, liked to watch the full moon and remind himself that he owned the pond and that he was the richest peasant in the hamlet.

She listened in the damp silence. Sometimes one might hear a soft splash as a duck stuck its head in the water and then shook it. But she heard nothing.

‘Mei-Ling.’ A hiss from somewhere to her right.

She frowned. She could just make out the shape of the bamboo clump that stood beside the path. Cautiously she took a step towards it.

‘Who’s that?’

‘It’s me. Nio.’ A figure appeared beside the bamboo and came towards her.

‘Little Brother!’ Her face lit up. Even after the years of absence, there could be no mistaking him. He still bore the telltale scar across his nose and cheek.

Nio wasn’t exactly her brother. Hardly a relation at all, one might say. He came from her grandmother’s family, on her mother’s side, who belonged to the Hakka tribe. After his mother and sisters died in a plague, his father had left him with Mei-Ling’s parents for two years before he’d married again and taken the boy back.

His name was Niu, properly speaking. But in the dialect of his native village, it sounded more like Nyok, though one could hardly hear the final k. So Mei-Ling had compromised and invented the name Nio, with a short o, and so he’d remained ever since.

Long before his father had taken him back, Mei-Ling had adopted Nio as a brother, and she’d been his big sister ever since.

‘When did you arrive?’ she whispered.

‘Two days ago. I came here to see you, but your mother-in-law told me not to come again. Then she came to your parents’ house and told them not to let me near you.’

‘Why did she do that?’

Although Nio, at fifteen, was only a year younger than Mei-Ling, she noticed that he still looked rather childish. He stared at the ground for a moment before confessing: ‘It may have been something that I said.’

‘Why are you here, Little Brother?’

‘I ran away.’ He smiled, as if this were a thing to be proud of.

‘Oh, Nio …’ And she was about to ask for details when he indicated that there was someone watching from the gate behind her.

‘Wait at the entrance to the village tomorrow morning,’ she told him hurriedly. ‘I’ll try to come at first light. If I don’t, then come again the next day. Run now. Quick, quick.’

As Nio vanished behind the bamboo, she turned.

The oval-faced young woman stood by the gate. Willow was her sister-in-law. They called each other Sister, but all resemblance between them ended there.

Her name signified the graceful willow tree. Without her superior clothes, however, and the makeup she carefully applied to her face, she might have been thought rather plain. Willow came from a rich peasant family in the next county named Wan, and although she had married Mr Lung’s elder son, the hamlet people politely referred to her, in the customary manner, as the Woman Wan. In keeping with the Wan family’s more leisured status, Willow’s feet had been bound when she was a girl, so that she now walked with the fashionable totter that marked her out from the poor peasants like Mei-Ling, whose family laboured in the fields.

Willow was a little taller and affected a slight, elegant droop, as though bowing in a ladylike manner. Mei-Ling was small and stood straight on her natural feet, like the working peasant girl she was. She’d also been known, ever since she was a tiny child, as the prettiest girl in the hamlet. If her parents hadn’t been so poor, they might have bound her feet and dressed her in fine clothes and sold her to a merchant in one of the local towns as a junior wife or concubine. But pretty though she was, no one could ever have imagined she would marry a son of Mr Lung.

In fact, most people thought the marriage was a scandal. Her mother-in-law had been furious.

There was one other difference between them. Willow had given her husband one child already – although, to his parents’ displeasure, it was only a girl. Fortunately, however, she was now five months pregnant again.

As they went back into the front courtyard of the Lung house, Willow looked at Mei-Ling languidly.

‘I know who that was.’

‘Oh?’

‘That was your cousin, Nio. I know all about him. You call him Little Brother.’ She nodded slowly. ‘Everyone in the house knows he’s here, but we weren’t allowed to tell you.’

‘Not even my husband?’

‘He wanted to. But he was afraid you might try to see Nio and get into trouble. He was trying to protect you. That’s all.’

‘Are you going to tell Mother?’

‘You can trust me, Sister.’

There was a small orange tree in the courtyard. As Willow reached it, she paused.

‘Don’t try to see him, Sister. If Mother finds out, she’ll whip you. Or something worse.’
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It was early afternoon in Calcutta that day when a one-horse hackney cab, carrying two young Englishmen, made its way into the pleasant suburb of Chowringhee. The blinds were drawn fully down to keep out the harsh light – for although this was India’s cool season, it was still brighter and hotter than most summer days in Britain.

Charlie Farley was a cheerful fellow. At cricket, which he played well, he had enough height to command respect. His face was somewhat round and seemed to be getting rounder as his fair hair receded from his brow. ‘I’m not bald yet,’ he’d cheerfully remark, ‘but I’ll be bald in time for tea.’ His pale blue, bespectacled eyes were amiable, but by no means stupid. Not only at cricket, but in life generally, he played with a straight bat.

His friend John Trader was slightly taller, his hair the colour of black olives, slim, rather handsome. But his intense cobalt-blue eyes didn’t look happy.

‘This is all a terrible mistake,’ he said in a gloomy voice.

‘Nonsense, John,’ said Charlie Farley. ‘I told the colonel you’d saved my life. He’ll be very civil to you.’ A few moments later, the wheels of the cab crunched onto the gravel of a short driveway. ‘Now, we’ll just drop those letters with my aunt Harriet and be on our way. So try and look happy.’

His aunt’s house was a typical colonial bungalow of the better sort, with a veranda front and back, whose wide eaves were supported by stout ionic columns painted white. Its airy central hall gave onto a plain but gracious drawing room and a dining room, both furnished in English style. As the two men reached the door, Indian servants, spotlessly dressed in white, seemed to appear from every corner.

Aunt Harriet had obviously heard the cab because she was already in the hall. Charlie loved his aunt. Like his own mother, her sister, she had still kept the wavy golden hair of her youth. She had frank blue eyes, and she and her husband offered any newcomer to British Calcutta the easygoing hospitality that was the hallmark of colonial merchant life.

‘What are you doing here, Charlie?’ she demanded. ‘Shouldn’t you boys be working?’

‘We have been working, Aunt Harriet,’ said Charlie. ‘But a packet of letters arrived from England this morning, including one from Mother for you. Thought I’d bring it to you straightaway.’

Aunt Harriet smiled.

‘And I suppose now you want to be fed?’

‘Not at all. In fact, we can’t stop. We’re on our way to luncheon with Colonel Lomond.’

‘Colonel Lomond? How very grand.’

‘Father went to school with him, actually,’ Charlie explained. ‘So I wangled an invitation for us to lunch at his club. Thought it would amuse John to see the place.’

‘Then you boys had better go,’ said Aunt Harriet. ‘You mustn’t be late for Colonel Lomond.’

‘We’re off,’ said Charlie.

It was time to have a man-to-man talk. And since they had ten minutes alone in the cab, Charlie decided to do it now.

‘Do you know what’s wrong with you, Trader?’

‘Tell me.’ Trader managed a half-smile.

‘You’re a good friend. I’d trust you with my life. But you’re a moody fellow. Look at you today. All you have to do is observe and enjoy.’

‘I know.’

‘But it’s deeper than that. Your trouble is that you’re never satisfied. Whatever you’ve got, you always dream of more.’

‘This may be true.’

‘I mean, you were orphaned, which was damn bad luck. But not the end of the world. You went to a decent school. You were left a tidy bit of money. You’ve got me for a friend. We’re in Rattrays, which is one of the best agency houses in India. And though you don’t seem to believe it, you’re a handsome devil, and half the women in Calcutta are in love with you. What more do you want?’

‘I don’t know, Charlie,’ his friend confessed. ‘Tell me about this Colonel Lomond we’re to meet. He has a family?’

‘A wife. I call on her occasionally. You know, politeness and all that. Gracious lady. His son’s in the army, bit older than us. He has a daughter. Met her once or twice at the house. Quite handsome.’ Charlie smiled. ‘But I keep a distance. The colonel wouldn’t like it if I got too pally.’

‘Because he’s an aristocrat.’

‘Old Scottish family. Older brother in the ancestral castle – you know the sort of thing.’

‘And we’re merchants, Charlie. Tradesmen, dirt beneath his feet.’

‘He treats me all right.’

‘That’s because your father went to school with him.’ The dark-haired young man paused, and when his friend didn’t reply, he continued: ‘You know what annoys me, Charlie?’

‘What?’

‘Men like Lomond look down on us because we’re in business. But what’s the British Empire? A huge trading enterprise. Always has been. Who runs India? The East India Company. Who owns the army here? The East India Company. All right, the company nowadays is the British government in all but name, and much of the trade’s in the hands of independent merchants like us. But the fact remains, the purpose of the army, in which Colonel Lomond and his class are officers, the reason for its existence, is to protect the trade. You and me. No merchants, no army.’

‘You’re not going to say that to him, are you?’ Charlie asked nervously.

‘I might.’ Trader looked at him grimly, then smiled. ‘Don’t worry.’

Charlie pursed his lips, shook his head, and returned to his theme. ‘Why can’t you just play the game, John? The way things are, you and I have been dealt a pretty good hand. My father spent his life working for the East India Company and retired with a decent fortune, you know. He’s got a big house in Bath. Our next-door neighbour’s a major-general. Jolly old boy. Plays cards with my father. See what I mean? It’ll do for me.’

‘It’s not to be sneezed at, Charlie.’

‘But if I wanted more, here’s how the game works. I may get lucky at Rattrays, finish up with enough to buy an estate, set myself up as a landed gentleman. Happens all the time. My son might get into a good regiment and find himself a brother officer of one of the Lomonds.’ Farley looked at his friend seriously. ‘That’s the game of the social classes, Trader, if you want to play it.’

‘It takes a long time.’

‘Couple of generations, that’s all. But you know what they say?’ Charlie Farley leaned back and smiled. ‘Respectability … is just a matter of dates.’

As he entered the stern portals of the Bengal Military Club, John Trader felt all his gloom return. For a start, his black frock coat, suitable only for the cooler British climate – yet which the club’s dress code demanded that they wear – made him uncomfortably hot. And then, of course, there was the club itself.

The British were not yet rulers of all India, but they were masters of Bengal. And in Bengal’s great city of Calcutta, the evidence was everywhere. At the racetrack. At the golf links. And nowhere more surely than on the Esplanade, where the great classical facade of the Bengal Military Club gazed down, in colonial splendour, at those who passed before its doors.

Who were these passersby? Why, Indians and Anglo-Indians, of course, but British persons, too: merchants, tradesmen, the middle classes and below – all those, that is, who did not rule, but worked.

For the members of the Bengal Military Club were rulers. Army officers, judges, administrators of the British Empire, successors to imperial Rome – or so they saw themselves. Like the Roman senators they emulated, these warriors and landowners despised both the professions and, above all, tradesmen.

Colonel Lomond was already awaiting them in the big, airy lobby, from whose walls pictures of statesmen and generals stared down upon John, crushingly. He found himself marched into the dining room immediately.

The white linen tablecloth was starched, stiff as a board. Georgian silver, Wedgwood plates, heavy crystal glasses. Sherry served with the soup, to begin. French food might be in fashion, but the colonel disliked it, so honest beef was served with cabbage and potatoes, grown locally in British-run market gardens. The wine was excellent. In short, they might have been at a club in the heart of London.

As for Colonel Lomond himself, he was in uniform that day, a handsome scarlet tunic and black trousers. He was tall, slim; his thinning hair was still dark. His eyebrows turned up at the ends so that he looked like a noble hawk. He was every inch the Scottish chief.

It was clear that he was quite determined to be friendly to young Farley, whom he addressed as ‘my boy’, referring to Mr Farley senior, now residing in Bath, as ‘your dear father’.

‘I had a letter from your dear father. He says old General Frobisher’s living near him.’

‘Did you know him, sir?’

‘Yes. A great sportsman. Big game.’

‘Tigers?’

‘Certainly. When he first came out, you know, they used to hunt on foot. Not the big affairs with elephants, like nowadays.’ He gave Charlie an approving nod.

What was it about Charlie Farley that made Colonel Lomond like him? Partly, of course, that he was an amiable fellow, just as his father had been. Straightforward, polite, easy. But something more. He knew where he fitted in, and he was content to be there. Charlie would never overstep the bounds. When he’d told Lomond frankly that he had a friend who’d be interested to see inside the club, but that he’d no way of satisfying his friend’s interest, ‘unless you were to invite us to lunch, sir’, Lomond had invited them at once. ‘Cheeky young fellow,’ the colonel had later remarked to his wife, with the same approval he would have accorded a daring young officer. But Charlie would never embarrass him by trying to join the club. Not that Colonel Lomond would have minded, particularly, if Charlie Farley was a member. But that, of course, was not the point. As all who governed Britain’s empire knew, the point was not the individual case, but what it might lead to.

Which brought the colonel’s gaze to John Trader.

There was something about young Trader that Lomond did not like. He wasn’t sure what. Naturally, since the dark-haired young man was Farley’s friend, he’d be pleasant towards him. But his years of living in India and observing men had developed in Colonel Lomond a sixth sense. And at this moment he was experiencing the same unease he’d once felt just before he discovered a cobra in his house.

‘What part of the country do you come from?’ he tried. Always a safe question.

‘I was brought up in the West Country first, sir,’ Trader replied. ‘Then just outside London. Blackheath.’

‘Blackheath, eh? Used to be highwaymen up there in the old days, what?’ Though it was said in a jocular way, was there a subterranean hint that Trader might be a highwayman himself? Of course not. ‘You have family there now?’

‘I’ve no family living,’ Trader replied.

‘Nobody at all?’

‘There used to be some distant relations of my father’s, generations ago, I believe. But there was a family quarrel, and they never spoke again. I don’t even know their names or where they might be.’

‘Oh.’ The colonel tried another tack. ‘You and Farley here weren’t at school together, were you?’

‘No, sir. Charterhouse.’

‘Fine old school.’ The colonel took a sip of wine. Not quite Harrow, of course, where he and the Farleys had gone.

‘Trader saved my life, sir,’ Charlie said hopefully.

Colonel Lomond looked at Charlie noncommittally. They both knew that Charlie had already told him. But the colonel did not wish to grant this dark stranger a triumph.

‘Glad to hear it,’ he said with a brief nod. ‘If we have dinner someday,’ he added vaguely to Trader, ‘you must tell me the whole story.’

The tablecloth was removed for the dessert course. The colonel passed the decanter of port around the table. They had eaten well. If the colonel had not addressed Trader directly during the meal, while he looked fondly at Charlie, it could be taken for absent-mindedness. Now, however, it seemed there was something on his mind.

‘Tell me, my boy, your agency house, Rattrays …’ He leaned towards Charlie just enough to indicate concern. ‘They’re all right, aren’t they?’

‘Absolutely, sir. Sound as a bell.’ Charlie smiled. ‘My father asked me the same thing. After the last crash, sir, Rattrays believes in moderation.’

‘Good.’ The colonel nodded, relieved. It was only two years since the collapse of the mighty trading house of Palmers – a victim of the excessive greed and debt that periodically returns, like the plague, to every market – had brought down most of the agency houses in Calcutta, ruining countless widows and orphans. ‘Of course,’ the colonel conceded over his glass of port, ‘back in the last century, some of the East India Company nabobs made vast fortunes in just a few years.’ A faraway look came into his eyes, indicating that, should chance place it in his path, even a valiant soldier like himself wouldn’t take an extra hundred thousand pounds amiss.

‘The only fellows who make those quick fortunes at the moment, sir,’ Charlie said, ‘are the men who go over to Canton, in the China trade.’

‘So I hear. Bit of a dirty business, isn’t it?’ the colonel added quietly.

‘Well, we’re not in it, sir,’ said Charlie, receiving a nod of approval in return.

And now, having remained politely silent for so long, John Trader decided to speak.

‘I’m sorry you don’t like the China trade, sir,’ he remarked. ‘It’s based on tea, isn’t it?’ Was there the faintest hint of menace in his tone?

‘Tea. Of course,’ the colonel grunted.

‘The British drink tea, which is imported from China, because that’s almost the only place which grows it. The tea is taxed. And the tea tax pays for most of the running costs of the British Navy.’

‘I really wouldn’t know,’ said the colonel.

‘So it can’t be the tea you object to, sir,’ Trader continued. ‘Is it the opium we supply to the Chinese in return for the tea that you don’t like?’

‘It’s up to the Chinese what they buy, I daresay,’ Colonel Lomond remarked, with a glance at Charlie to indicate that he’d had enough of this.

‘The English cup of tea,’ Charlie cut in cheerfully. ‘You wouldn’t believe people could drink so much. It’s not as if anyone really needs tea. But they insist on having it. More every year.’ He gave Trader a warning look. ‘Actually, it’s all paid for in silver, you know.’ He turned to the colonel. ‘I’m afraid, sir, that we must be going. You know, work and all that.’

‘Of course, my boy. Always a pleasure to see you,’ Lomond said gratefully.

‘It’s a triangular trade,’ Trader went on, quietly but relentlessly. ‘Chinese dealers get their hands on opium through our Canton agency men. Those Chinese pay our agency men with silver. The agency men use the silver to buy tea. But where does the opium come from? India. Bengal mostly. Grown by the East India Company. Surely that’s right, isn’t it, sir?’

Colonel Lomond did not answer. He rose from the table. Taking Charlie by the arm in a friendly manner, but in a way that obliged Trader to walk behind, he led them towards the door.

Moments later, they were all walking down the steps of the club together and would have parted there and then in the street if a voice had not interrupted them.

‘Papa!’ It came from a covered carriage where, accompanied by her mother, a servant, a coachman and outriders, a young lady dressed in silks and carrying a parasol was being driven along the Esplanade. The carriage stopped.

‘Good afternoon, Papa,’ said Agnes Lomond. ‘Have you had a good lunch?’

Colonel Lomond hadn’t expected this encounter, but turned to his daughter with a smile, and to his wife with a look of caution which that lady noted at once.

‘You both know young Farley, of course,’ he said genially as the two women greeted Charlie. ‘And this,’ he added vaguely, indicating Trader with a hand that had suddenly gone limp, ‘is a friend of his.’

‘John Trader,’ said Trader, smiling politely at Mrs Lomond before shifting his glance towards her daughter. But once resting on the younger woman, his dark blue eyes did not move.

Agnes Lomond was twenty and already a lady. There was no other word for it. Her mother was a handsome, stately matron. But Agnes was slim, like her father, and a little taller than her mother. Her face, well protected from the sun, showed a wonderful pale complexion. If her nose was too long for her to be called pretty, it served only to make her look more aristocratic. Of her character, it was impossible to guess anything at all.

Perhaps it was this reserve, or her auburn hair, or the fact that she was socially unattainable, or her dark walnut eyes, or a deep desire to steal her from her father – but whatever the causes, John Trader’s mouth opened and he stared at Agnes Lomond like a man in a trance.

Her mother saw it and intervened at once. ‘Will you go with us?’ she asked her husband, who promptly stepped up into the carriage. ‘We must let you and your friend get to your work, Mr Farley.’ She gave Charlie a nod, to which he returned a bow as the carriage moved off.

But Trader forgot to bow. He only stood and stared.

[image: Image]

The red sun was setting once again when Jiang Shi-Rong, emerging from the pine groves through which the old road led, came in sight of the city. High above, like a heavenly rib cage, great bars of cloud lay across the sky, catching the orange glow of the sun in the west. As he always did, whenever he gazed upon its mighty walls, its towers, its huge curved roofs of gleaming tiles, Jiang Shi-Rong caught his breath.

Beijing. It was magnificent.

Yet was it his city?

Jiang knew that the people who called themselves the Han – his people – had built a walled city on the site three thousand years ago. But it was only five centuries ago that Kubla Khan, a grandson of Genghis, the mighty Mongol conqueror, had made himself overlord of China and, after building fabulous Xanadu on his summer hunting grounds in the steppes, had chosen this northern town as his Chinese capital.

But after less than a century, a native Han dynasty, the shining Ming, had managed to kick the Mongols out and strengthen the Great Wall to deter other invaders. They’d kept Kubla Khan’s capital, however. And for three centuries the Ming had ruled China.

It had been a golden age. Literature and the arts had thrived. Chinese scholars had printed the greatest encyclopaedia of herbal medicine the world had ever seen. Chinese fleets explored westwards to Africa. Ming porcelain was the envy of the world.

But even the shining Ming came to an end. The pattern had been seen in China so many times before: a gradual degeneration, a weak emperor, a peasant revolt, an ambitious general trying to seize power. And in this case, another huge invasion from the north – this time a confederation of clans – the Manchu – from the vast forests and plains northeast of the Great Wall.

The Manchu armies were organised into great companies, known as banners, each led by a prince or trusted chief. As the Ming Empire crumbled and fell under their yoke, its great cities were garrisoned by bannermen, and remained so as the centuries passed.

As for the proud Han Chinese, they were now a subject people. Their men were forced to adopt the Manchu hairstyle, shaving the front of their heads and plaiting the rest of their hair into a single long braid – a pigtail or ‘queue’ – that hung down their backs.

Yet if the Chinese had succumbed, their culture had not. To be sure, the Manchu were proud of their heroic warrior past, but as masters now of the huge cities, palaces and temples of China, they soon gave themselves a Chinese name – the Qing, or Ch’ing – and ruled more or less as conventional Chinese emperors. The Qing emperors performed the eternal sacrifices to the gods. Some became quite erudite in Chinese literature.

Jiang owed them obedience. Yet even now, like many Han Chinese, he still knew that it was he and his people who were the true inheritors of the millennia of Chinese culture, and that he should have been superior to the overlords he served.

The huge outer wall before him ran four miles across, from east to west, with a mighty gatehouse in the centre. Inside the wall, on the right, raised above the surrounding world on a great mound, he could see the great drumlike pagoda at the Temple of Heaven, before which the emperor performed the ancient ceremonies to ask the gods for good harvests, its three tiers of blue-tiled roofs turning to indigo under the reddening embers of the clouds.

After passing through the gateway, he and Wong continued due north on a raised causeway for another couple of miles towards the even more impressive four-mile-square enclosure of the Inner City, protected by its perimeter wall with mighty guard towers at each corner.

Dusk was falling as they entered, past bannermen guards in their Manchu hats, jerkins and boots. The market stalls on each side of the wide road were closing, their signs being taken down. Refuse collectors, a few in wide-brimmed hats, most in skullcaps, were stooping over their shovels and spooning manure into big earthenware pots. A faint smell of dung, seasoned with soya and ginseng, filled the air.

This Inner City was by no means the centre of Beijing. For within it, behind the colossal Tiananmen Gate, lay another walled citadel, the Imperial City; and within that, across a moat, hidden from almost all eyes by its purple walls, the golden-roofed Forbidden City, the innermost sanctum, the vast palace and grounds of the celestial emperor himself.

Their path this evening took them to the northeastern quarter of the Inner City, to a quiet street where, in a pleasant house beside a small temple, the scholar Mr Wen resided. Jiang was tired and looking forward to a rest.

But no sooner had they entered the little courtyard than the old scholar hurried out.

‘At last,’ he cried. ‘You must go to the lord Lin. He leaves tomorrow. But he will see you tonight if you go at once. At once.’ He thrust a written pass to the Imperial City into Jiang’s hand. ‘Wong will lead you,’ he directed. ‘He knows the way.’

They entered on foot, not by the great Tiananmen Gate, but by a lesser entrance in the Imperial City’s eastern wall; and they soon came to a handsome government guesthouse with wide, sweeping eaves, where the lord Lin was lodging. And a few minutes later Shi-Rong found himself in a small hall where the lord Lin was seated on a big carved rosewood chair.

At first glance, there was nothing so remarkable about him. He might have been any thickset, middle-aged mandarin. His small, pointed beard was greying, his eyes set wide apart. Given his stern reputation, Jiang had expected the High Commissioner’s lips to be thin, but in fact they were rather full.

Yet there was something very dignified about him, a stillness. He might have been the abbot of a monastery.

Jiang bowed.

‘I had already chosen a young man to join my staff as secretary.’ Lord Lin addressed him quietly, without any introduction. ‘But then he fell ill. I waited. He grew worse. Meanwhile, I had received a letter about you from Mr Wen, a scholar whom I trust. I took it as a sign. He told me about you. Some good things, some less good.’

‘This humble servant is deeply honoured that his teacher Mr Wen should think of him, High Commissioner, and knew nothing of his letter,’ Jiang confessed. ‘Mr Wen’s opinion in all matters is just.’

A slight nod signified that this answer satisfied.

‘He has also told me that you were travelling to visit your dying father.’

‘Confucius tells us, “Honour thy father”, High Commissioner.’

In all the Analects of Confucius, there was no more central theme.

‘And thy father’s fathers,’ Lin added quietly. ‘Nor would I hinder you in your duty. But I have called you here on a great matter, and my commission is from the emperor himself.’ He paused. ‘First I must know you better.’ He gave Jiang a stern look. ‘Your name, Shi-Rong, means “scholarly honour”. Your father had high hopes of you. But you failed your exams.’

‘This humble servant did.’ Jiang hung his head.

‘Why? Did you work hard enough?’

‘I thought I had. I am ashamed.’

‘Your father passed the metropolitan exams at his first attempt. Did you desire to do better than him?’

‘No, Excellency. That would be disrespectful. But I felt I had let him down. I wished only to please him.’

‘You are his only son?’ He looked at Jiang sharply, and when the young man nodded, he remarked: ‘That is not an easy burden. Did you find the exams frightening?’

‘Yes, High Commissioner.’

That was an understatement. The journey to the capital. The line of little cubicles into which each candidate was locked for the entire three-day duration of the exam. It was said that if you died during the process, they wrapped your body and threw it over the city wall.

‘Some candidates smuggle papers in with them. They cheat. Did you?’

Jiang started. An instant flash of anger and pride appeared upon his face before he could control it. He immediately bowed his head respectfully before looking up again. ‘Your servant did not, High Commissioner.’

‘Your father had a good career, though a modest one. He did not retire a wealthy man.’ Lin paused again, looking at Jiang, who was not sure what to make of it. But remembering Lin’s reputation for rigid correctness in all his dealings, he answered truthfully.

‘I believe, Excellency, that my father never took a bribe in all his life.’

‘If he had,’ the older man replied quietly, ‘you would not be here.’ He gave Jiang another thoughtful look. ‘We are measured not only by our triumphs, young man, but by our persistence. If we fail, we must try harder. I also failed the metropolitan exams the first time. Did you know that?’

‘No, Commissioner.’

‘I took them a second time. I failed again. The third time, I passed.’ He let that sink in, then continued sternly. ‘If you become my secretary, you will have to be strong. You will have to work hard. If you fail, you will learn from your mistakes and you will do better. You will never give up. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Commissioner.’

‘Mr Wen tells me that he thinks you will pass next time. But first you should work for me. Do you agree?’

‘Yes, Excellency.’

‘Good.’ Lin nodded. ‘Tell me what you know about opium.’

‘People who can afford it like to smoke,’ Jiang offered. ‘But if they become addicted, they waste all their money. It makes them sick. The emperor has made opium illegal.’ He paused, wondering if he dared to say the truth. ‘But everyone seems to get it.’

‘Correct. In the last generation, the traffic has grown ten times. The numbers of people addicted until they are useless, reduced to poverty, ruined, killed … It’s terrible. The people cannot pay their taxes. Silver is flowing out of the empire to pay for opium instead.’

‘Some opium is grown in China, I believe.’

‘Also true. But nearly all of it now is coming from across the seas. Our Chinese smugglers buy it from the barbarian pirates. So what are we to do?’

Did he expect an answer to the question?

‘Your servant has heard, Excellency, that it is possible to turn people away from this addiction.’

‘We try. But it is very uncertain. The emperor has given me authority to take all steps needed. I shall execute the smugglers. What other problems occur to you?’ He watched the young man, saw his awkwardness. ‘You are working for me now. You are to tell me the truth at all times.’

Shi-Rong took a deep breath. ‘I have heard, Excellency – though I hope it may not be true – that local officials on the coast are paid by the smugglers not to see their activities.’

‘We shall catch them and punish them. If necessary, with death.’

‘Ah.’ It began to dawn upon Jiang that this was not going to be an easy assignment. To refuse bribes oneself was one thing; to earn the enmity of half the officials on the coastland was another. Not good for his career.

‘You will have no friends, young man, but the emperor and me.’

Shi-Rong bowed his head. He wondered if he could feign a sudden sickness – as, it now occurred to him, the other young man in line for the post might have done. No, he didn’t think so.

‘Your servant is greatly honoured.’ And then, despite the cold horror that was growing in his mind, he felt a curiosity to ask one further question. ‘How will you deal with the pirates, Excellency? The barbarians from over the seas.’

‘I have not yet decided. We shall see when we get to the coast.’

Shi-Rong bowed his head again. ‘I have one request, Commissioner. May I see my father?’

‘Go to him at once. Either to bury him or to bid him farewell. It will please him that you have received such a position. But you must not stay with him. Despite your duty to remain and mourn him, you must continue at once to the coast. You will consider that a command from the emperor himself.’

Shi-Rong hardly knew what to think as he and Wong made their way back to the house of Mr Wen. All he knew was that he needed to sleep, and that he would set out again at dawn.

The following morning, he was surprised to find that Wong was all saddled up and ready to ride with him.

‘He will ride with you as far as Zhengzhou,’ Mr Wen informed him. ‘You must practise speaking Cantonese all the way.’

His old teacher thought of everything.
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By evening, Mei-Ling was racked with fear. Not that anything had been said. Not yet, at least. She’d performed all the tasks her mother-in-law demanded. During the afternoon the older woman had gone to a neighbour’s, and Mei-Ling had breathed a little easier. The men had been out in the bamboo forest on the hill. Willow had been resting, which, considering her condition and her family’s wealth, she was allowed to do. So Mei-Ling had been left alone with her thoughts.

Had Sister Willow kept her secret? Or did her mother-in-law know about Nio’s visit that morning? Mother usually knew everything. Perhaps some punishment was being prepared for her.

And then there was tomorrow morning to worry about. Mei-Ling cursed her own stupidity. Why had she told Nio she would meet him?

Because she loved him, of course. Because he was her Little Brother. But what had possessed her? She hadn’t even talked to her husband about it – her husband, whom she loved even more than Little Brother. Even her husband couldn’t protect her from Mother, though. No young Chinese wife disobeyed her mother-in-law.

She’d better not go. She knew it. Nio would understand. But she had given her word. She might be poor, but Mei-Ling prided herself that she never broke her word. Perhaps because she and her family were held of no account in the village, this pride in her word had always been a point of honour with her, ever since she’d been a little girl.

How would she do it, anyway? Even if she slipped out undetected, what were the chances of getting back without her absence being noted? Slim at best. And what then? There was no way to escape a terrible punishment.

Perhaps one. Just perhaps. But she wasn’t sure. That was the trouble.

The evening began well enough. Her husband’s family owned the best of the peasant farmhouses in the village. Behind the main courtyard was a big central room where, as usual, they had all gathered.

Opposite her on a wide bench, Willow sat with her husband, Elder Son. Despite his rawboned body and his hands, still dirty from his work, too gnarled to match the elegance of Willow, the two of them looked quite comfortable under his mother’s gaze. Elder Son drank a little huangjiu rice wine and addressed a remark to his wife from time to time. When Willow’s eyes met Mei-Ling’s, there was no sign of guilt upon her face, nor of complicity. Lucky Willow. She’d been brought up never to show any expression at all.

Mei-Ling sat beside Second Son on a bench. Left to themselves, they were usually talkative; but they knew better than to have a conversation now. If they did, his mother would shut them up with a peremptory ‘You talk too much to your wife, Second Son.’ But from where she was sitting, Mother could not quite see that Mei-Ling was discreetly touching his hand.

People thought Second Son was the fool of the family. Hardworking, he was shorter than his older brother and always seemed contented, to the point that he’d soon received the nickname Happy – a name that suggested he might be a bit simple-minded. But Mei-Ling knew better. Certainly he wasn’t ambitious or worldly-wise, or he’d never have married her. But he was just as intelligent as the rest of them. And he was kind. They’d only been married six months, and she was in love with him already.

There hadn’t been a chance to tell him about Nio since he came in. She was sure he’d beg her not to go, just to keep peace in the family. So what could she do? Sneak out at dawn without telling him?

At the back of the big room, old Mr Lung was playing mah-jong with three of his neighbours.

Mr Lung was always very calm. With his small grey beard, his skullcap and his long, thin pigtail hanging down his back, he looked like a kindly sage. Now that he had two grown sons, he was content to step back from life and leave most of the hard work to them – though he still supervised his fields and collected all his rents. When he went around the village, he would give sweets to the children, but if their parents owed him money, he’d be sure he got it from them. Mr Lung didn’t talk much, but when he did, it was usually to let people know that he was richer and wiser than his neighbours.

‘A merchant once told me,’ he remarked, ‘that he had seen a mahjong set made of little blocks of ivory.’ His set was made of bamboo. Poor people used mah-jong playing cards.

‘Oh, Mr Lung,’ one of the neighbours politely asked, ‘will you buy an ivory set? That would be very elegant.’

‘Perhaps. But so far I have never seen such a thing myself.’

They continued to play. His wife watched silently from her chair nearby. Her hair was pulled back tightly over her head, accentuating her high cheekbones. Her hard eyes were turned towards the tiles. Her expression seemed to indicate that if she had been playing, she would have done better.

After a time she turned towards Mei-Ling. ‘I saw your mother in the street today.’ She stared balefully. ‘She had a boy with her. A Hakka boy.’ She paused. ‘Your mother is a Hakka,’ she added unpleasantly.

‘Her mother was Hakka,’ Mei-Ling said. ‘She is only half Hakka.’

‘You are the first Hakka in our family,’ her mother-in-law continued coldly.

Mei-Ling looked down. The message was clear. Her mother-in-law was telling her she knew about Nio’s visit – and waiting for her to confess. Should she do so? Mei-Ling knew she’d better. But a tiny flame of rebellion stirred deep within her. She said nothing. Her mother-in-law continued to stare.

‘There are many tribes in southern China,’ Mr Lung announced, looking up from his game. ‘The Han moved in and dominated them. But the Hakka people are different. The Hakka people are a branch of the Han. They also came here from the north. They have their own customs, but they are like cousins to the Han.’

Mother said nothing. She might rule everyone else, but she could not argue with the head of the house. At least not in public.

‘I have always heard so, Mr Lung,’ one of the neighbours chimed in.

‘The Hakka people are brave,’ said Mr Lung. ‘They live in big round houses. People say they mixed with tribes from the steppe beyond the Great Wall, people like the Manchu. This is why even the rich Hakka do not bind their women’s feet.’

‘People say they are very independent,’ said the neighbour.

‘They are trouble!’ Mother suddenly shouted at Mei-Ling. ‘This Nio you call your Little Brother is a troublemaker. A criminal.’ She paused only to draw breath. ‘From the family of your mother’s mother. He’s not even your relation.’ For indeed, in the eyes of the Han Chinese, such a relationship on the female side hardly counted as family at all.

‘I don’t think Nio has broken the law, Mother,’ Mei-Ling said softly. She had to defend him.

The older woman didn’t even bother to reply. She turned to her younger son.

‘You see what this leads to? Marriage is not a game. That’s why parents choose the bride. Different village, different clan; rich girl for rich boy, poor girl for poor boy. Otherwise, only trouble. You know the saying: the doors of the house should match. But no. You are obstinate. The matchmaker finds you a good bride. The families agree. Then you refuse to obey your own father. You disgrace us. And next, suddenly you tell us you want to marry this girl.’ She glared at Mei-Ling. ‘This pretty girl.’

Pretty. It was almost an accusation. Every peasant family, even an important family like the Lungs, approved the good old adage: the ugly wife is a treasure at home. A rich man might choose a pretty girl as his concubine. But an honest peasant wanted a wife who would work hard, look after him and his parents, too. Pretty girls were suspect. They might be too vain to work. Worse, they might be coveted by other men.

All in all, the village had concluded, Second Son’s behaviour had proved that he was a fool.

‘She’s from a different clan,’ he pointed out amiably.

‘Clan? There are five clans in this village. You choose the smallest clan and the poorest family. Not only that, her Hakka grandmother was a merchant’s concubine. He threw her out when he was passing through the nearest town. She takes up with a plasterer, and they were glad to find a poor peasant to put a roof over their daughter’s head. A leaking roof. These are the parents of your bride.’

Mei-Ling bowed her head during this tirade. Though it was hurtful, she wasn’t embarrassed. There are no secrets in a village. Everybody knew.

‘And now,’ her mother-in-law concluded, ‘she wants to bring criminals into our house. And you just sit there and smile. No wonder people call you the family fool.’

Mei-Ling glanced at her husband. He was sitting there quite still, not saying a word. But on his face was the quiet, happy smile she knew so well.

That smile was one of the reasons people thought he was simple-minded. It was the same smile he’d worn, week after week, as his parents raged at him about his refusal to take the bride they chose. He’d even smiled when they’d threatened to throw him out of the house.

And that smile had worked. He’d worn them down. Mei-Ling knew it. He’d worn them down because, against all reason, he wanted to marry her.

‘You made a good marriage for my older brother. Be content with that.’ He said it calmly and quietly.

For a moment his mother was silent. They all knew that her elder son’s marriage to Willow would be perfect – as soon as she produced a male child. But not until then. She turned her attention back to Mei-Ling. ‘One day this Nio of yours will be executed. The sooner the better. You are not to see him. You understand?’

Everyone looked at Mei-Ling. Nobody spoke.

‘Mah-jong,’ said Mr Lung calmly, and scooped up all the money on the table.

It was Willow who noticed the figure in the entrance, and she signalled to her mother-in-law, who with both her sons and their wives immediately rose in respect.

Their guest was an old man. His face was thin, his beard long and white as snow. His eyes had narrowed with age and turned down at the corners, as if he were almost asleep. But he was still the elder of the village. Mr Lung went forward to greet him.

‘I am honoured that you have come, Elder.’

They served him green tea, and for several minutes they made the customary small talk. Then the old man turned to his host. ‘You said you had something to show me, Mr Lung.’

‘Indeed.’ Mr Lung rose and disappeared through a doorway.

At the back of the big room was an alcove, occupied by a large divan upon which two people might easily recline. The women now set another low table in front of the divan. By the time this was done, Mr Lung re-entered, carrying his prizes, which were wrapped in silk. Carefully he unwrapped the first and handed it to the old man for inspection, while the three neighbours gathered around to watch.

‘I bought this when I went to Guangzhou last month,’ Mr Lung told the elder. ‘If you go to an opium parlour, they are made of bamboo. But I bought this from a dealer.’

It was an opium pipe. The long shaft was made of ebony, the bowl of bronze. Around the section below the bowl, known as the saddle, was a band of highly worked silver. The mouthpiece was made of ivory. The dark pipe gleamed softly. There were murmurs of admiration.

‘I hope this pipe will suit you, Elder, if we smoke together this evening,’ said Mr Lung. ‘It is for my most honoured guests.’

‘Most certainly, most certainly,’ said the old man.

Then Mr Lung unwrapped the second pipe. And everyone gasped.

Its construction was more complex. An inner bamboo pipe was enclosed in a copper tube and the copper had been coated in Canton enamel painted green and decorated with designs in blue and white and gold. The bowl had been given a red glaze and decorated with little black bats – the Chinese symbol of happiness. The mouthpiece was made of white jade.

‘Ah … Very costly.’ The old man said what everyone was thinking.

‘If you recline on the divan, Elder, I will prepare our pipes,’ said Mr Lung.

It was the signal for the neighbours to retire. This smoking of opium was a private ceremony to which only the elder had been asked.

Mr Lung brought out a lacquer tray, put it on the low table and began to set out the accoutrements with the same care a woman would use to prepare a tea ceremony. First there was the small brass oil lamp with a glass funnel on top. Then two needles, a pair of spittoons, a ceramic saucer-sized dish and a little glass opium jar, beside which lay a tiny bone spoon.

Taking one of the needles, he first poked in the bowl of each pipe to make sure they were completely clean. Next, he lit the little brass oil lamp. Taking the bone spoon between finger and thumb, he extracted a small quantity of opium from the jar and placed it on the ceramic dish, and using the spoon and the needle, he carefully rolled the opium into a pea-shaped ball.

Now it was time to heat the ball of opium. This required care and skill. Picking it up with the point of the needle, he held it gently over the lamp. Slowly, as the old man watched, the little bud of opium began to swell, and its colour changed, from dark brown to amber.

Then, as the two men watched, the bud of opium turned to gold, and Mr Lung placed it in the bowl of the elder’s pipe. The old man adjusted his position so that he was lying on the divan with his head towards the low table and the lamp. Mr Lung showed him how to hold the bowl of his pipe close to the lamp so that the heat would vaporise the golden opium within – but not too close, or the opium would get burned. And after the old man had done this successfully and drawn on the pipe correctly, Mr Lung started to prepare his own pipe.

‘Did you know, Elder, that the opium increases a man’s sexual staying power?’ he asked.

‘Ah. That is very interesting,’ said the old man, ‘very interesting.’

‘Though your wife died two years ago,’ his host remarked.

‘All the same, I might find another,’ the elder replied. His face was already wearing a seraphic expression.

Out in the courtyard, Mother sat with her family in silence. Whether she approved of the opium, it was impossible to know. But as a display of the family’s wealth that made the other folk in the hamlet more respectful and afraid of her, she was bound to welcome it.

Second Son was tired that night, and Mei-Ling thought he had fallen asleep until he spoke. ‘I know you love Nio. I’m sorry about Mother.’

With a little rush of relief, she burst out in an anguished whisper. ‘I felt so bad. I promised him I’d go to meet him. But I suppose I can’t now. I’d never do anything to upset you.’

‘I don’t mind if you see Nio. It’s Mother who minds.’ And he put his arm around her as her tears flowed. By the time she stopped, he was fast asleep.

All things seem possible in the morning. It was only when she awoke, slipped into the courtyard, and saw the morning mist that Mei-Ling realised what she could do. For what she saw, as she peeped out from the gate towards the pond, was not the mist of the day before, but a thick white fog. Impenetrable. Comprehensive. Like a cloak of invisibility sent her by the gods. The sort of fog in which, if you were foolish enough to enter it, you might be lost at once.

So she had an excuse. She’d stepped out and got lost. Just wandered along the path and got lost. Who could possibly prove where she had been? Nobody could see.

She went back into her room. Her dear husband was still asleep. She wanted to kiss him, but she was afraid he might wake. Quickly putting on a pair of loose leggings under her tunic, she stepped into her clogs, took a shawl and slipped out of the room. As she went through the yard, she could hear the village elder snoring from the divan. Obviously he had stayed the night. The door to Willow’s room was not quite closed. Was her sister-in-law watching? She hoped not. Moments later, she was outside, enveloped in the fog.

It was lucky she knew exactly where the little footbridge was, because she couldn’t see it. After a couple of fumbles she found the handrails and started across. She could smell the reeds in the mud. The wooden boards creaked beneath her feet. Would anyone hear, in the house?

At the far end, she stepped onto the path and turned right. Beside the path, thick green bamboo shoots towered over her. She could hardly see them, but drops of dew from their leaves fell softly on her head as she made her way over the rutted track that led around the edge of the hamlet. A faint tangy scent rose from the ground. She knew, without needing to see it, when she was passing a small grove of banana trees.

And it was just then that she heard the sound. A faint creaking coming across the water behind her. Someone was crossing the little bridge. A cold fear stabbed her. Had Willow seen her go out and told her mother-in-law? She hurried forwards, tripped on a root, almost fell, but recovered herself. If she could get to the meeting place before the older woman caught her, she might be able to hide with Nio in the fog. She listened again. Silence. Either Mother had stopped or she must be on the track.

The path rose up a short incline. At the top it met the dirt road by the entrance to the hamlet. As she reached the road, she could make out the tiny stone shrine, which contained a little wooden figure of a man – though she always thought he looked more like a shrivelled old monkey. The ancestral founder of the hamlet was there to protect his clan, and the hamlet in general. She asked for his blessing, though she wasn’t sure she’d get it.

This was where she’d told Nio to meet her. She called his name, softly.

The fog here was more like a thick low mist. It covered the rice fields behind her and the stream where the ducks lived, just ahead on the left; but she could make out the roofs of the huts higher up the road ahead, the modest hill beyond, and the encircling arms of the two small ridges – Blue Dragon and White Tiger, the villagers called them – that protected the hamlet on each side.

Normally the village was a pleasant place. Cool summer breezes came up from the sea in summer; the low sun gave its gentle warmth in winter. The wind and waters – the feng shui – of the hamlet were good. But it would be like one of the eighteen layers of hell if Mother caught her now. She stared into the mist anxiously. She couldn’t wait here.

She called Nio’s name again. Nothing. There was only one thing to do. If he came out to meet her, even in this mist, she surely couldn’t miss him on the narrow road. Muttering a curse, she hurried into the hamlet.

Her parents’ house was nothing much to look at. There was no little courtyard in front with a gate onto the street, like the houses on either side. An assortment of wooden boards formed the front of the dwelling, into which an old door, taken years ago from a neighbour’s house when it was being pulled down, had been inserted, not quite vertically, so that it seemed to fall rather than swing into the dark interior that was the main room. There was no upper floor to speak of, but an inside ladder allowed her parents to creep up to a low loft space where they could sleep.

As soon as she reached the rickety wooden door, she shoved it open.

‘Nio!’ she whispered urgently. ‘Nio.’

There was a rustling sound from the shadows, then his voice. ‘Big Sister. It’s you.’

‘Of course it’s me. Where were you?’

‘I didn’t think you’d come.’

‘I said I would.’

‘Daughter.’ Her father’s head appeared now, upside down, from the top of the ladder. ‘Go home. Go home. You shouldn’t be here.’ Then her mother’s voice from the same place: ‘You must go back. Quick, quick.’ That was all she needed.

She pushed the door closed behind her. ‘If anyone comes, say I’m not here,’ she called to her parents.

At the back of the house there was a small yard. She stepped into it. Nio was up now, pulling on his shirt. He joined her, dishevelled, but eager to make amends.

‘I didn’t think you’d get away,’ he said, ‘and with this fog …’

As she stood in the little yard in the morning mist, Mei-Ling looked at him sadly. ‘So you ran away from home. Is your family looking for you?’

‘No. I told my father I wanted to come and see you all. He gave me money and a present for your parents. I said I’d stay here awhile.’

‘But you don’t want to go back. Is it your stepmother? Is she unkind?’

‘No. She’s all right.’

‘I heard you’ve a new little brother and sister. Don’t you like them?’

‘They’re all right.’ He looked awkward, then burst out: ‘They treat me like a child.’

‘We’re always children to our parents, Nio,’ she said gently. But she could see that she wasn’t getting through. There was probably some family quarrel or humiliation that he wasn’t telling her about. ‘Where will you go?’ she asked.

‘The big city. Guangzhou.’ He smiled. ‘You taught me to speak Cantonese.’

Guangzhou, on the Pearl River, the great port that the foreigners called Canton. When he’d first arrived as a little boy, he spoke only the language of the Hakka village where he lived. No one could understand a word he said. It had taken her months to teach him the Cantonese dialect of the village – a rustic version of the tongue spoken in the big city, though intelligible there, at least. But the thought of her Little Brother wandering alone in the great port filled her with fear.

‘You don’t know anybody there, Nio. You’ll be lost. Don’t go,’ she begged him. ‘In any case, what would you do?’

‘I can find work. Maybe I can be a smuggler. Make a lot of money.’

The whole coastline around the Pearl River was infested with illegal traffic of every kind. But it was dangerous.

‘You don’t know any smugglers,’ she said firmly. ‘They all belong to gangs. And if they’re caught, they can be executed.’ Not that she really knew about the gangs, but she’d always heard it.

‘I know people.’ He gave a little smile, as if he had a secret.

‘No you don’t.’

How could he? She wanted to put the idea out of her mind at once. Except for one thing. Last night, Mother had called him a criminal. She’d said it with conviction. Presumably Nio had let the village know he was running away. That was stupid enough. Now she wondered, had he said something more – some further piece of damaging information that had got back to her mother-in-law?

She gazed at him. She supposed he just wanted to make himself sound mysterious and important. But the thought didn’t comfort her. Had he got to know someone in the smuggling business? Possibly. Had he been lured into joining a gang? Had they promised him he’d be a fine fellow and get rich? She had an awful sense that he was about to put himself in danger.

‘Nio, you must tell me,’ she said urgently, ‘have you said anything bad, anything to make people talk about you in the village?’

He hesitated. Her heart sank.

‘I had a bit of an argument,’ he said. ‘I was right.’

‘Who with?’

‘Just some of the men.’

‘What about?’

He didn’t answer for a moment. Then he suddenly burst out: ‘The Han are not as brave as the Hakka. If they were, they would not have allowed the Manchu to enslave them!’

‘What are you saying?’

‘The Manchu emperors force everyone to wear a pigtail. The sign of our subjection. The Manchu clans live at ease and the Han have to do all the work. It’s shameful.’

She looked at him in horror. Did he want to get arrested? And then an awful thought occurred to her. ‘Nio, have you joined the White Lotus?’

There were so many societies a man might join, from respectable town councils to criminal gangs of thugs. It was the same all over China. Scholars created cultural clubs and recited poems to the moon. Rich merchants formed town guilds and built guildhalls like palaces. Craftsmen banded together for self-help.

And then there were the secret societies like the White Lotus. They were huge. One never knew who was a member or what they might be up to. The humble peasant or smiling shopkeeper met by day might be something very different after dark. Sometimes the White Lotus men would set fire to the house of a corrupt official. Sometimes they murdered people. And Mei-Ling had often heard people say the White Lotus would bring the Manchu emperor down one day.

Could her Little Brother have got himself in with such people? He was so obstinate. And he’d always had his own crazy ideas of justice, even as a little boy. That was how he got the scar on his face. Yes, she thought, it was possible.

‘Nothing like that, Big Sister,’ he said. And then gave a grin. ‘Though of course if I had, I wouldn’t tell you.’

Half of her wanted to shake him. Half of her wanted to put her arms around him, hold him close, and keep him safe.

‘Oh, Nio. We’ll talk about this in the days ahead.’ Somehow she had to find a way to spend time with him, to make him listen to reason. She didn’t know how, but she knew she must.

‘I’m leaving today,’ he said with a touch of obstinate triumph.

‘No, you mustn’t,’ she cried. ‘Wait a little while.’ She needed to gather her thoughts. ‘Stay a few more days. Don’t you want to see me? Will you promise me?’

‘All right,’ he said reluctantly. And he seemed about to say something more when her father appeared behind them. He looked scared. ‘Someone’s at the door,’ he said.

‘Say I’m not here,’ she hissed. It could only be Mother. ‘Quickly,’ she begged. But her father didn’t move. Like everyone else, he was afraid of her mother-in-law. ‘Father, please.’

But it was too late. The front door swung open unevenly, revealing the outline of a figure in the fog. The figure stepped in.

And then she saw, with joy, that it was her husband.

She had to go with him, of course. He told her right away: ‘I guessed you’d be here. But we need to get back.’

‘I heard you on the bridge,’ she said. ‘I thought it was Mother.’ She looked at him anxiously. ‘Are you angry with me?’ He shook his head. ‘What will we say to Mother if she’s missed us?’

‘I’ll say I took you for a walk.’

‘In the fog?’

‘She can’t prove anything else.’ He smiled. ‘Nothing she can do.’

‘You are so good to me.’

They passed the little shrine and turned down onto the track.

‘Do you know why I made them let me marry you, Mei-Ling?’ he suddenly asked. ‘Do you think it was because you were the prettiest girl in the village?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘It was because I could see your character – the kind spirit in your face. That is why you are beautiful. That is why I married you. I knew you would try to see your Little Brother, no matter what it cost. Because you love him. Because you are good. So I am happy.’

‘And I am lucky to have a husband like you,’ said Mei-Ling. And then she told him everything about Nio and her fears for him.

‘It’s not good,’ he agreed.

‘He’s so obstinate,’ she explained. ‘You know that scar on his face? He got it here when he was a little boy. One of the older boys in the village was rude about my father. Said he was poor and stupid, and made the other boys laugh at him. And then Nio started fighting him, although the boy was twice his size. And Nio knocked him down, too, until the boy got his hands on a plank of wood and smashed Nio in the face with it. He’s still got the scar.’

‘Brave.’

‘Yes. But if he thinks he’s in the right, everything else goes out of his head. I never know what he’s going to do next.’

‘It will be difficult for you to meet him again,’ Second Son said. ‘I don’t think even I can arrange it.’ He brightened. ‘But I can talk to him for you. Nobody’s forbidden it. Maybe he’ll listen to me.’

‘You would do that?’

‘This afternoon, if you like.’

‘Oh, Husband.’ She threw her arms around him. One wasn’t supposed to show affection, but in the fog no one could see them. They walked on. They were nearly at the little footbridge. ‘There’s something else I want to tell you,’ she said.

‘More bad news?’

‘Good news. I mean, I’m not certain yet.’ She paused a moment. ‘Not quite. But I think you’re going to be a father.’

A huge grin spread over his face. ‘Really?’

‘I can’t promise it will be a son …’

‘I don’t care, if I can have a daughter like you.’

‘Why are you always so kind, Husband?’ She didn’t believe him, of course. No family in China ever wanted a baby girl. Everyone congratulated the family who had a baby boy. If a girl was born, people just said nothing, or maybe something like ‘better luck next time.’ Once she heard a man say to the father of a baby girl, ‘I’m sorry for your misfortune.’

‘No, really, I don’t mind. If there are no girls born, then soon there won’t be any more children. Obviously. No future mothers. It’s stupid the way people only want boys.’

She nodded and then confessed: ‘I’ve always dreamed of having a little girl. But I never told anybody. People would have been so angry.’

They had come to the bridge. The fog was getting thinner. They could see the handrails and the grey water below.

When they entered the house, the village elder was still there, more or less awake now, sitting on the big divan and drinking tea. And so was Mother. She stood in the passageway, glowering at them. She addressed herself directly to Mei-Ling. ‘Where have you been?’ She seemed ready to explode.

‘Walking with my husband, Mother,’ Mei-Ling said meekly.

‘In the fog? Liar.’

‘We had things to discuss, Mother,’ said Second Son. He let his mother’s angry eyes rest upon him and took his time. ‘My wife is going to have a child.’

They both watched the older woman’s eyes narrow suspiciously. Did she believe them? If it wasn’t true, then they’d made a fool of her. A very dangerous thing to do. But if true …

The eyes returned to fasten upon Mei-Ling. Then the voice spoke, with a frightening coldness. ‘Make sure, Mei-Ling, that it is a boy.’

It was late afternoon when Second Son returned. He’d been on an errand to the next village. The mist had vanished hours ago. The hamlet, the rice fields, the duck pond and the pleasant protective ridges above were all bathed in the light of the afternoon sun.

Under the broad straw hat he was wearing against the sun, his face was smiling. Ever since that foggy dawn, everything had unfolded wonderfully. And now he had only one task remaining to bring a perfect end to what – it seemed to him – might be one of the best days in his life.

He just had to make his wife happy by persuading this foolish young fellow not to run off to the big city and get himself into trouble. It might not be easy. But he didn’t mind the challenge. Indeed, when he thought of the happiness in Mei-Ling’s face if he accomplished his task, he welcomed it. He’d been rehearsing sentences of great wisdom all the way along the road.

As he passed the little shrine at the entrance to the hamlet, he reached back over his shoulder to shake any dust from his pigtail. He pulled his tunic straight. He didn’t want anything to detract from the impression of quiet authority that was to be his today. As he went up the lane, he greeted several villagers politely, watching to make sure that they were returning his greetings with respect.

When he came to the house of Mei-Ling’s parents, he knocked, and the door was immediately opened by her father, who made him a low and somewhat anxious bow.

‘I came to see the young man, Nio,’ Second Son explained. ‘Mei-Ling wants me to talk to him.’

‘Oh.’ Her father looked distressed. ‘I am very sorry. Very sorry.’ He bobbed his head again. ‘Nio is not here.’

‘Will he be back soon?’

‘He has left. He went away before midday.’ The old man shook his head. ‘He went to the big city. Not coming back.’ He looked sadly at his son-in-law. ‘I think maybe we shall never see him again.’

[image: Image]

The red sun hung in the evening sky. Leaning on his ebony stick, old Mr Jiang stared down the slope from his family’s ancient house, across the great flat sweep of the valley in which the Yellow River ran – almost a mile across – like a huge volcanic flow of gold.

Yellow River. Its waters were clear when it began its journey. But then the river snaked through a region where, for aeons, winds from the Gobi Desert had carried the sandy soil known as loess, depositing it there until a vast orange-brown plateau had formed, through which the river waters churned, emerging as a yellow stream. Here in Henan Province, in the heart of old China, the waters were still yellow, and would remain so for hundreds of miles until they reached the sea.

Four thousand years ago, the legendary Emperor Yu had taught his people how to control the mighty river, dredge it, and irrigate the land. That had been the true beginning of China’s greatness, the old man thought.

Of course, as in all things, vigilance was needed. For the river dropped so much silt that it was creating a new riverbed all the time. This was not obvious to the eye because, with the water’s seasonal rise and fall, it carved new banks on either side. In fact, the current was now higher than the surrounding land. Dredging and maintenance were needed every decade. Indeed, a new dredging was due in a year or two.

Well, that would be after his time, he thought. And he smiled.

He was glad that the last evening of his life – at least in this incarnation – should be so beautiful.

His plan was quite simple. He’d wait until after dark, when the household was asleep, before he took the poison. It was hidden in his bedroom, in a little Chinese box that only he knew how to open. The poison was carefully chosen. His death would look natural.

He was going to make things easy for his sister and his son, Shi-Rong.

Fifty feet behind him, the narrow gateway to the family compound – its tiled roof elegantly curved and splayed, in the best Chinese manner – seemed ready to welcome a new ancestral owner to the courtyards it protected. Farther up the hill, the wooden cottages of the village clustered beside the track as it made its way into the ravine, past half a dozen small caves in the hillside – some used as storehouses, others as dwellings – until it reached the steeper path that led, like a series of staircases, up the high ridge to an outcrop where a little Buddhist temple nestled among the trees.

As he turned to look westwards at the sun behind the hills, he had only one regret. I wish, he thought, that I could fly. Now, this evening. Just once.

It was more than a thousand miles to the great Tibetan Plateau, that vast rooftop of the world, fringed by the Himalayas, over which the sun seemed to be hovering at this moment. One was nearer to the eternal blue Heaven up there, he supposed, than anywhere on Earth. From those celestial heights came the greatest rivers of Asia: the Ganges, Indus, Irrawaddy, Brahmaputra and Mekong, all flowing to the south; and flowing eastwards, the two mighty rivers of China – the Yangtze, making its stupendous loop down through the valleys and rice fields of southern China, and the Yellow River, moving like a huge serpent across the grain-planted plains of the centre and north.

The Tibetan Plateau: the silent land of frozen lakes and glaciers, the endless plain in the sky where the heavens and the waters met, and from which all life descended.

He’d been there once, when he was a young man. He wished he could go there again, and he envied the red sun that could see it every day. He nodded to himself. Tonight, he thought, that plateau, and nothing else, was what he’d keep in his mind’s eye as he sank into the sleep of death.

His sister was sitting at a small table. She was grey-haired now, but still beautiful; and since his own wife and daughter had both departed this life, he’d been lucky to have her for company.

On the table, he saw some piles of I Ching sticks. Without looking up at him, she spoke: ‘I know about the poison.’

He frowned. ‘The I Ching told you?’

‘No. I opened the box.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded resignedly. She’d always been clever.

Their father had spotted that at once, when she was a little girl. He’d hired a tutor to teach them both to read and write, along with a peasant boy from the village who had shown talent.

The peasant boy was a respected teacher in the city of Zhengzhou nowadays, with a son of his own who’d passed the provincial exams. It was a noble feature of the empire that peasants could rise to the highest office through the education system – if somebody helped them by paying for their studies. By doing so, his father, who’d been a good Buddhist, had no doubt earned much merit.

His sister had been frighteningly quick. If girls had been allowed to take the imperial exams, he thought wryly, she might have done better than me. As it was, she was one of a small group of highly literate women, perhaps only half a dozen in the province, who were held in high regard even by scholars.

‘You have been eating almost nothing for a month, Brother,’ she said, ‘and you are hiding poison. Please tell me why.’

He paused. He hadn’t wanted to tell her. He’d wanted to fade away quickly. Easily.

‘You remember our father’s death,’ he said quietly.

‘How could I forget?’

‘I believe I have the same condition. Last month, when I made a journey into Zhengzhou, I went to see the apothecary. They say he is the best. He found my chi to be badly out of balance. I also had acupuncture. For a little while I felt better. But since then …’ He shook his head. ‘I do not wish to suffer as my father did. Nor for you to have to watch it, nor my son.’

‘Do you fear death?’ she asked.

‘When I was a young man, though I went to our Buddhist temple and also studied the Taoist sages, I strove above all to obey the precepts of Confucius. I thought of work, family duty, right actions in the world. In my middle years, I increasingly found comfort in Buddhism, and I thought more of the life beyond, hoping that a life well lived would lead to a better reincarnation. But as I grow old, I am increasingly drawn to things that have no proper name, but which we call the Tao. The Way.’ He nodded to himself. ‘I do not strive for this life or the next, but I desire to surrender to the great flow of all things.’ He looked at her benignly. ‘Besides,’ he added, ‘every illiterate peasant knows that we live on in our children.’

‘Do not take poison yet,’ his sister said. ‘Your son may be coming to see you.’

‘The I Ching tells you this?’ He looked at her suspiciously. She nodded. He was not deceived. ‘You wrote to him. Do you know that he is coming?’

‘He will come if he can. He is a dutiful son.’

The old man nodded and sat down. After a few minutes he closed his eyes, while his sister continued to stare at the I Ching hexagrams on the paper in front of her.

And dusk was falling when the silence was interrupted by an old servant hurrying into the house and calling out: ‘Mr Jiang. Mr Jiang, sir. Your son is approaching.’

Shi-Rong went down on his knees before his father and bowed his head to the ground. The kowtow. The sign of respect owed to his father and the head of the family. But how thin the old man was.

The sight of his son, however, and the news that he brought seemed to put new life in Mr Jiang. And he nodded vigorously as Shi-Rong outlined his hopes for the future. ‘This is good,’ he agreed. ‘I have heard of the lord Lin. He is a worthy man. One of the few.’ He nodded. ‘You should sit your exams again, of course. But you are right to take this opportunity. The emperor himself …’

‘He will hear nothing but good things of me,’ Shi-Rong promised.

‘I shall make your favourite meal while you are here,’ said his aunt with a smile. Of all the dishes of the province’s Yu cuisine, it was a fish dish that Shi-Rong had always loved the best, ever since he was a boy: carp from the Yellow River, cooked three ways, to make soup, fried fillet and sweet and sour. And no one made it better than his aunt. But the preparation was complex. It took three days.

‘I have to leave in the morning,’ Shi-Rong had to confess. He saw her wilt as if she’d been struck by a blow and his father stiffen. But what could he do?

‘You must not keep the lord Lin waiting,’ his father cried a little hoarsely. And then quickly, to cover his emotion: ‘But I am sorry that you have to go down amongst the people of the south, my son.’

Shi-Rong smiled. Even now, his father considered the Han of the Yellow River and the great grain-growing plains of the north as the only true Chinese.

‘You still don’t admire the people of the rice paddies, Father?’

‘Those people think of nothing but money,’ his father answered scornfully.

‘You say that the lord Lin will be putting a stop to the barbarian pirates,’ his aunt said anxiously. ‘Does that mean that you will have to go to sea?’

‘He will do as the lord Lin commands,’ his father interrupted sharply. ‘He must be hungry,’ he added.

While his aunt went to prepare some food, his father questioned him closely about the mission. ‘Are these pirates the red-haired barbarians, or the other bearded devils?’ the old man wanted to know.

‘I am not sure,’ Shi-Rong replied. ‘Mr Wen told me that the lord Lin told him that they once sent an embassy here. Also that he has heard they are very hairy and they cannot bend their legs, so that they often fall over.’

‘That seems unlikely,’ said Mr Jiang. ‘But I remember that when I was a young man, an embassy arrived at the court of the present emperor’s grandfather. I heard the details from people who were at court. The barbarians came by ship from a distant western land. Their ambassador brought gifts, but he refused to kowtow to the emperor in the proper manner. This had never happened before. The emperor understood that he was an ignorant and stupid man, but still gave him a magnificent piece of jade – though the fellow clearly had no idea of its value. Next the barbarian showed us goods from his country – clocks, telescopes and I don’t know what – thinking to impress us. The emperor explained that we had no need for the things he brought, but was too polite to point out that they were inferior to the similar items already given him by embassies from other western lands. Finally this barbarian asked that his wretched people should be allowed to trade with other ports besides Guangzhou – where all the other foreign merchants are content to be allowed – and made all sorts of other foolish demands. He was absurd.’ He nodded. ‘Perhaps these opium pirates come from the same land.’

‘I know almost nothing about the distant lands across the sea,’ Shi-Rong remarked.

‘Nobody does,’ his father said. ‘It wasn’t always so,’ he added. ‘About four centuries ago, in the days of the Ming dynasty, we had a great fleet of ships that traded with many western lands. But it became unprofitable. Now the ships come to us. And the empire is so huge … There is nothing we cannot produce ourselves. The barbarians need what we have, not the reverse.’

‘They certainly want our tea,’ Shi-Rong agreed. ‘And I have heard that if they cannot obtain enough of our rhubarb herb, they die.’

‘It may be so,’ his father said. ‘But I see your aunt has food for us.’

Soup; dumplings stuffed with pork; noodles, with mutton and vegetables, sprinkled with coriander. Only now, as the rich aromas greeted him, did Shi-Rong realise how hungry he was. To his aunt’s obvious joy, his father took a little food also, to keep him company.

As they ate, he ventured to ask his father about his health.

‘I am growing old, my son,’ his father responded. ‘It is to be expected. But even if I died tomorrow – which I shall not – I should be happy to know that our family estate is to pass to a worthy son.’

‘I beg you, live many years,’ Shi-Rong replied. ‘Let me show you my success and give you grandchildren.’ He saw his aunt nod approvingly at this.

‘I shall do my best,’ his father promised with a smile.

‘He must eat more,’ his aunt said. And Shi-Rong affectionately put a dumpling in his father’s bowl.

At the end of the meal, seeing his father looked tired, Shi-Rong asked him if he wanted to rest.

‘When do you leave tomorrow?’ his father asked. ‘At dawn?’

‘In the morning. But not at dawn.’

‘I am not ready to sleep yet. Say goodnight to your aunt. She wants to go to bed. Then we’ll talk a little. I have things to say to you.’

When his aunt had bid him goodnight, the two men sat in silence for a few minutes before Mr Jiang began to speak.

‘Your aunt worries too much. But none of us knows when we shall die, so it is time to give you my final commandments.’ He looked at his son gravely, and Shi-Rong bowed his head. ‘The first is simple enough. In all your actions, Confucius must be your guide. Honour your family, the emperor and tradition. Failure to do so will lead only to disorder.’

‘I always try to do so, Father. And I always shall.’

‘I never doubted it. But when you are older, especially if you are successful in your career, a great temptation will be placed in your path. You will be tempted to take bribes. Almost all officials do. That is how they retire with great fortunes. Lin does not take bribes. He is a great exception, and I am glad you are to work for him. But when the temptation does arise, you must not fall into it. If you are honest and successful, you will receive sufficient riches. Do you promise me this?’

‘Certainly, Father. I promise.’

‘There remains one more thing. It concerns the emperor.’ His father paused. ‘You must always remember that the emperor of China sits at the centre of the world, and he rules by the Mandate of Heaven. It is true that down thousands of years, from time to time, the ruling dynasty has changed. When it is time for a change, the gods have always sent us many signs. By the time that the last Ming emperor hanged himself in despair two centuries ago, it was clear to everyone that the Manchu dynasty from the north was the answer to our needs.’

‘Not quite everyone,’ his son could not resist inserting.

‘Some residual supporters of the Ming who fled to Taiwan. Some rebels like the White Lotus bandits …’ His father made a dismissive gesture. ‘When you serve the emperor, my son, you must always remember that you are obeying the Mandate of Heaven. And this brings me to my last command. You must promise me never to lie to the emperor.’

‘Of course not, Father. Why would I do such a thing?’

‘Because so many people do. Officials are given instructions to do this thing or that. They have to report. They wish to please the emperor, to get promoted – or at least to stay out of trouble. So they tell the emperor what he wants to hear. Something goes wrong, they fail to meet a quota … They send a false report. This is against Confucian principle, and if they are caught, the emperor may be more angry than if they had told him the truth in the first place. But they do it. All over the empire.’ He sighed. ‘It is our besetting sin.’

‘I will not do this.’

‘Be truthful for its own sake. Then you will have a good conscience. But it will help you also. If you gain a reputation for reporting truthfully, the emperor will know he can trust you and will promote you.’

‘I promise, Father.’

‘Then that is all.’

Shi-Rong looked at his father. No wonder the old man approved of Lin. They were both upright men, of the same mould. If the mission had filled him with secret dread at all the enemies he was likely to make, it was no use hoping for any advice from his father as to how to negotiate the dangerous bureaucratic maze. His father was with Lin all the way.

Well, he would just have to hope for success and the emperor’s approval.

His father was tired now. It made him look suddenly frail. Was this to be the last time he saw him alive? Shi-Rong was overcome with feelings of gratitude and affection for the old man. And also a feeling of guilt. There must be so many things he could have asked him when he had the chance.

‘We shall talk once more in the morning,’ the old man promised. ‘I have something to show you,’ he added, ‘before you go upon your way.’

Shi-Rong woke early. His father was still asleep, but as he expected, his aunt was in the kitchen.

‘Now you must tell me how my father really is,’ he said quietly.

‘He believes he is sick. He may be wrong. But he is preparing for death. He wants to die quietly and quickly. He eats nothing.’

‘What can I do?’

‘You can make him want to live. No one else can.’

‘But I do want him to live. I need him to live.’

‘Then you may succeed.’

‘And you? Are you all right?’

‘I shall live a long time,’ his aunt said simply. The idea didn’t seem to give her much pleasure.

When his father appeared, however, he was in excellent spirits. He took a little food with them, and then, beckoning to Shi-Rong, told him: ‘I have a little test for you.’

All through his childhood, from the time when his father himself taught him his first lessons, there had always been these little tests – curiosities, abstruse sayings, ancient tunes – puzzles to tease the mind and teach Shi-Rong something unexpected. They were more like games, really. And no visit home could be complete without something of this kind.

From a drawer Mr Jiang took out a small bag and emptied its contents onto a table. There was a rattling sound, and Shi-Rong saw a tiny pile of shards of broken bone and turtle shell.

‘When I was in Zhengzhou last month,’ he said, ‘I was shopping at the apothecary’s when a farmer came in with these.’ He smiled. ‘He wanted to sell them to the apothecary. “Grind them up,” he said. “Sell the powder for a high price. They must be magic of some kind.” He had a farm somewhere north of the river. Said he found them in the ground, and that he had more. I expect he hoped the apothecary would sell the powder successfully and pay him handsomely for more. But the apothecary didn’t want the stuff, so I persuaded him to sell them to me.’

‘And why did you buy them, Father?’

‘Ah, that’s your puzzle. You have to tell me. Take a look at them.’

At first Shi-Rong couldn’t see anything of interest. Just some little bones, grimy with earth. Two of the fragments of turtle shell seemed to fit together, however, and as he placed them side by side, he noticed that there were tiny scratches on their surface. As he searched further among the bones, he found more marks. The scratches were quite neat.

‘The bones have some kind of writing on them. Looks a bit primitive.’

‘Can you read it?’

‘Not at all.’

‘They are Chinese characters. I am sure of it. See here’ – his father pointed – ‘the character for man; and here is horse and this may be water.’

‘I think you could be right.’

‘I believe this is ancestral Chinese writing, early forms of the characters we know today.’

‘If so, they must be very old.’

‘We have examples of fully formed writing from a very early period. I’d guess these bones are four thousand years old, perhaps more.’

Shi-Rong was suddenly struck by a beautiful thought. ‘Why, Father, you must get more. You must decipher them. This will make you famous.’

His father chuckled. ‘You mean I’d have to live for years?’

‘Certainly. You must see me win the emperor’s favour and become famous amongst all the scholars yourself. It’s your duty to the family,’ he added cleverly.

His father looked at him fondly. The love of the young is always a little selfish. It cannot be otherwise. But he was touched by his son’s affection. ‘Well,’ he said without much confidence, ‘I’ll try.’

And now, he knew, it was time for his son to leave. He had a long way to travel. Shi-Rong would follow the river valley to Kaifeng, then take the ancient road until he came to the mighty Yangtze River, three hundred miles to the south. From there, another seven hundred miles down, by road and river to the coast. He’d be lucky to get there in fifty days.

As they parted at the gateway to the house, Shi-Rong begged his father, ‘Please live till I return,’ and his father ordered him: ‘Keep my commandments.’

Then Mr Jiang and his sister watched Shi-Rong until he was out of sight.

Two hours after Shi-Rong had departed, his aunt sat down at her writing desk. Her brother, after going for a short walk, had lain down to rest, and now she returned to the matter that had been occupying her thoughts for several days before Shi-Rong’s arrival.

On the desk in front of her, a large sheet of paper displayed a grid of hexagrams. As she had so many times before, she tried to decipher their message.

That was the trouble with the I Ching. It seldom gave clear answers. Cryptic words, oracular expressions, mysteries to be solved. Everything lay in the hands of the interpreter. Sometimes the message seemed clear; often it did not.

Had there been a consistency in her readings concerning Shi-Rong? It seemed to her that there had been some. There were indications of danger, but the danger was not close. There were suggestions of death, unexpected but inevitable. Death by water.

It was all so vague.

She had not told her brother. Or Shi-Rong. What was the point?
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The party for Trader was going splendidly. First of all, they’d given him a present.

‘At first we couldn’t think what to give you,’ they told him. ‘Then somebody suggested a picture. Picture of what, though? After much discussion, it was decided that you’re such an unconscionably handsome fellow, we’d better give you a picture of yourself!’

‘Something to send your ladylove,’ a voice called out.

‘We should have given you several, for all the girls,’ another rejoined. ‘But we couldn’t afford it.’

‘So here it is,’ they proudly cried.

It was a miniature, of course. One gave portraits to be hung on walls to senior men when they retired, not to young chaps starting out in life. But they’d done him proud all the same. They’d chosen the usual oval shape. That’s what the ladies liked. Painted in oil on ivory. But painted with such striking realism and richness of tone that it might have been by the famous Andrew Robertson himself. It wasn’t, but it might have been. They all agreed that with his pale face and darkly brooding good looks, ‘Trader’s the Byron of the China trade.’

‘Remember that artist we had in to make sketches of us all for a group picture?’ they cried. ‘That was the miniature painter. It was you he was sketching all the time.’

Trader thanked them solemnly. And indeed, he was delighted with the present. Said he’d keep it all his life in memory of the good days spent in their company. And he might have said more if they hadn’t shouted, ‘Shut up! Shut up! It’s time for a song.’

Young Crosbie, a small, sandy-haired Scotsman, was at the piano. He’d made up a song. Well, to be precise, he was making up a song, aided by all the other good fellows there. Garstin, Standish, Swann, Giles, Humphreys – jolly chaps from all the agencies. And Charlie Farley, too, of course.

Ernest Read smiled and took a leisurely puff at his cigar. The American was a barrel of a man. Short-cropped hair, big brown moustache. Twenty-eight years old, but as worldly-wise as a man of forty. A good oarsman. A man’s man. A ladies’ man, too. He glanced at John Trader. ‘They’re giving you a pretty good send-off, Trader. When do you leave?’

‘Three days.’

‘We may meet again, then. I’m taking a trip to Macao before I make my way back home.’

‘I’m always glad of good company,’ John answered. He didn’t ask the American what his own business was. Read seemed the kind of man who would give information if and when he wanted to.

‘So you’re going into the China trade,’ Read continued. ‘How do you feel about selling opium?’

‘It’s a medicine.’ Trader shrugged. ‘In England, people give laudanum to their children.’

‘And if people overindulge … it’s their problem, right?’

‘Same as wine and spirits. Would you prohibit them?’

‘No.’ Read considered. ‘Though they say opium’s more addictive. Fact remains, the Chinese emperor doesn’t approve. Sale or consumption of the said article is illegal in his domain.’

‘Well, I’m not under Chinese law, thank God.’ Trader shot a swift glance back at Read. ‘Your own countrymen sell opium.’

‘Oh yes.’ Read grinned. ‘Russell, Cushing, Forbes, Delano – some of the best names in old Boston. But American participation in the China trade’s nothing compared to you British.’ He took another draw on his cigar. ‘I hear you’ve entered into a partnership.’

‘Yes. A small firm. Odstock and Sons. It’s really two brothers these days. One here, one in Canton.’

‘I’ve heard of them,’ said Read with a nod. ‘Good operators. I guess you’re fortunate you have money to invest.’

‘A small inheritance. That’s all.’

‘And you want to make a fortune in a hurry,’ said Read.

John Trader nodded thoughtfully. ‘Something like that,’ he said quietly.

The next day was Sunday. Charlie usually liked going to his aunt’s on Sundays. The main meal was in the early afternoon and was usually followed by a leisurely afternoon stroll to aid the digestion. Often there were guests, but it was only family today.

‘Tell me about the party last night,’ said Aunt Harriet.

‘It was what you’d expect. Jokes about China. Crosbie tried to compose a song. They all teased John about how rich he was going to be.’

‘He’s not poor now, from what I understand,’ said Harriet.

‘He needs more.’ Charlie gave her a confidential look. ‘He’s in love.’

‘Really? With whom?’

‘Agnes Lomond.’

‘So tell me about Agnes Lomond. I’ve met her, but that’s all.’

‘Nothing to tell, really. I don’t know what he sees in her.’

‘When did it start?’

‘The day we had luncheon with her father. He was struck with a thunderbolt. A few days later I discovered he’d been to call on her mother. He never told me he was going to.’

‘Colonel Lomond likes him?’

‘Not at all. Hates him. But after he called, Mrs Lomond decided he was charming.’ He thought for a moment. ‘It’s difficult for the colonel, I suppose. Agnes looks well enough, but she’s nothing special. Aristocratic, of course, but she ain’t rich. So even the colonel has to be careful. Fathers don’t want to get a reputation for chasing young men away, you see. Puts people off.’

‘So is Trader paying his addresses to Miss Lomond?’

‘Hasn’t got to that yet. He’s allowed to call on her mother and meet her. Sees her at other gatherings, I daresay. But I think he wants to strengthen his hand before he goes further.’

‘So he’s going to China to make a quick fortune. And while he’s away?’

‘The colonel will be scouring the British Empire to find a young man he likes better.’ He chuckled quietly. ‘He must have got the wind up. He even asked me if I’d be interested.’

‘I can understand that. He was friendly with your father. He likes you. Any girl would be glad to marry you. Are you interested?’

‘Not my type.’

‘And do we know what Miss Lomond herself thinks of all this?’

‘Not the least idea.’ Charlie grinned.
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March 1839

China seas. A warm night. A light breeze. Oily slicks of cloud lay along the horizon, and above them, a silver quarter-moon hung among the stars.

The China seas could be treacherous – terrible during the monsoons. But tonight the black water parted, smooth as lacquer, under the clipper’s bow.

The cargo, stowed below in five hundred mango-wood chests – a hundred of them Trader’s, a large part of his wealth – was also black.

Opium.

John Trader stared from the deck across the water, his face still as a gambler’s. He’d made his choices. There was no turning back now.

He’d been lucky the Odstocks had been looking for a junior partner. He’d known the younger brother, Benjamin, for some time before he’d approached him about joining the business. As it happened, he’d chosen a good time.

‘My brother Tully’s fifty now,’ the stocky merchant told him. ‘Been in Canton for years. Wants to go back and join our father in London.’ He’d smiled. ‘Wouldn’t be my choice. Father’s a crusty old cove. So Tully needs someone to learn the ropes in Canton. Think you could do it?’

‘It sounds just what I’m looking for,’ Trader had replied.

‘We’d be wanting someone who could buy into the business.’ Benjamin had looked at him keenly.

‘I could be interested – depending on the terms.’

‘It’s not like being in Calcutta,’ Benjamin had cautioned him. ‘Not much social life. Only men allowed at Canton itself. They have to stay there for weeks during the trading season. Families live out at Macao, which is not a bad place. Healthy. The Portuguese run it, as you know, but there’s an English community. English church. That sort of thing. And a British government representative, by the way. Man named Captain Elliot at present. Quite a good fellow, I daresay.’

‘And you retire with a fortune,’ Trader added amiably. The fact that he hoped to make his fortune faster was better concealed for the moment.

‘With luck.’ Benjamin Odstock regarded him thoughtfully while Trader surveyed the tobacco stains on the older gentleman’s white waistcoat. ‘A man needs enterprise and a steady nerve in this trade. Prices fluctuate. Sometimes there’s a glut.’

‘The emperor doesn’t like the trade.’

‘Don’t worry about that. The demand’s huge, and growing.’ Benjamin Odstock puffed out his florid cheeks. ‘Just keep a cool head. I wouldn’t be surprised,’ he said comfortably, ‘if the opium trade went on forever.’

The Odstocks knew their business. John thought he could trust them.

It was midnight when they saw the schooner ahead. Three lights. The signal. Trader was still on deck, standing near the captain.

‘That’ll be McBride, I should think,’ said the captain. ‘He likes to pick up cargo out here.’

‘Why?’ The depot was at Lintin, in the gulf.

‘McBride prefers the open sea.’ A moment later, he gave the order: ‘Heave to.’ As they drew near, the skipper of the schooner held up a lantern so that they could see his bearded face. ‘That’s him,’ the captain remarked.

Then they heard McBride’s voice call across the water. ‘Nothing’s selling at Lintin. No takers.’

Trader felt his face go pale. Lucky no one could see it in the dark. ‘Is he lying?’ he asked the captain. ‘To get me to sell to him?’

‘McBride’s honest. Besides, he doesn’t buy. He sells on commission.’

My first voyage, John thought, and the cargo in which I’ve sunk my inheritance is unsalable. Was he going to be ruined?

‘I’m going to try up the coast,’ McBride shouted. ‘Room for a hundred more cases. Are you interested?’

John remembered Benjamin Odstock’s words. A steady nerve. A cool head. And enterprise. Yet he was almost surprised to hear his own voice shouting back. ‘If you’ll take me with you, and bring me into Canton when we’re done.’

There was a pause. ‘All right,’ called McBride.

There were twenty hands on the schooner – English, Dutch, Irish, a couple of Scandinavians and four Indian lascars. It took less than half an hour for them to transfer the hundred chests from the clipper into the schooner’s wide hold.

Meanwhile, John discovered that he was not the only passenger. He was pleased to find that Read, his acquaintance from Calcutta, was also on board.

‘I was sailing to Macao,’ the American told him. ‘Then McBride hailed us this afternoon. When I heard he was taking a run up the coast I jumped ship and came along for the ride.’ He grinned. ‘Glad to have your company, Trader. It should be interesting. We’ve got a missionary on board, too.’ He jerked his finger for’ard to where a figure could be seen sleeping in a hammock. ‘Dutchman.’

With his cargo now complete, McBride was anxious to depart. The crew scurried, and they were under way again.

‘Use my cabin if you want, gentlemen,’ the skipper said. ‘Or if you prefer to be on deck, there are blankets aft. I’d get some sleep if I were you.’

Read chose the deck. So did John. If anything happened, he didn’t want to miss it. They went forward and settled down. Most of the crew were sitting quietly or sleeping there. The missionary in his hammock, a large, heavy fellow, had never broken his sleep. From time to time, the sound of his snores was added to the faint hiss of the breeze in the rigging.

John fell asleep at once and did not wake until the first hint of dawn was in the sky. Read was also awake, gazing up thoughtfully at the fading stars.

‘Good morning,’ said John quietly. ‘Been awake long?’

‘A while.’ He turned to look at John. ‘You own the cargo you brought aboard?’

‘Part of it.’ John sat up. A lock of dark hair fell over his forehead. He brushed it away.

‘So you’ve quite a bit riding on this. Did you borrow the money?’

‘Some.’

‘Brave man.’ Read didn’t pursue the matter further.

They got up and went to join the skipper at the wheel.

‘All quiet?’ Read asked.

‘Only pirates to watch for now,’ McBride replied. ‘If we do meet any pirates, sir,’ the skipper continued, ‘I shall give you a pistol and ask you to use it.’

‘I’ll shoot.’ Read took out a cigar.

‘You look like a man,’ the skipper ventured, ‘that knows the seven seas.’

‘I get around.’

‘What brings you here, if I may ask?’

‘Avoiding my wife.’ Read lit his cigar and puffed in silence for a minute or two. ‘First time I’ve smuggled, though.’ He grinned. ‘Never been a criminal before.’

‘Only under Chinese law,’ McBride said. ‘And we don’t count that.’

‘Right.’ Read glanced towards the missionary, whose snores had just grown loud. ‘Tell me,’ he asked, ‘do you always bring a missionary?’

‘Usually. They speak the lingo. Need ’em to translate.’

‘And they don’t mind … the business?’

McBride smiled. ‘You’ll see.’

They caught sight of the coast an hour after dawn – a small headland to the west that soon vanished again. Then nothing until midmorning, when more coastline began to appear. It was an hour later when Trader saw the square sails coming towards them. He glanced at Captain McBride.

‘Pirates?’ he asked.

The captain shook his head and handed the wheel to Read for a moment while he went to shake the missionary awake. ‘Rise and shine, Van Buskirk. We’ve got customers.’

Trader watched. The large Dutchman, once awake, moved with surprising speed. From under an awning, he dragged two large wicker baskets and opened them. One contained cheaply bound books; the other was full of pamphlets, in coloured paper wrappers. Then he came to the wheel.

‘Bibles?’ asked Read.

‘Gospels, Mr Read, and Christian tracts. In Chinese, of course. Printed in Macao.’

‘To convert the heathen?’

‘That is my hope.’

‘Strange way to convert people, if I may say so – off the side of an opium vessel.’

‘If I could preach the Gospel ashore, sir, without being arrested, I should not be aboard this ship,’ the big man replied. He looked at the skipper. ‘Which cargo do we sell first?’

McBride indicated Trader. The Dutchman turned to John. ‘I have your assurance that the cargo is all Patna and Benares. No loose Malwa cakes.’

‘All properly packed, tight in balls,’ said John. ‘Top quality.’

‘Will you trust me to negotiate the prices?’ the missionary asked. He saw John hesitate. ‘It will be better that way.’

Trader glanced at McBride, who nodded.

A strange fellow, this big Dutchman, John thought. A speaker of many tongues. God knows how many years he’d been out in the East trying to convert the heathen of a land he could not enter.

And now, it seemed, he must place his fortune in the Dutchman’s hands.

‘All right,’ he said.

The smuggling boat was a long, slim, unpainted vessel, with square sails and thirty or forty oarsmen, all armed with knives and cutlasses, at its sides. Scrambling dragons, the Chinese called these boats. From whatever quarter the wind came – or if there was no wind at all – a scrambling dragon could manoeuvre at speed, and it was hard to catch.

The smugglers had no sooner come alongside than a small, tough, barefooted fellow with a pigtail, dressed only in knee-length cotton breeches and an open shirt, climbed quickly aboard and went straight to Van Buskirk.

The negotiation was amazingly brief, conducted in Cantonese, which the Dutchman seemed to speak fluently. After a few words, the smuggler dived down into the hold with the captain and selected a chest, which was carried up on deck by two of the hands. Taking a sharp knife, he cut the gunnysacking from around the wooden chest and prized open the pitch seal. A moment later, the chest was open and he was riffling through the packing filler, removing the matting to reveal the upper layer of twenty compartments containing the spherical cakes of opium, like so many small cannonballs, each tightly wrapped in poppy leaves.

Taking out a ball and scraping back the leaf, the man wiped his knife on his shirt and then worked it a little way into the hard, dark opium cake beneath. Then he placed the blade in his mouth. After closing his eyes for a moment, he nodded sharply and turned to Van Buskirk.

Less than a minute later, after a quick-fire exchange, the deal was done.

‘Fifty chests, at six hundred silver dollars each,’ the Dutchman announced.

‘I’d hoped for a thousand,’ said John.

‘Not this year. His first offer was five hundred. You’re still making a profit.’

Before they had even finished speaking, the crewmen were hurriedly bringing up chests on deck, while others began to lower them over the side to the scrambling dragon. At the same time, a chest of silver was being hauled up. As soon as it was on deck, the Chinese smuggler began to count it out. Bags of coins, ingots of silver, he made a pile on the deck while the captain calmly watched.

Van Buskirk, however, seemed to have lost all interest in the transaction now. Rushing to his wicker baskets, he delved into the first one and pulled out a pile of books. ‘Help me, Mr Trader,’ he called out. ‘It’s the least you can do.’

Trader hesitated. The silver was still piling up on the deck. But Read obligingly went to the other basket, scooped up an armful of tracts, and, holding them under his chin, walked to the side of the ship and dropped them into the smugglers’ vessel below, while the Dutchman did the same thing with his gospels.

‘Read them,’ the Dutchman instructed the Chinese oarsmen below, in Cantonese. ‘Share the Word of God.’

The business of loading the opium was progressing now with astonishing speed. A human chain had been formed so that the heavy boxes were flowing from hold to deck and from the deck over the side as smoothly as a snake. By the time that Van Buskirk and Read had each collected two more armfuls of literature and distributed them, the loading was complete and the Chinese smuggler was leaving the ship.

‘Tell him to wait,’ Trader called to the Dutchman. ‘I haven’t checked the money yet.’ But Van Buskirk appeared unconcerned, and to Trader’s dismay, the smuggler was over the side and his oarsmen were pushing away. He saw both Read and the captain smile as the missionary calmly closed his wicker baskets before coming over to where the pile of silver lay.

‘You think he may have shortchanged you?’ Van Buskirk asked. He gently shook his head. ‘You will soon learn, young man, that the Chinese never do that. Not even the smugglers. Your silver will be exactly correct, I assure you.’

And as he stowed the money in his strongbox, Trader discovered that this was indeed the case.

For two more hours they continued on their way. It was a fine day, and the sun’s rays were dancing cheerfully upon the sea. He and Read stood together by the ship’s rail. Several times they saw schools of flying fish skimming over the water.

They’d been enjoying the scene for a while when the American gently observed: ‘I’ve been trying to figure you out, Trader. You seem a nice fellow.’

‘Thank you.’

‘The men in this trade are a tough crowd, mostly. I’m not saying you couldn’t be tough. But you seem a little finer. So I’m wondering what’s driving you. Something you’re running from, something you’re searching for. Sure as hell, something’s eating you. So I’m wondering: could it be a woman?’

‘Could be,’ John said.

‘Must be quite a young lady,’ Read said with a smile, ‘to get you into the opium trade.’

An hour later, when Captain McBride saw the blunt square-rigged vessel slowly approaching, he cursed.

‘War junk,’ he explained. ‘Government ship. Officials aboard.’

‘What will they do?’

‘Depends. They could impound the cargo.’ He glanced at Trader and saw him go very pale. ‘We can give up and go home. I can outrun them. Or we can head out to sea and try another approach. But they might still be waiting for us.’

John was silent. He’d chosen to make this run. How was he going to explain the loss of fifty chests of opium to his new partners? He couldn’t afford to lose them, in any case. He turned to Read. For once, the worldly American looked doubtful.

To his surprise, it was Van Buskirk who made the decision.

‘Proceed, gentlemen,’ he said calmly. His fleshy face was impassive. ‘Put your trust in me.’ He turned to the skipper. ‘When we get close, McBride, please heave to, so that the official can board. I shall also require a table placed on deck, two chairs and two wineglasses. Nobody should speak. Just listen politely, even if you have no idea what he is saying. I will do the rest.’

Trader watched as the war junk drew close. Its high wooden sides were certainly impressive. The vessel’s masts were huge, as were the sails of bamboo matting. The massive stern was painted like a Chinese mask. On either side of the bow was a staring eye. The deck looked cluttered, but the cannon were plain to see.

Only a single man, a mandarin, came across. He was rowed over to them in a tiny boat, in which he sat, very composed. He was middle-aged, with a long, drooping moustache and he wore a black cylindrical hat. Over his embroidered robes was a blue three-quarter-length surcoat, emblazoned on the chest with a big square, designating his rank. When he came aboard, he looked around him calmly. Obviously he had no fear that these Western barbarians would dare to offer him any violence. Then he took out a scroll and began to read from it. The document was written in the official Mandarin Chinese, which sounded to Trader strangely like birdsong.

‘What’s he saying?’ he whispered to Van Buskirk.

‘That the emperor, considering the health and safety of his people, expressly forbids the selling of opium. Should our ship contain any, it will be taken away and destroyed immediately.’

John Trader winced. ‘That’s it, then.’

‘Patience,’ the Dutchman murmured.

When the mandarin had concluded his announcement, Van Buskirk stepped forward and made him a low bow. Gesturing to the table that had been set up, he politely asked the mandarin if he would care to sit and talk a little. Once he and the mandarin were seated, he drew from his coat a silver flask and filled both glasses before them with a rich brown cordial. ‘Madeira, gentlemen,’ he remarked to the onlookers. ‘I always keep some with me.’

Ceremoniously he toasted the mandarin, and for some time the two men sipped their drink and conversed politely. At one point, Trader noticed, the missionary looked concerned and seemed to be questioning the mandarin closely. Then he beckoned to Trader.

‘I shall require you to give me one thousand silver dollars from your strongbox, Mr Trader,’ he remarked blandly. ‘McBride will reimburse you for his share later.’

‘This is for …?’

‘Just bring me the money,’ the Dutchman said. ‘In a bag.’

A minute or two later, having handed over the bag of silver coins, Trader watched as the Dutchman gravely gave it to the mandarin, who took it and, without being so rude as to count it, rose to depart.

Only when the official was on his way back to the war junk did John speak. ‘Did you just bribe a government official?’

‘It was not a bribe,’ the Dutchman replied. ‘It was a present.’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘The truth, of course. I explained to him that, were he to ask you or the captain or even Read here if there was any opium stowed below, I had every confidence that you would say that there was not. He was courteous enough to agree that, this being the case, your word would suffice. I then gave him a small present. He might have asked for more, but he did not.’

‘A thousand silver dollars is small?’

‘You got off very lightly. Do you wish me to summon him back to dispute the matter?’

‘Certainly not.’

‘Then we are free to proceed.’ Van Buskirk nodded to the captain to indicate that the ship should get under way again.

‘So much,’ Trader remarked wryly, ‘for Chinese morality.’

‘It is you, Mr Trader,’ the missionary gently reminded him, ‘not he, who is in the drug trade.’

They reached their rendezvous – a small island with a sheltered anchorage – that evening. The receiving ship, flying a pair of red flags, was already there. Half of McBride’s original cargo had been presold, paid for with silver at Canton, and the letters of credit were duly passed across. But when the Chinese merchant discovered that they had another hundred, plus Trader’s remaining fifty, he paid cash for those as well.

By nightfall, the business of the voyage was therefore complete. Both the ships had dropped anchor and would go their separate ways at dawn. In the meantime, the Chinese merchant gladly agreed to dine with his new Western friends.

It was a pleasant meal. Simple food, some drinkable wine. A little Madeira supplied by Van Buskirk. Mostly the missionary and the Chinese merchant spoke together in Cantonese, while the others conversed in English. The surprise came at the end of the meal.

‘Gentlemen,’ the missionary announced, ‘you have no need of me now. But our Chinese friend has agreed to take me farther up the coast before he returns here to meet another British opium ship, on which I can make my return. During my days with him, I may even be able to go ashore.’

McBride frowned. ‘That’s a dangerous thing you’re doing, sir. Missionaries normally stick with our ships. You’ll have no protection if you get caught. Especially onshore.’

‘I know, Captain.’ The big Dutchman gave him a smile that was almost apologetic. ‘But I am a missionary.’ He shrugged. ‘I shall hope for protection from …’ He pointed up to Heaven.

They received this with silence.

‘Godspeed, Reverend,’ said Read after a pause. ‘We shall miss you.’

‘I shall go across to the other vessel with my things tonight,’ Van Buskirk concluded, ‘so as not to delay you in the morning.’

A quarter of an hour later, a leather satchel containing his few possessions over his shoulder and his two big wicker baskets already lowered over the side, Van Buskirk was ready to depart. But before he left, he beckoned to Trader to join him and led him over to the opposite rail, where they would not be heard.

‘Mr Trader,’ the big man spoke in a low, soft voice, ‘would you allow me to give you some advice?’

‘Of course.’

‘I have been out here many years. You are young, and you are not a bad man. I can see that. But I beg you to leave off this business. Return to your own country, or at least to India, where you may make an honest living. For if you continue in the opium trade, Mr Trader, you will be in danger of losing your immortal soul.’

John did not reply.

‘And there is something else you should know,’ the older man continued. ‘When I was speaking to the mandarin this afternoon, he gave me news which confirmed other rumours I have been hearing.’ He dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘There is trouble ahead. Big trouble.’ He nodded slowly. ‘If you enter the opium trade now, I believe you may be ruined. So my advice to you as a man of business – even if you care nothing for your soul – is this: take the money you have made and run.’

‘Run?’

‘Run for your life.’
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The following morning, a new thing happened to Mei-Ling. She’d been told to hang out the washing in the yard, and she was already halfway through. Second Son was watching her affectionately. He’d just acquired a new dog, and he was playing with the puppy while he sat on a bench under the orange tree in the middle of the yard.

The sun was shining. Behind the wall on the right, some bamboo fronds were swaying in the breeze. Over the tiled roof on the left, one could see the terraced rice fields on the hill. From the kitchen came the pleasant smell of flatbread, cooking over a wood fire.

But now Second Son saw his wife stagger, as if she was going to faint. He rose anxiously.

Mei-Ling herself hardly knew what had happened. The feeling of nausea was so sudden. Sending a chicken scuttling away, she staggered to the orange tree and put her hand on a branch to steady herself.

At this moment, her mother-in-law chose to come into the yard. ‘Bad girl!’ she cried. ‘Why have you stopped?’

But there was nothing Mei-Ling could do. Before her husband could even support her, she doubled over and retched. The older woman came close, looking at her carefully.

And then, to Mei-Ling’s surprise, Mother spoke gently.

‘Come.’ The older woman pushed her son away and took Mei-Ling’s arm. ‘Quick, quick.’ She helped Mei-Ling towards her room. ‘You sit down. Cool place.’

She heard her husband ask what was happening, and his mother tell him sharply to go to work. She sat down on a wooden chair, wondering if she was going to throw up, while her mother-in-law went into the kitchen, returning a few moments later with a cup of ginger tea.

‘Drink a little now. Eat later.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Mei-Ling said. ‘I don’t know what happened.’

‘You don’t know?’ The older woman was surprised. ‘It’s morning sickness. Willow is lucky. She doesn’t seem to get it. I always did. Nothing wrong.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘You will have a fine son.’

The next day, Mei-Ling felt sick again. And the day after that. When she asked her mother-in-law how long she thought it would go on, the older woman was noncommittal. ‘Maybe not long,’ she said.

In the meantime, however, Mei-Ling was enjoying what seemed to be a change in their relationship. This proof of the vigorous life stirring within her daughter-in-law and memories of her own suffering with morning sickness made her more kind. She would insist that Mei-Ling rest whenever she felt queasy and often sit and chat with her, in a way that she never had before. Naturally, the discussion often turned to the child she was going to have.

‘He will be born in the Year of the Pig,’ her mother-in-law pointed out. ‘And the element for this year is Earth. Earth Pig is not a bad year to be born.’

By the time she was three, Mei-Ling could recite the sequence of animals after whom each Chinese year would be named in turn – Dragon, Snake, Horse, Goat … twelve in all, so that an animal came around every dozen years. But that was not all. One had to add, for each animal, one of five elements attached to it: Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water. So the twelve animals, each with its attached element, made a complete cycle of sixty years.

And as every child knew, one’s character went with one’s birth sign. Some were good, some not so good.

Fire Horse was bad. Fire Horse men brought trouble on their families. Big trouble, sometimes. And if you were a girl born in a Fire Horse year, nobody would marry you. Parents tried not to have a child at all in a Fire Horse year.

Mei-Ling had a general idea of this complex knowledge, but her mother-in-law was an expert.

‘The Earth sign can strengthen the Pig,’ the older woman explained. ‘People say Pig means fat and lazy, but not always. Earth Pig will work hard. Take good care of his wife.’

‘Won’t he eat a lot?’ asked Mei-Ling.

‘Yes, but he won’t care what he eats.’ The older woman laughed. ‘Easy for his wife. She won’t have to cook so well. If she makes a mistake, he’ll forgive her. And people will like him. Trust him.’

‘They say that Earth Pig people aren’t very bright,’ Mei-Ling said a little sadly.

‘No need for that here,’ Mother pointed out. ‘There is another thing about people born in an Earth Pig year,’ she continued. ‘They are afraid of people laughing at them because they are simple and trusting. You must always encourage him. Make him feel happy. Then he will work well.’

The next day, Mei-Ling dared to ask: ‘What if it’s a girl, Mother? What will a girl be like?’

The older woman, however, wasn’t interested in the idea. ‘Don’t worry. I went to a fortune-teller. First you will have sons. Daughter later.’

Mei-Ling hardly knew whether she was glad or sorry for this news. But as she looked at her sister-in-law, who was growing big now, it occurred to her that if Willow, as expected, had a boy and she herself had a girl, this friendliness Mother was showing her now might suddenly end.

She was surprised one afternoon to receive a visit. Her father never approached the Lung house normally, but when the servant girl came to say that he was outside and would like a word with his daughter, Mother gave Mei-Ling permission to go out to him and even added, ‘Ask your father to come in, if he wishes.’

He was waiting by the little wooden bridge. He looked sheepish. And he was accompanied by a young man Mei-Ling had never seen before.

‘This is a friend of Nio,’ her father said. ‘He has a message from him. But he would not give it to me. Only you.’ He backed away.

Mei-Ling looked at the young man. He was maybe twenty-five, slim, handsome. He smiled. But there was something about him she did not like.

‘Who are you?’ she asked.

‘They call me Sea Dragon,’ he replied. ‘I know your Little Brother. And as I was travelling this way, he gave me a message for you. He wants you to know that he is well.’

‘Is he in the big city? In Guangzhou?’

‘Near it.’

‘What is he doing?’

‘He is well paid. One day maybe he will be rich.’ The young man smiled again. ‘He says he does not want you to call him Little Brother anymore. You should call him Cousin from Guangzhou now.’

Her heart sank. Was her Little Brother telling her he’d become another person? Had he joined a criminal gang?

‘Is he armed?’ she asked nervously.

‘Don’t worry. He has a dagger and a cutlass.’ He’d misunderstood. ‘He is very good with the knife.’ He laughed.

‘Does he work by land or by sea?’

‘By sea.’

Her father came forward again.

‘We should go,’ he said. And Mei-Ling nodded. She knew all she needed to. Nio was a smuggler or a pirate. It was all the same. She had a terrible feeling that soon he would be dead.
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Run for your life. John told himself to forget the missionary’s warning. Pointless to think about it. He just needed to get to Canton and meet Tully Odstock. He’d know what was going on and what to do.

God knows, he thought, if I can’t trust the Odstock brothers better than a Dutch missionary I hardly know, then I shouldn’t be in business with them.

If only the Dutchman’s words would stop echoing in his mind.

They reached the gulf that was the entrance to the Pearl River system that afternoon.

‘See those peaks?’ McBride pointed to a distant rocky coastline just visible on the horizon. ‘The nearest is Hong Kong island. Nothing there, except a few fishermen. But it’s got a fine anchorage. Good place to shelter in a storm.’

Read joined Trader and they gazed towards the rock of Hong Kong for a while.

‘They say Odstocks do well,’ the American remarked. ‘Did you ever meet the old father?’

‘No. He retired to England.’

‘They tell me he left quite a reputation.’ He grinned. ‘The devil incarnate, people called him. Sharp as a needle.’

Trader frowned. Was the American giving him a gentle warning about Odstocks? He wasn’t sure. ‘I’ve known Benjamin quite a while,’ he said. ‘He’s a good man.’

‘And the brother in Canton?’

‘Tully Odstock? I haven’t met him yet.’

Read looked surprised. ‘I’d want to know a man pretty well,’ he said quietly, ‘before I became his partner.’

‘You think I rushed into this business?’

‘Most men in love think destiny must be on their side.’ The American nodded sadly. ‘I’ve been there myself.’

‘I suppose I go with my gut,’ said John. ‘If a thing feels right …’ He shrugged. ‘It’s like being pulled by the current, down the river of life.’

‘Maybe.’ Read considered. ‘In my experience, Trader, life’s more like the ocean. Unpredictable. Waves coming from all sides. Chance.’

‘Well, I think I’m on the right road,’ said John.

It was mid-afternoon when they passed Hong Kong. For several more hours the ship made its way between the small, friendly-looking islands scattered across the entrance of the gulf until, just as evening was beginning, they came in sight of Macao.

Macao island was a very different sort of place. Inhabited by the Portuguese for centuries, it had a shallow bay and steep slopes sprinkled with houses, villas, churches and tiny forts that looked charming in the evening sun.

They dropped anchor in Macao Roads. A jolly boat came out, and Read got into it to go ashore. ‘Maybe we’ll meet again,’ he said as he and Trader shook hands. ‘If not, good luck.’

The journey from Macao to Canton started the following dawn and took nearly three slow days. McBride didn’t talk much.

The first day they made their way up the gulf. Around noon, Trader saw some sails on the horizon.

‘Lintin rock,’ McBride grunted. ‘Where the opium cutters unload. Out of the Chinese governor’s sight.’

During the afternoon, as the gulf began to narrow, Trader could see, away on his left, a distant shoreline of endless mudflats, with the mountains rising behind them. Was it just his imagination, or were they staring down at him ominously?

The second day, they saw a group of headlands ahead. ‘The Bogue,’ McBride said tersely. ‘Entrance to China.’

As they reached the Bogue, the schooner hove to beside a junk moored some distance from the shore, from which a young Chinese official quickly boarded them, collected fees from McBride, and waved them on.

The entrance to China was certainly well guarded. They passed between two huge forts, one on either side of the river, with packed mud walls, thirty feet thick and impressive arrays of cannon trained upon the water. Any unwelcome ship in the channel would surely be blown to bits. A short while later they came to another pair of fearsome forts. Mighty empire, John thought, mighty defences.

The channel became narrower. The men took soundings over the side. ‘Sandbanks,’ McBride grunted. ‘Got to be careful.’

As they proceeded, Trader saw rice fields, villages of wooden huts, more fields of grain and now and then an orchard or a temple with a curving hip roof. Small junks with triangular sails on bamboo frameworks skimmed like winged insects on the shallow waters.

So this was China. Fearsome. Picturesque. Mysterious. Sampans came close enough that he could look down at their occupants – pigtailed Chinese, all of them – and they gazed back at him impassively. He smiled at them, even waved, but they did not respond. What were they thinking? He had no idea.

It was the third morning when they came around a bend in the river and he saw a forest of masts ahead.

‘Whampoa,’ said McBride. ‘I’ll be leaving you here.’

‘I thought you were taking me to Canton.’

‘Ships unload here. You take a chop boat up to Canton. It’ll get you there before dark.’

And after the schooner had weaved through the huge network of islands, wharves and anchorages, Trader found himself, his strongbox, and his trunks swiftly unloaded into one of the lighters going upstream. With only a handshake and a bleak ‘You’re on your own now, Mr Trader,’ McBride departed.

He had to wait two hours before the lighter set off. The final miles up the Pearl River were tedious. Since he couldn’t communicate with the half-dozen Chinese manning the chop boat, John was left alone with his thoughts.

Like most of the traffic, the lighter was going to collect the tea crop season’s final pickings – black tea of the lowest quality – before Canton’s trade wound down for the summer months. Perhaps it was his imagination, but there seemed to be an end-of-season lassitude amongst the crew.

During the afternoon, the sky became overcast. The clouds were growing darker. He had begun to wonder whether they would reach Canton before dusk and had just concluded that they probably wouldn’t when, as they emerged from another bend, he saw a long, untidy settlement of houseboats up ahead. It looked like a floating shantytown. At the end of the houseboats, a little apart, they passed a big painted vessel, three decks high and moored beside the bank. Servants were lighting lanterns around its decks, and by their lights he saw the painted faces of girls looking over the side.

This must be a Chinese flower boat, the floating brothels he’d heard about. The crew came to life now, grinning at him, pointing the girls out to him, and indicating that they could draw alongside. The girls waved encouragingly, but with a politely regretful smile, Trader shook his head.

And a few minutes later, passing a great gaggle of junks moored in the stream, he caught sight of his destination.

The pictures and prints he’d seen had been accurate. There could be no mistaking the splendid port that the foreigners called Canton.

He’d been told that Portuguese merchants had given the place its Western name. Hearing the Chinese refer to the local province as Guangdong, they’d supposed that this meant the city. And soon Guangdong had become Canton. By the time the outside world learned that the city was actually called Guangzhou – which sounded roughly like Gwung-Jo – the name Canton was too well entrenched for foreigners to worry about it.

Come to that, most Western travellers referred to Beijing as Peking, and English speakers said Moscow instead of Moskva and, for some obscure reason, Munich instead of München. A few British diehards even called the French city of Lyon by the splendidly British-sounding name of Lions.

Was it arrogance, ignorance, laziness – or perhaps even the sense that accuracy about foreign names sounded too fussy, intellectual and not quite decent? Probably all of these things.

The ancient city’s walls lay some way back from the river. Only Chinese could live in the city. But between the walls and the river, the foreign merchants’ quarter had a splendour all its own.

A huge open space, empty apart from a couple of customs booths, ran like an extended parade ground along the waterfront for a quarter of a mile. Behind it, a long line of handsome whitewashed buildings in the Georgian colonial style, many displaying verandas with smart green awnings, stared boldly across the square to the water. These were the offices and warehouses of the foreign merchants and also the living quarters where they dwelt. Each building was occupied by merchants from a different country and had a high flagpole in front of it, on which their national flag could be raised. And since these merchant gentlemen were traditionally known as factors, their splendid quarters were called the factories. British, American, Dutch, German, French, Swedish, Spanish: there were over a dozen factories lining the parade.

As the chop boat came to the jetties, Trader noticed a Chinese porter run across to one of the larger buildings. By the time that his trunks were all onshore, he saw a stout figure bustling towards him. There could be no doubt who it was.

Tully Odstock’s cheeks were mottled purple; corpulence had made his eyes grow small; tufts of white hair sprouted from his head. He made Trader think of a turnip.

‘Mr Trader? Tully Odstock. Glad you’re safe. I heard you went up the coast. Did you sell any opium?’

‘Yes, Mr Odstock. Fifty chests at six hundred each.’

‘Really?’ Tully nodded, surprised. ‘You did well. Very well.’ He seemed preoccupied.

The porters had already put the strongbox and trunks on a handcart. They started towards the British factory.

‘They tell me sales are slow,’ said Trader.

Tully gave him a swift look. ‘You haven’t heard the news, then?’ And seeing that Trader looked blank: ‘Suppose you couldn’t have. Only happened this morning. Not too good, I’m afraid.’ He gave a short puff. ‘Of course, it’ll all blow over. Not to worry.’

‘What exactly,’ Trader asked suspiciously, ‘are we talking about?’

‘Chinese playing up a bit about the opium. That’s all. I’ll tell you over dinner. We eat quite well here, you know.’

Trader stopped. ‘Tell me now,’ he said, surprised at his own firmness towards the older man. ‘How much do we stand to lose?’

‘Hard to say. Quite a bit, I should think. Talk about it over dinner.’

‘How much?’

‘Well’ – Tully puffed out his purple cheeks – ‘I suppose … in theory you understand … you might say … everything.’

‘I could lose everything?’

‘It’ll all blow over,’ said Tully. ‘Let’s have dinner.’
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Snow in the mountain passes had added a week to his journey, and Shi-Rong had been afraid he might keep Commissioner Lin waiting. So when he finally reached Guangzhou, he was relieved to discover that the mandarin had still not arrived.

He’d decided to make good use of his time. Whatever Lin might require of him, the more he knew about the locality, the better.

As soon as he’d found temporary lodgings, he set out in search of a guide, and after a few enquiries he found exactly what he needed: a Cantonese student preparing to take the mandarin provincial exams. Fong was a skinny, bright young fellow who was only too pleased to earn a little money in this way.

For three days, they toured the bustling old city, the suburbs and the foreign factories. Young Fong proved to be well informed and a good teacher, too. Under his guidance, Shi-Rong continued to improve his Cantonese, and he soon found that he could understand a good deal of what he heard in the streets. For his part, young Fong would ply Shi-Rong with questions each time they ate together, anxious to know what this important visitor thought of all he saw.

‘You like our Cantonese food?’ he asked during their first meal. ‘Too much rice?’

‘The dishes smell so rich. And everything tastes too sweet,’ Shi-Rong complained.

‘Sweet and sour. That’s southern Chinese. Try the white cut chicken. Not so sweet. And spring rolls.’

At the end of the second day, as they sat drinking rice wine together, Fong asked him if Guangzhou was what he’d expected.

‘I knew everyone would be in a hurry,’ Shi-Rong confessed, ‘but the crowds in the market and the alleys … You can hardly move.’

‘And we all have darker skins.’ Young Fong grinned. ‘And we only care about money. That’s what you say about us in Beijing, isn’t it?’ And when Shi-Rong couldn’t deny it: ‘All true!’ Fong cried with a laugh.

‘And what do the people of Guangzhou say about us?’ Shi-Rong asked in return.

‘Taller. Paler skin.’ Fong was naturally treading carefully. But Shi-Rong coaxed him until the young Cantonese admitted: ‘We say the northern peasants just sit around on their haunches all day long.’

Shi-Rong smiled. The peasants of the northern plains would often squat together in this manner when they were resting from their work. ‘But they still get the crops in,’ he replied.

He was especially interested in what Fong thought about the opium traffic. At first, knowing Shi-Rong’s position, Fong was noncommittal. But by the fifth day, he trusted Shi-Rong enough to be honest.

‘The orders come from Beijing. Raid the opium dens. Arrest the opium smokers. So they make a big sweep, right out into the countryside. Put a lot of people in gaol. But the people still want opium. Waste of time, really. Even the governor thinks so. Doesn’t matter what you do. Wait a year, all back to normal.’

A week had passed before Commissioner Lin arrived. He was pleased to find Shi-Rong already there, and still more so when his young assistant told him how he’d used the time. ‘Your diligence is commendable. You will be my secretary, but also my eyes and ears.’

Lin at once commandeered a house in the suburb close to the foreign factories and told Shi-Rong he was to lodge there also. The first evening he outlined his plan of action.

‘I have read all the memorials from the province on my journey here. During the next week, we shall talk to the governor of the province, the local mandarins, the merchants of Guangzhou – and their servants, who will tell us more – so that I can make my own assessment. Then we shall smash the opium trade. Who do you think we should strike first?’

Repeating what Fong had told him and other things he had seen for himself, Shi-Rong confessed frankly that he thought it would be a long and difficult task to dissuade people from using the drug.

‘I will burn all their opium pipes,’ Lin said grimly. ‘But you are right. The only way to root out this poison is to stop the supply. So, young Mr Jiang, who is our greatest enemy?’

‘The Fan Kuei – the red-haired foreign devils who bring the opium into the kingdom.’

‘And what do we know about them?’

‘I have been to their factories. It seems they are not all the same. They come from many countries. And only a few of them have red hair.’

‘The largest criminals are from a country called Britain. Nobody seems to be sure exactly where it is. Do you know?’

‘No, Excellency. Shall I make enquiries?’

‘Perhaps. Though it does not really matter where these inferior peoples dwell. I have learned, however, that this country is ruled by a queen. Also that she has sent some kind of official here.’

‘Yes, Commissioner. His name is Elliot. From a noble family. At present he is in Macao.’

‘Perhaps this queen does not even know what these pirates from her country are doing. Perhaps her servant has not told her.’

‘It is possible, Commissioner.’

‘I am writing this queen a letter. It is being translated into her own barbarous tongue. When the draft is ready, I shall give her servant the letter to convey to her. I shall reprimand her and give her instructions. If she is a moral ruler, no doubt she will order this Elliot to execute the pirates. The worst is a man named Jardine. He should start with him.’ He paused, then looked searchingly at Shi-Rong. ‘But the Fan Kuei are not important. It is a small matter for the Celestial Empire to deal with a few pirates. So I ask again: Who is the real enemy, Mr Jiang? Do you know?’

‘I am not sure, Excellency.’

‘It is our own merchants here in this city: the Hong, the merchant guild – the very group of men the emperor has authorised to deal with these foreigners. They are the traitors, the ones who allow the barbarians to sell opium, and we shall deal with them severely.’

The next few days were busy. Without saying what he intended to do, Lin conducted numerous interviews and collected evidence. Shi-Rong found himself working day and night taking notes, writing reports, and running errands. After a week, Lin gave him a small mission of his own. He was to go to the house of one of the Hong merchants and talk to him. 

‘Don’t give anything away,’ Lin told him. ‘Be friendly. Talk to him about the foreign merchants and their trade. Find out what he really thinks.’

The following afternoon Shi-Rong made his report.

‘The first thing I discovered, Excellency, is that he doesn’t believe the opium trade will be stopped. Interrupted, yes. But he thinks that once you have done enough to please the emperor, you will leave. And then things will go back to the way they were before. In the meantime, although he knows your reputation for honesty, he clearly finds it hard to believe you won’t be bought off like everyone else.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Two things, Excellency. His tone suggested that he and the barbarian merchants have become personal friends. More than that, I discovered from his servants that he personally is deeply in debt to one of them, a man named Odstock.’

‘You have done well. The emperor was correct to keep these Fan Kuei away from our people. Yet even when we confine them to a single port, in a compound outside the city walls, they still manage to corrupt our Hong merchants, who are supposed to be worthy men.’

‘Indeed.’

‘You said there was a second thing.’

‘Probably of no significance, Excellency. But he told me that this merchant, Odstock, daily expects the arrival of a young scholar who is to be a junior partner in his business. Though it seems strange,’ he added, ‘that a man of education would become a merchant.’

‘Who knows, with these barbarians? When he arrives, I want you to meet him. See if he knows anything useful.’

‘As you wish, Excellency.’ Shi-Rong bowed his head.

‘And now,’ Lin said with a grim smile, ‘I think we are ready. Summon all the members of the Hong to gather this evening.’ He gave Shi-Rong a quick nod. ‘We strike tonight.’
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John Trader gazed at Tully Odstock in horror. They were sitting in his small office, overlooking the narrow alley that ran from the front of the English factory to the Chinese lane at the back. Two oil lamps shed a yellowish glow over the leather chairs in which they were sitting. The atmosphere was warm and stuffy; but to John Trader, it felt cold as the Gobi Desert.

‘Happened last night,’ Tully explained. ‘This Lin fellow called all the Hong merchants in. Told them they were criminals and traitors. Then he says that the factory merchants are to surrender all their opium, and that the Hong must arrange it – they’re responsible for all the overseas trade, you see – and that if they don’t, he’ll start executing them. He’s given them three days. In the meantime, none of us are allowed to leave Canton.’

‘When he says all our opium …’

‘Not just the small amounts we have here at the factories. He means all the bulk we keep at the depots downriver and out in the gulf, and the cargoes in ships still coming in. He means everything we have. It’s a huge amount.’

‘And the opium I bought and paid for?’

‘That, too, of course.’ Tully nodded sympathetically. ‘Rather hard luck that, I must say. But when you invested in the partnership, that immediately became Odstocks’ money, you see.’ He brightened. ‘You’re in for ten per cent of future profits, of course.’

‘What profits?’ Trader asked bitterly. Tully said nothing. ‘So I’ve lost my investment.’

‘Wouldn’t say that,’ Tully replied. ‘Daresay it’ll all blow over.’

‘Are we going to surrender the opium?’

‘There’s a meeting about that. Day after tomorrow. You’ll be there, of course,’ Tully added, as though that made things better.

John Trader didn’t sleep much that night. Odstocks’ quarters in the English factory contained two small bedrooms. Tully’s looked into the alley. John’s had no window. At midnight, lying in his stuffy box of a room, listening to Tully’s snores through the plaster wall, John reached over to the brass oil lamp still burning with a tiny glow and turned up the wick. Then taking a piece of paper, he stared at what he had written. Not that he needed to. He knew all the figures by heart.

Total investment. Debt. Interest due. Cash on hand. Staring dully at the numbers, he calculated once again. Assuming modest expenses, he could pay the interest on his debt and live for a year, but not much more. Fifteen months at best.

The Odstock brothers didn’t know about his debt. He’d used the extra investment to negotiate a better deal from the partnership. In normal circumstances, it would have been a good bargain. But now? He was facing ruin.

And why had he done it? To win Agnes, of course. To make a fortune fast. To prove to her father that in time he’d be able to make Agnes the mistress of a Scottish estate. He knew it could be done. The image of her face came before his eyes. Yes. Yes, it could be done. More than that. It was destiny. He felt it with a certainty he could not explain. It was meant to be.

So he’d left the safe mediocrity of Calcutta and gone for broke in China – chosen the high seas and the storms and the sharp rocks, if he failed. Death, if need be, like so many thousand adventurers before him. He had to. It was his nature. And even now, faced with ruin, a little voice told him that, given the choice, he’d do it all again.

But as he stared at those bleak figures in the middle of the night, he was still afraid. And he slept only fitfully in his dark room until the sound of Tully Odstock stirring told him that, outside, it must be morning.

‘Time to introduce you around,’ Tully had said as they’d set out after breakfast. He’d said it briskly, as though there was nothing to be alarmed about.

John still wasn’t sure what to make of Tully. He supposed he was a solid old merchant like his brother. But had the two brothers accepted his money and given him a partnership just a bit too quickly? If he himself had concealed the extent of his borrowings, had they in turn been less than entirely forthcoming with him about the state of the business?

And when Tully said the trouble would all blow over, was he trying to fool a new partner or, perhaps worse, was he fooling himself? For one thing was sure – Trader could almost smell it – Tully Odstock was afraid.

Yet nobody else seemed to be alarmed at all. By noon, they’d been to every factory. He’d met French and Swedish merchants, Danish, Spanish, Dutch. Almost everyone agreed: ‘This is just Lin’s opening bid. We’ll refuse it. Then he’ll negotiate.’

‘He needs to make a show to impress the emperor so he can get his promotion and move on to somewhere else,’ one of the Dutch merchants assured them. ‘That’s how these mandarins play the game.’

And if this sounded heartening, still further encouragement came when they got to the American factory.

Warren Delano was only thirty, a handsome fellow with a fine moustache and sideburns and a friendly smile – though John did not fail to notice a pair of steely eyes – who’d already made a fortune in the opium trade. He was everything that John hoped to be. And he dismissed Lin’s demand easily.

‘All the opium I sell is on consignment,’ he told them. ‘Way I see it, I can’t surrender goods that belong to other people. Don’t have the legal right. Simple as that.’

‘Damn good point,’ Tully said. ‘A third of our opium’s on consignment, too. Belongs to Parsee merchants in Bombay.’

‘There you go, then,’ said Delano.

By the time they left, it seemed to Trader that his plump partner was covering the ground with a new confidence. ‘We’ll go back this way,’ Tully said, leading him into Old China Street.

Behind their facades, which looked across the waterfront, each of the factories went back, in a series of tiny courts and stairways, for over a hundred yards to a Cantonese thoroughfare known as Thirteen Factory Street, which formed the boundary between the factories’ enclosure and the Chinese suburb. Three lanes ran from this thoroughfare through the factory block to the waterfront: Hog Lane, which ran down beside the English factory; Old China Street, beside the Americans’ factory; and another between the Spanish and Danish factories. And although they lay within the factory quarter, these lanes were lined with little Chinese stalls selling every delicacy or household goods that their owners imagined the Fan Kuei might buy.

As they walked past the stalls and came out into Thirteen Factory Street, Tully jerked his thumb contemptuously to the left, towards a handsome old Chinese mansion a short distance away. ‘That’s where Commissioner Lin has based himself.’ He snorted. ‘Suppose he thinks he can keep an eye on us from there.’

After a brief walk up the bustling street, they turned right into Hog Lane. Tully pointed to a doorway. ‘That’s our hospital, in case you get sick. There’s an excellent doctor, an American missionary called Parker. Nice fella.’ He nodded. ‘Well, that’s given you the lie of the land. Time for lunch, I’d say.’

The English factory had been built in the eighteenth century by the East India Company. At the front on the upper floor, its spacious dining room, flanked by a library on one side and a billiard room on the other, looked out over an English walled garden that extended almost to the waterfront. Oil paintings on the walls, handsome chairs and a platoon of well-trained waiters combined to reproduce all the solid comfort and stability of a London club.

Not all the English merchants resided at the English factory, large though it was. A number lodged in other factories with extra space. But the handsome English factory was their clubhouse, and over a dozen men had gathered there for lunch that day. Jardine himself, the greatest opium trader of them all, had sailed for England not long ago, and so his partner Matheson presided. Several of the men were smaller merchants, one of whom in particular, a fellow named Dent, looked distinctly like a pirate to Trader. By contrast, one of Jardine’s nephews had brought along the eminently respectable Dr Parker.

Missionary or buccaneer, they all seemed genial and ready to give good advice. Matheson indicated Trader should sit next to him. Encased between well-tamed whiskers, like a pair of bookends, Matheson’s face had a pleasant, rather intellectual look, more like a bookseller, Trader thought, than a ruthless opium merchant.

‘The secret to life here, Trader,’ he said cordially, ‘is to have a first-rate comprador. He’s the man who deals with the locals, finds you good Chinese servants, food supplies, anything you want. We’ve got an excellent man.’

‘The servants are all local?’

‘Pretty much. They don’t give any trouble. The Cantonese are practical people.’

‘Should I learn to speak Chinese?’ John asked.

‘I’d advise not,’ his host replied. ‘The authorities don’t like it. They don’t want us getting too close to their people. As I’m sure you know, everyone here speaks pidgin English. The Hong merchants, the servants, the people on the waterfront – they all understand pidgin English. You’ll pick it up in no time.’ He turned towards the American. ‘Dr Parker speaks Chinese, of course, but that’s different.’

The American was a short, bespectacled, clean-shaven man. Looked about thirty.

‘You see,’ the missionary explained with a smile, ‘the local people, including the mandarins, come to me for treatment. So they like to be sure we understand each other before I start cutting pieces out of them!’

‘I always heard the Chinese were proud of their own medicine,’ Trader said.

‘Yes. Their acupuncture and herbal cures often work. But when it’s a question of surgery, we’re far ahead, and they know it. So they come to us.’

‘They’re nothing but quacks,’ said Tully firmly.

‘We shouldn’t be too proud,’ Parker said sensibly. ‘Don’t forget, sir, it’s not so long since surgery in London was performed by barbers.’

Remembering Van Buskirk handing out tracts to the Chinese smugglers, Trader asked Parker if he was able to make any converts in Canton.

‘Not yet,’ Parker replied. ‘But I hope, one day, to earn enough respect as a doctor for them to respect my faith as well. I have to be patient, that’s all.’

‘Test of faith, eh?’ said Tully Odstock.

‘You could say that,’ Parker replied quietly. Then he gave Trader a kind look. ‘Mr Odstock tells me that you have a degree from Oxford University. That’s impressive.’

‘Ah,’ said John Trader. And just for a moment he hesitated.

He knew – he’d taken the trouble to find out – that both Matheson and Jardine had Edinburgh degrees. That of Jardine was in medicine. But for a merchant or a city man to have a university degree was unusual. In the army and navy, it was unheard of. Men with intellectual interests were regarded with suspicion.

There was, however, one way a man could go to Oxford and still show the outside world he was a decent fellow. And that was to take a pass degree.

Clever, studious men took honours degrees. Decent fellows with no intellectual pretensions could opt for a far less rigorous examination, enjoy themselves, and take a humble pass degree, which really signified that they’d been at the place, they could read and write, and they’d learned to drink like a gentleman. John knew one man who swore he’d passed three years at Oxford without ever reading a book.

‘My guardian wanted me to go to Oxford,’ said John. ‘I learned a bit, I suppose, but I only took a pass degree, you know.’

In fact, it wasn’t true. He’d taken honours. But he’d thought it wiser to tell people in Calcutta that he’d only taken a pass degree, and he was sticking to his story.

During the meal, the threat from the commissioner was further discussed. Tully told them what Delano had said, which was well received. Everyone agreed that they’d play a waiting game. Dent thumped the table and said that if the commissioner gave any trouble they should all grab the damn fellow and toss him into the river. As the just-arrived new boy, Trader listened without offering any opinions.

But as he silently watched this handful of merchants facing the possibility of massive loss, this small collection of undefended men sitting on a tiny strip of land, while all around them lay a vast empire of millions who could overwhelm them in a minute if they chose, he couldn’t help admiring them. They might be arrogant; they certainly didn’t occupy any moral high ground; but for all that, as they sat coolly in their club, he found them reassuringly British.

When the dessert was served, however, he did venture to ask a question. ‘There is something I don’t understand,’ he confessed to Matheson. ‘In India, we have the East India Company army to protect our trade. We haven’t any military force here in China, though there is a British government representative called the superintendent. So my question is, if British trade is at risk and the livelihood of British merchants threatened, what’s the superintendent going to do about it?’

‘Elliot!’ cried Tully Odstock, and snorted. ‘Nothing! Useless fella. Won’t do a thing.’ And there were murmurs of approval at this outburst.

‘Captain Elliot,’ replied Matheson calmly, ‘as you see, is not very popular. He went to Macao the other day, and no doubt he’ll return here soon.’

‘Why is he disliked?’ asked Trader.

‘Partly, I think, because he’s an aristocrat,’ answered Matheson. ‘Two of his cousins are lords – one is governor general of India, the other’s in the cabinet. At least one of his family’s an admiral. We merchants don’t feel he likes us much. And he certainly doesn’t like the opium trade. Disapproves of it, in fact, and therefore disapproves of us.’

‘Why doesn’t the damn fella go and work for the emperor of China, then?’ Tully interrupted.

‘Elliot’s obliged to safeguard our interests, of course,’ Matheson continued, ‘because the tea we import from China is highly valuable to the British government. So is the cotton we sell to China – though despite the eagerness of our mill owners in England, I can assure you that the Chinese market will never absorb enough cotton to pay for all the tea we need to buy.’

‘All well and good, Matheson,’ said Tully Odstock. ‘But if things get rough – and they could – I want a fellow I can trust watching my back. Not a man who’s practically on the Chinese side. As for his morals, once a man gets on a moral high horse, you never know what he’s going to do. We could lose everything.’

‘We must keep cool,’ said Matheson.

‘I am cool,’ said Tully hotly.

‘But you are wrong about Elliot if you think he’s sympathetic to China,’ Matheson continued. ‘In fact, I would argue the exact reverse.’

‘Damned if I see why.’

‘I’ve observed Elliot carefully. He’s an aristocrat, an imperialist, perhaps a diplomatist. Now consider the case of China. A proud empire that sees itself as above all others. If we send an embassy to China, the imperial court sees us as a subject people who have come to pay tribute. They expect the ambassador to kowtow, flat on his face, before the emperor. Merchants like us may not care two hoots about this, so long as we can trade. But to Elliot, it is intolerable, an insult to the British Crown and to his dignity. He’s concerned with status.’

‘No trade, no money. No money, no status,’ said Tully crossly.

‘I agree. But even on the subject of trade, Elliot cannot be a friend of China. And why is that? Because China will not allow us to trade with her as we do with other nations. In all this huge empire, we are allowed to trade only at Canton, and we can’t even reside in the city. But if we had free access to the cities of China, to offer them our goods – who knows? – we might not even need to trade in opium. Or so Elliot might argue. In short, he hates the status quo. And until the celestial throne recognises the British Empire as an equal and joins the normal trade and intercourse of nations, Elliot will be implacably opposed to it.’

‘You know how to talk,’ said Odstock grudgingly. He turned to Trader. ‘You’re an Oxford man. I hope you can give Matheson a run for his money in the talking department.’

But before Trader could respond to this embarrassing proposition, the conversation was interrupted by a servant quickly entering the dining room and announcing:

‘Mr Zhou asks Mr Odstock to please come to his house. Bring Mr Trader also. Very urgent.’

Odstock looked at them all in surprise. ‘The devil he does.’ He turned to Trader. ‘Zhou’s a member of the Hong. He’s the Chinese merchant I deal with, mostly.’ He turned back to the servant. ‘Why?’

‘Commissioner Lin’s orders.’

‘Me?’ said John in horror. And the man nodded.

‘How very strange!’ exclaimed Matheson. Even he looked slightly alarmed. ‘Well,’ he said after a pause, ‘I suppose you’d better go.’

As Trader walked up Hog Lane with Mr Zhou’s servant and Tully Odstock, his partner tried to sound completely calm.

‘I call him Joker,’ he explained. ‘His name sounds like Joe, you see. He doesn’t mind.’

They were halfway down Hog Lane when Tully stopped at a stall and bought a couple of almond cookies. Giving one of them to Trader, he slowly began to eat his without moving.

‘Mr Zhou says come quick,’ that gentleman’s servant cried anxiously, but Tully ignored him.

‘Never hurry. Never look anxious,’ he murmured to Trader, who took the hint and crunched through his almond cookie before taking another step. ‘By the way,’ Tully continued, ‘when we get there, we’ll talk, and after a while they’ll bring tea. Once you’ve drunk your tea, you’re expected to leave. That’s the form here.’

‘Anything else I should know?’ John asked.

‘At the moment, Joker owes us quite a bit of money. But don’t worry. Joker’s all right. Known him for years. He’ll pay.’ He nodded. ‘As a matter of fact, I haven’t seen him for nearly a week. Wonder what he thinks about this Lin nonsense.’

It took only five minutes to reach Mr Zhou’s house. It was impressive, with a courtyard, verandas and a handsome garden behind. He received them in a well-furnished room hung with red lanterns.

‘Afternoon, Joker,’ said Tully. ‘Long time no see.’

‘Six days,’ the Hong merchant answered.

As John Trader gazed at Mr Zhou, it seemed to him that his partner’s nickname for the Chinese merchant was very badly chosen. He received them sitting in the most dignified manner, in a chair like a throne. The high polished dome of his head surmounted a long, almost skeletonic face. Over a richly embroidered tunic, he wore a wide-sleeved black silk gown. Around his neck, a long double row of amber beads hung to his waist. He looked to John more like an emperor than a court jester.

‘This is Mr Trader,’ said Tully. ‘Studied at Oxford.’

Mr Zhou inclined his head and smiled.

‘How do you do, Mr Zhou,’ said John politely.

‘You can speak Chinese?’ Zhou asked.

‘Not yet.’

The Chinese merchant did not look impressed.

‘Joker,’ asked Tully, ‘what’s Commissioner Lin want?’

‘He wants all the opium,’ the Hong merchant answered.

‘Why does he want so much?’

‘He must get it all or lose face.’

‘No can do,’ said Tully firmly. He looked at Joker carefully. There was something in the Hong merchant’s eyes: a look of real fear. ‘Joker’s in a funk,’ Tully murmured to Trader. He turned back to the Hong merchant. ‘Why does Lin ask for Trader?’

But before Joker could answer, there was a sound of voices, and a moment later a servant ushered two men into the room.
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Jiang Shi-Rong looked at the three men. He already knew Zhou. It was obvious who Odstock was. So the dark-haired young man must be the scholar.

He’d wondered how he might converse with Trader. He didn’t want to communicate through Zhou, whom he didn’t trust in any case. So he’d brought his own interpreter.

To be precise, the man in question had arrived with Commissioner Lin. He was a curious fellow, small, thin and of indeterminate age. He said he was forty; he might have been fifty. He wore scratched round spectacles with very thick lenses, though Shi-Rong could not detect any sign of magnification in them. And he claimed to speak and write English to an equally advanced degree, having learned it first in the household of a missionary in Macao, before improving his knowledge still further during a sojourn in Singapore. As a result of this last part of his story, he was known to everyone by a nickname: Mr Singapore.

As soon as Mr Zhou had performed the introductions, he observed to Shi-Rong that Odstock had just been asking what the commissioner wished to accomplish in Guangzhou.

Shi-Rong bowed politely and turned to Mr Singapore. ‘Tell the barbarian merchant that Commissioner Lin is here to abolish the opium trade forever.’ He watched as Mr Singapore, without too much difficulty, conveyed this unequivocal message. He noticed that Odstock looked both cynical and outraged, but that young Trader appeared rather downcast. ‘The criminals who engage in this illegal trade will be firmly dealt with,’ he continued. ‘Some, including Mr Zhou, may be executed.’

Mr Zhou looked very unhappy.

Odstock spoke, and Mr Singapore said, ‘The fat barbarian asks if the Celestial Kingdom wants to sell tea.’

‘The Celestial Kingdom has no need to sell anything,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘but the goods it does sell are healthful, such as tea and the rhubarb herb, without which you will die.’ He saw the two barbarians look surprised. Obviously they had not realised that he knew that their very lives depended on their getting the rhubarb. ‘We will allow barbarian merchants to buy these things for silver,’ Shi-Rong concluded firmly. ‘That is all.’

Odstock and Zhou were silent. Shi-Rong turned his attention to Trader. ‘Ask him, if he is a scholar, why has he become a pirate,’ he told Mr Singapore.

‘He says he is not a pirate. He is a merchant.’

‘Well then, if he is a scholar, why is he a merchant, the lowest form of humanity?’

‘He says the merchant is not the lowest form of humanity. Not in his country.’

It seemed to Shi-Rong that this young barbarian had replied hotly to his question, even defiantly, as if his own country were the equal of the Celestial Kingdom. And this when he and his fellow Fan Kuei were busy poisoning people for profit.

‘We consider,’ Shi-Rong said firmly, ‘that to be a peasant, honestly working the land, is a moral occupation. The merchant who takes the work of others and sells it for gain is clearly a person of a lower moral order, and he deserves to be despised. Tell him this.’

Mr Singapore seemed to struggle a bit translating this, but he managed to do so. Trader said nothing.

Shi-Rong returned to the attack. ‘In any case, his claim not to be a pirate is false. If he is honest, why is he breaking the law and selling opium to smugglers?’

‘He says he is not under Chinese law.’

‘He should respect the laws of the Celestial Kingdom, both because he is here and because those laws are benevolent, just, and wise.’

While Mr Singapore tried to convey these ideas, Shi-Rong considered. It seemed to him that Trader’s answers did not really add up. ‘Is he truly a scholar?’ he asked sceptically.

‘He says he attended the University of Oxford.’

‘I do not know what that is. Ask him where his country is and how big it is.’

‘He says it is an island far, far to the west, but that it possesses an empire bigger than the Celestial Kingdom.’

Shi-Rong felt a sense of disappointment. Obviously this young man was not only arrogant, but a liar. Perhaps it was a waste of time talking to him. He kept his face impassive, however, and pressed on. ‘Is it true that his kingdom is ruled by women?’

‘He says nearly always by kings, but recently his country has a young queen.’

‘And does his queen have good morals, or is she a wicked person?’

‘He says she is named Queen Victoria and that she has the highest morals.’

‘Then why does she permit her merchants to sell opium?’

‘His queen does not think opium is bad. She takes it herself. Opium is healthful – only bad if taken to excess.’

‘But that is the point,’ cried Shi-Rong. ‘It is taken to excess. People smoke a little. Then they want more. Soon they are unable to stop. They spend all their money. They cannot work. They become like sick shadows. In the end they die. Millions of people in the Celestial Kingdom are being destroyed by this poison. How can he say it is healthful?’

‘He says that each man is responsible for his actions.’

‘A good ruler should protect his people. He has the same responsibility as a father to his son. Does he know anything of Confucius?’

‘He has heard of Confucius.’

The barbarian was not completely ignorant, then.

‘Then he will know that all men owe obedience: a son should obey his father; his father should obey the emperor. If the emperor rules wisely and justly, then this flows down through all his people. It is when the chains of proper conduct are broken that evil and chaos ensue. There are millions of people in the Celestial Kingdom. But they are all held together by obedience and right conduct, in service to the emperor, whose justice comes from the Mandate of Heaven. Therefore it is not for you or any barbarian ruler to judge what is right or wrong, but the emperor. Nothing else needs to be said.’

Shi-Rong noticed that Mr Singapore struggled for quite a time in conveying this to Trader. But he was patient. Until this barbarian, whether he was a scholar or not, understood the basic facts of morality, there could be no basis for conversation between them.

‘He says that his queen is also anointed by Heaven,’ declared Mr Singapore at last.

‘In that case,’ said Shi-Rong triumphantly, ‘I will show him the letter.’ And he drew out a document and handed it to Trader. ‘You may explain to him that this is a draft, that you have translated into his own tongue, of the letter that Commissioner Lin is going to send to his queen.’ And he watched with satisfaction as Trader took the letter and began to read.

It was a good letter. A true mandarin composition. It was reasonable. It was polite.

It pointed out that trade had carried on between their countries for centuries with peace and harmony. But recently, the trade in opium had become huge and destructive. It respectfully suggested that the Way of Heaven was the same for all countries, and that the commissioner was sure Queen Victoria would feel exactly the same about the importation of a poisonous drug into her kingdom as did the emperor. He knew that the opium came only from certain lands under her rule, and that it could not have been sold under her direction. Lin explained that the trade must cease, and asked her to forbid her merchants to continue in it. Lin ended with a veiled warning that neither the emperor nor Heaven itself would look well upon her rule if she failed in this moral duty, but that many blessings would doubtless be granted if she did as the emperor wished.

Indeed, there was nothing wrong with the letter at all, except for Mr Singapore’s abominable translation, which was causing Trader to frown as he tried to make sense of it.

After a while, Trader handed it back.

‘As a scholar, you will appreciate it,’ said Shi-Rong.

‘He says it is interesting,’ Mr Singapore reported.

‘I hope your queen will stop the trade at once,’ continued Shi-Rong.

‘I cannot speak for Her Majesty, who will make her own decision,’ Trader replied carefully.

Tea was brought in. The conversation was fitful and strained. Shi-Rong had delivered the messages that Lin wanted, and since Trader did not seem to be much of a scholar, nothing very useful could be learned from him.

Yet as he watched the dark-haired young man’s face, Shi-Rong thought he detected something a little sad in it. Could there be some decency in him? He had no desire to invite intimacy with this barbarian stranger, yet he was curious. And so, rather to his own surprise, he found himself saying: ‘My father is a good man. And each day I think of how he would wish me to behave and try to do so. Would your father wish you to engage in the opium trade?’

As Mr Singapore translated, he saw Trader bow his head, as if deep in thought, before he quietly replied: ‘You are fortunate. I lost both my parents when I was very young. I was brought up by an elderly relation. He was my guardian.’

‘Was he a good man?’

‘He is not sure,’ Mr Singapore translated. ‘He does not know.’

‘I think,’ said Shi-Rong gently, ‘that you know you should not sell opium, and that it troubles you.’

John Trader did not reply. And as the ceremony of tea was over, it was time for them to depart.

‘It’s all humbug, you know,’ Tully Odstock remarked to Trader that evening. They were sitting in the walled garden in front of the English factory. ‘You’ll see what happens tomorrow, when the real negotiation begins.’

‘I’m not so sure,’ answered Trader. ‘I think Lin means business.’

‘He’ll collapse tomorrow,’ said Odstock. ‘As for that stupid letter to the queen …’

‘It may have been all right in Chinese,’ Trader remarked. ‘I did manage to get the sense of it in the end. But the English was so garbled it was almost gibberish. Mr Singapore’s a complete fraud.’

‘There you are,’ said Tully. He gave Trader a shrewd look. ‘And when that young mandarin started his damn nonsense about you being troubled … Bloody cheek, I thought.’

‘Quite,’ said John.

‘They’re all heathens, of course, at the end of the day.’ Tully took out a cigar, cut and slowly lit it, drew upon it, leaned back, looked up towards the evening sky and exhaled a mouthful of smoke towards the hesitant early stars. ‘You know what I’m going to do in a couple of years when I retire, back to England? Get married.’ He nodded his head and took another draw on his cigar. ‘Find a nice wife. Go to church, I daresay. That sort of thing.’

‘Anything else?’ Trader asked idly.

‘I’m going to found an orphanage. Always wanted to do that.’

‘That sounds very worthy.’

‘A man with money can do a lot of good, you know,’ said Tully. He exhaled again. ‘Of course,’ he added wisely, ‘you’ve got to have the money first.’

‘Absolutely.’

‘Think I’ll turn in. You?’

‘Not tired yet.’

‘Goodnight, then.’ Tully arose, cigar in hand. ‘You’ll see I’m right, in the morning.’

John sat in the walled garden. The sky grew darker, the stars more bright. After a while he got up and paced about, but feeling the need for more space, he left the garden and went out onto the great open quayside.

The quay was empty, although there were lanterns in many of the junks out in the stream. He wandered down past the American factory to the end of the quay and sat on an iron mooring post, staring out across the darkened water. And as he sat there and reflected upon the events of the day that had just passed, the truth about the opium came to him, with a terrible, cold clarity.

They’d all been here too long, these merchants. They couldn’t believe that things would not continue as they had before. So of course they assumed Lin must be bluffing.

But they were wrong. The more Trader thought about the young mandarin he had just met, the more certain he felt that Jiang Shi-Rong and his master Lin and the emperor himself were indeed all in deadly earnest. It was a moral issue. They had the Mandate of Heaven on their side and hundreds of thousands of troops to call upon. They would end the opium trade, without a doubt.

And God knows, he suddenly thought, if Lin’s letter were rendered into decent English and it reached the monarch, it could be that Queen Victoria would agree with him. Elliot, her own representative here, already did.

He’d sunk his money into opium and now – he was sure – he was going to lose it all.

Why had he done it? For love? For ambition? It didn’t matter anymore. It was too late. He put his head in his hands and rocked from side to side.

‘They’re deluding themselves. Odstock, the lot of them. It’s all over,’ he murmured. ‘What have I done? Oh my God. What have I done?’
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Shi-Rong had been glad he could tell the commissioner that he had watched Trader read the letter and that the barbarian scholar had been impressed.

‘At moments he looked thunderstruck,’ he reported.

‘Let us hope it does some good,’ said Lin.

But it didn’t. Some forty of the foreign merchants met the following morning. In no time at all, they sent word that they wouldn’t surrender any opium at the moment, and that they needed almost a week to think about it.

It was the first time Shi-Rong had seen the commissioner angry. ‘Tell them I demand a surrender of opium at once,’ he ordered Shi-Rong. ‘Take Mr Singapore with you. Make sure they understand that if they do not obey, the consequences will be serious. Go now!’

Having delivered his message at the factories, Shi-Rong had to wait hours before he could return with a reply. ‘They offer a thousand chests, Excellency. No more.’

The commissioner’s face turned to stone. Shi-Rong wondered if he would start executing them. Lin read his thoughts.

‘It would be easy to kill these barbarians. But that is beneath the dignity of the Celestial Kingdom. Or we could expel them all. But the emperor does not wish to destroy all the trade, for some of it is beneficial to his people. The emperor wishes the barbarians to admit their crime and to acknowledge that the Celestial Kingdom is just. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Excellency.’

‘Very well. They do not take us seriously. We must ensure that they do.’ Lin nodded. ‘I will summon one or two of these barbarians, question them, and, if they are not cooperative, arrest them. That may have some effect.’

‘Have you particular men in mind, Excellency?’

‘There is one Englishman who is particularly insolent. Every report complained about him. His name is Dent. But I need another.’

‘What about Odstock, the older merchant I met yesterday?’ suggested Shi-Rong. ‘We know he has corrupted the merchant Zhou. He showed no sign of remorse, but I did not think he was a brave man. If he is frightened, he may give up his opium. And if one merchant yields, perhaps they will all give in.’

‘Good,’ said Lin. ‘Tomorrow, you will bring me Dent and Odstock.’
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Trader had gone to stretch his legs on the waterfront the next morning when he noticed a gaggle of men hastily backing out of Hog Lane. A moment later he saw that they were being pushed by Chinese soldiers. The soldiers wore blue tunics and conical hats and carried spears. They filled the entrance to the lane beside the English factory, but did not advance farther. Looking along the waterfront, he could see that Chinese soldiers filled the entrances to the other two lanes as well. The factories and the waterfront were being blocked off.

He’d just finished telling Tully about what had happened, and Tully was just putting on his jacket to come and see for himself, when they heard feet tramping up the stairs. Shi-Rong, flanked by two soldiers, with swords unsheathed, appeared in the narrow doorway, while one of the factory servants ducked in beside Shi-Rong to deliver a message. ‘Commissioner Lin wants Mr Odstock to come, please.’

Odstock rose in a dignified manner and bowed politely to Shi-Rong, who returned the bow with equal politeness. If Tully felt fear, he concealed it well. He turned to Trader. ‘Suppose I’d better,’ he said with a shrug. ‘You can stay and hold the fort till I get back.’

‘You’re going to leave me?’ Trader asked in horror.

And Tully would probably have gone that moment if the sound of someone bounding up the stairs hadn’t been followed immediately by the appearance of Matheson, who pushed past the soldiers furiously. ‘Don’t think of going, Odstock,’ he cried. ‘They just came for Dent as well.’

‘Did he agree to go?’ Tully asked.

‘To be precise, he said he didn’t give a damn and he’d be glad to tell the emperor of China what he thought of him.’

‘Sounds like Dent.’

‘However, I persuaded him not to go. In case he might never come back.’

Trader looked at Shi-Rong, who was standing there impassively, then at Matheson. ‘You think they’d …’

‘Unlikely,’ said Matheson. ‘But once Dent’s in their custody, you can’t be certain. And God knows if or when they’d give him back. In any case, it’s better if we all stick together. We don’t want Lin getting to work on us individually.’ He turned to Tully. ‘You mustn’t go.’

‘All right,’ said Tully. He turned to Shi-Rong. ‘No can do.’

After Shi-Rong and his men had departed, Matheson gave Trader an encouraging smile. ‘They could have removed Dent and Odstock by force,’ he pointed out. ‘This is a good sign.’ But Trader wasn’t sure he sounded entirely convinced.

Meanwhile, the Chinese soldiers remained in the lanes, keeping the factories sealed off.

And the soldiers were still there the next morning. After a walk along the waterside, Tully and Trader went into the English factory library, where they found Matheson and a dozen others. Tully sank into a deep leather chair.

‘Want a book?’ asked Trader.

‘Certainly not.’

Trader went to the bookshelves. Someone had left a copy of Dickens’s Pickwick Papers there. As the book had been published only a couple of years ago, he supposed someone had read it on the voyage out from England and obligingly donated it to the library on arrival. Perhaps the delightful comedy would take his mind off his troubles for a while. And so it did, for about twenty minutes, until one of the men gazing out of the window exclaimed: ‘Good Lord, look at that!’ And a moment later everyone in the library was crowding by the window, looking out on the open space below.

It was a melancholy little procession. Half a dozen Chinese soldiers were leading three members of the Hong. They were all imposing figures. But no man could look dignified with an iron collar around his neck, attached to a chain being dragged by a soldier. One of them was Joker, whose face looked a picture of misery. In the middle of the open space, the procession turned to face the English factory and stopped. The soldier in command had a bamboo rod. Slashing at the back of Joker’s leg, he caused the old man to cry out and sink to his knees. He had no need to strike the other two, who took the hint and knelt immediately. Then the soldiers heaped the chains over the shoulders of the three men to weigh them down. Bowed and half crushed, as though about to perform the kowtow, the three merchants knelt there in the sun and the soldiers silently watched them. Nobody moved.

‘Are they going to execute them?’ asked Trader.

‘They’re just trying to frighten us,’ somebody said.

‘Humbug,’ said Tully Odstock with a snort. ‘Damned humbug.’

‘I agree. They’re putting on a show,’ said Matheson.

‘All the same,’ said Tully after a pause, ‘I hope Joker’s going to be all right. He owes me a fortune,’ he added quietly.

‘And Lin knows that, you may be sure,’ said Matheson. ‘The only thing to do is take no notice at all.’ And he moved away from the window.

But Trader went back to the window again, just before lunch. And again after lunch, when the sun was almost directly over the three men’s heads. After that, Tully retired to their quarters to take a nap, and Trader played a desultory game of billiards with Jardine’s nephew.

It was mid-afternoon when the Chinese delegation arrived. This time they were not armed. There was a magistrate, attended by two junior mandarins, young Shi-Rong, and Mr Singapore. The magistrate went straight to Dent’s quarters. Shi-Rong and Mr Singapore, followed closely by Trader, went to rouse Odstock.

The message, delivered by Mr Singapore, was very simple. ‘Mr Jiang is here to accompany Mr Odstock to Commissioner Lin. He will stay here until Mr Odstock comes.’

Odstock gazed at Shi-Rong for a long moment and then indicated a chair. ‘Take a seat,’ he said, and went back to bed.

Shi-Rong sat, and so did Trader. Mr Singapore explained that he had to go, because Commissioner Lin wanted to make additions to his letter to Queen Victoria. So he left the two young men, sitting together but unable to speak.

It was in that half hour that Trader discovered, for the first time in his life, the frustration of lacking a common language.

Of course, there had been countless millions of people in India whose languages he couldn’t speak. But that didn’t seem so bad. Many Indian merchants and educated men spoke excellent English. And he often met Englishmen whose knowledge of India was deep and who would gladly explain the local customs, religion and culture for hours at a time.

But China wasn’t like that at all. And now here he was, face-to-face with a young man not so unlike himself, who three days ago had tried to understand him and even to offer him friendly advice. They were probably going to spend hours together – hours during which each could have learned so much about the other’s world. Yet they couldn’t converse. The silence separated them just as effectively as a fortress wall.

He had the urge to pick up an object, any object, and indicate that he wanted to know its name in Chinese. Or he could point: head, hands, feet; sad face, happy face; anything. But Shi-Rong gave no sign that he was inviting conversation, and Trader remembered that the Chinese frowned upon foreigners who wanted to learn their language. So for the rest of the afternoon they sat in the small and stuffy room and learned nothing at all.

At last the light outside the window took on a faintly orange glow, and glancing at his fob watch, Trader realised that the sun was going down. He indicated to Shi-Rong that in a while it might be time to go to sleep. But Shi-Rong indicated in turn that he would be sleeping where he was unless Odstock were to come with him. So Trader showed him the small bedroom where he slept himself and indicated that Shi-Rong should use it. Then he went in to Tully and explained that he’d have the servants from the dining room bring food for Tully and the young mandarin. When he went down the stairs, Shi-Rong did nothing to detain him.

It was half an hour later, when the food had been arranged and Matheson had kindly offered him the use of Jardine’s bed, that John Trader looked out of the library window as the red sun sank in the west and saw that out on the waterside, the soldiers were beating and kicking the three Hong merchants to force them to get up. But the three men had been kneeling so long that they could scarcely walk, and one of the soldiers had to carry Joker’s chains.

The sunlight was streaming in through the window when Trader awoke in Jardine’s comfortable bed. Sunday morning and the sun well up. He clambered quickly out of bed. He ought to go and look after poor old Tully at once. Making his way hurriedly to the big dining room, he thought he would see if there was coffee to be had, and if so, he’d take a pot to his partner. But there was no need. For there at a table sat Tully Odstock himself.

‘About time you got up,’ Tully remarked cheerfully.

‘What happened?’

‘My young mandarin has gone. Left before dawn. Dent’s fellows have gone, too. And most of the troops. We have a truce for the day.’

‘Why?’

‘Commissioner Lin seems to think he can show what a good fellow he is by respecting the Christian Sabbath.’

They went for a walk down Hog Lane and made the circuit along Thirteen Factory Street and back to the waterfront. There were still quite a few soldiers about, and not many stallholders, but otherwise one might have thought things were back to normal. An hour later, the two Hong merchants who’d been paraded with Joker in chains appeared at the English factory. They looked tired and somewhat bruised from their ordeal the day before, but accepted some light refreshment. Joker did not appear. They said he had taken to his bed.

It was in the late morning that Trader began to notice something odd. The place seemed to be too quiet. Was it just because of the Sabbath? He met Matheson, who remarked that his comprador had disappeared. In the English factory, there was hardly anyone to serve lunch. ‘Bad sign,’ Tully said. ‘The servants always know things before we do.’

At the start of the afternoon came word that Captain Elliot, the superintendent, was on his way back from Macao. ‘It doesn’t say when he’ll arrive,’ Matheson told them, ‘even if the Chinese authorities let him through.’

‘Why would they stop him?’ Trader asked Matheson.

‘They may want to keep us isolated.’

‘Can’t see what use he’ll be if he does get here,’ grunted Tully, ‘unless he brings a battleship.’

The rowing boat appeared on the river about twenty minutes after five – a small clinker-built vessel, hardly twenty feet long, with half a dozen oarsmen. At first no one took any notice of it.

The afternoon had turned cloudy and the river looked grey, but a break in the clouds opened a yellow gash across the water, and it was Trader, standing on the riverbank, who noticed the sunlight catch the blue and gold of a naval tunic in the stern of the rowing boat, guessed what this must mean, and ran to alert Matheson and the others.

It can’t be easy, Trader thought, for a single man to look impressive when he’s clambering out of a rowing boat. But insofar as it was possible, Elliot achieved it.

He was in full dress naval uniform. His sword hung at his side. He was a good height, and with a plumed hat on his head, he seemed taller. He straightened himself, went across to the group of merchants gathered to meet him, and announced: ‘Gentlemen, you are now under my protection.’

And Trader stared at him in surprise.

He knew Charles Elliot was about thirty-five and had risen to the rank of captain in the British Navy. So he’d expected a seasoned, hard-faced commander. In front of him, however, was one of those fair-complexioned Englishmen who continue to look like schoolboys until they are forty. There was even a light down on his cheek. His pale blue eyes, Trader thought, might have belonged to an intelligent clergyman. And when he spoke, it was with a faint lisp.

And this was the man who’d just announced he’d protect them. If Trader had privately thought Tully Odstock was too dismissive of Elliot, at least now he could see why.

‘I shall call a general meeting of all the factories this evening,’ Elliot announced. ‘But first, Matheson, you and your colleagues must tell me exactly what’s been happening. In the meantime,’ he added as they reached the entrance to the English factory, ‘would young Mr Jardine kindly see that the Union Jack is flying on the flagstaff here.’

As Elliot entered, Trader remained outside. He didn’t think he’d be required while the superintendent was closeted with Matheson and the other senior men. He preferred to walk alone for a little while and absorb what he’d witnessed.

So he was down at the far end of the quay, sitting on the same iron mooring post where he’d sat so wretchedly three evenings ago, and idly watching a small Chinese chop boat, with lanterns lit, go past, when he realised that the chop boat was turning and heading towards him, to the dock. He stood up and moved away from the mooring post. The chop boat drew alongside.

And in it Trader saw a burly form with a cigar jutting from his mouth. It was Read, the American.

‘Evening, Trader,’ he called out cheerfully. ‘Thought I’d drop by. Didn’t want to miss the fun.’ He stepped ashore and shook Trader’s hand.

‘God, I’m pleased to see you,’ Trader burst out. ‘Have you any idea what’s going to happen?’

‘Not a clue. I’ll take my bag to the American factory, then come across to you fellows. Have you got any whisky in there?’

There were more than forty men gathered in the big room in the English factory: mostly British and Americans, some Parsee merchants from India, and a few merchants from other nations. The two merchants from the Hong were also present. Trader and Tully Odstock sat in the back row, with the Americans Read and Delano beside them.

Elliot might speak with a slight lisp, but he came to the point tersely. ‘Gentlemen, you must all be prepared to leave Canton, with all your possessions, at once. Our trade can be continued, if necessary from the open sea; but the attitude of the Chinese authorities is such that, although no violence has been offered yet, I cannot guarantee your future safety in Canton.’

‘As I understand it, they’re not allowing anyone to leave here,’ Matheson pointed out.

‘I shall demand passports straightaway for all those who wish to leave.’

‘And if we are threatened with violence?’ Matheson pressed him.

‘Then we may thank God,’ Elliot replied firmly, ‘that we have a British man-of-war out past the Bogue. I also know that there are two American warships, the Columbia and the John Adams, expected any moment at Macao. Naturally our own man-of-war stands ready to protect all our friends here at Canton, and I hope I may count upon assistance from the American warships in turn.’

‘That you may!’ Read and Delano called out loudly.

The meeting broke up. And perhaps because Elliot had spoken so clearly, with the Americans supporting him, Trader felt a bit more encouraged as he and Odstock were leaving. ‘Elliot sounded firm,’ he suggested.

But Tully only sniffed. ‘That British man-of-war – the one he says will save us. Have you any idea how it’s going to get upriver past the Chinese shore batteries?’

‘No,’ Trader confessed.

‘Well, nor has he,’ said Tully, and went to bed.

By nine o’clock in the morning, they’d all heard the news. ‘No passports. The Chinese have refused. Point-blank. No one’s to leave,’ Matheson told them in the factory library.

‘We’re trapped like rats in a barrel,’ Tully muttered.

‘Our Chinese servants have all disappeared,’ somebody called out.

‘It’s a game of bluff,’ Matheson reminded each arrival. ‘We just need to stay calm.’

Soon afterwards, they saw Chinese officers riding small sturdy horses issuing from the alleys onto the waterfront. They made for the two little customs booths, where they tethered their mounts. Next, from the mouths of the alleys, men on foot began to emerge. Five, ten, twenty, a constant stream. They wore conical hats and loose dress, and they carried pikes and clubs. ‘Local police,’ said Tully. ‘They’re supposed to report to the Hong. Protect the merchant quarter.’ He snorted. ‘Lin’s controlling them now.’

They kept on coming. A hundred. Two hundred. They formed up in lines in front of every factory.

A few minutes passed before Trader saw, from the far end of the factories, a single burly figure emerge and start walking towards them. It was Read.

Trader held his breath. Read walked in front of the police lines. They watched him, but they did not move; and when Read reached the English factory, nobody stopped him from going in.

‘Morning, gentlemen,’ he remarked cheerfully as he came into the library. ‘Got any food?’ It was hard not to smile in his cheerful presence. Trader looked at him gratefully. ‘I’ve been watching Delano try to boil an egg,’ Read added by way of explanation.

‘Can you boil an egg?’ Trader asked.

‘Yes, but it was more amusing to watch Delano try and fail. Do I see bread and marmalade? And coffee?’

‘Help yourself,’ said Matheson. ‘You seem very calm,’ he remarked approvingly.

‘No use getting in a flap. Stiff upper lip, and all that.’

An hour passed. The police in front of the factories were doing drill. Was this to intimidate the merchants, or were they preparing for an order to move from Lin?

The men in the English factory took turns keeping watch at the window. Trader, Tully, and Read were all sitting in leather armchairs when Dent came to join them.

‘If the police do break in, I suppose it’s me and Tully they’ll arrest again,’ Dent remarked.

‘Maybe,’ said Read. ‘But if Lin decides to cross the line and use force, he might as well arrest all the opium traders.’ He considered a moment. ‘They might be in a Chinese gaol quite a while.’

‘You’ve assumed Lin’s got control of his men,’ Tully Odstock observed. ‘But it could turn out another way. I’ve seen riots before. Long hot day. Big crowd. Tempers get short. Then something happens. Who knows what? Anything can set them off.’

‘And then?’ asked Trader.

‘They riot. Burn the factories down.’ He nodded grimly. ‘With us in ’em.’

Nobody spoke.

The sun beat down that afternoon, burnishing the iron moorings along the water’s edge until they were too hot to touch. The police ended their drill and set up bamboo shelters with matting roofs to give them shade. But they gave no sign of leaving, sun or not.

Elliot looked in at the library and they all gathered around. ‘There will be a negotiation,’ he told them, ‘as soon as I meet with the commissioner.’

Matheson introduced Trader to him, explaining that Trader had only recently arrived. Elliot acknowledged Trader’s bow very civilly and remarked that he had chosen to come at an interesting time.

They ate salt beef from the larder that evening, with the few fresh vegetables they had left. At least the English factory still had a well-stocked wine cellar.

The sun went down. Through the window, Trader saw the police patrolling the waterfront. No change there. The men were sitting down to play cards, but Trader wasn’t in the mood, so he took up his book again and had managed to become quite lost in the riotous comedy of Pickwick when a voice interrupted him.

‘Stop reading and talk to me,’ said Read. He was carrying two glasses of brandy.

‘I must say,’ Trader remarked, ‘I’m glad to have your company, but you must wish you hadn’t come.’

‘I like to live dangerously.’ Read gazed into his brandy meditatively. ‘Not that I think we’re in that much danger.’

‘Why?’

‘The Chinese like the tea trade. They’ve no real interest in destroying the tea merchants. For remember, you fellows may sell opium, but you also buy tea.’

‘I have another question.’

‘Shoot.’

‘The Chinese authorities may not like the opium trade, but it’s been going on for years. Now, all of a sudden, the emperor wants to destroy it. I buy the moral crusade story. But is there something else going on here?’

‘Good question.’ Read took a sip of brandy. ‘You could say, Mexico.’

‘Mexico?’

‘I was drinking with a sea captain in Macao last week. This is how he explained it. What’s been the main trading currency all over the world for centuries? Silver dollars. Spanish dollars. Pieces of eight. It’s been the only currency everyone trusts. And a lot of the silver came from Mexican mines. But then Mexico becomes independent from Spain. They mint their own silver dollars. Not bad quality. But out on the high seas, everyone still wants Spanish pieces of eight, and trade expands, and there aren’t enough of them. People will even pay a premium for them – more than their face value. In short, acceptable silver currency for trading is in short supply. With me so far?’

‘I think so.’

‘Right. What has always been the problem with the Chinese trade?’

‘They sell to us, but they don’t buy much in return.’

‘Exactly. Half a century ago a Chinese emperor looked at English goods for sale and was not impressed.’

‘And nothing’s changed.’

‘Right. And when the Chinese sell us tea, how do they want to be paid?’

‘In silver.’

‘When your comprador goes to the local Canton market and buys vegetables, he uses small change, copper coins. But larger transactions, including all government taxes and expenses in China, are paid in silver. So the Chinese government always needed lots of it. They sold us tea, silver flowed in.’

‘Right.’

‘And when we didn’t have enough silver, because pieces of eight are in short supply, we discovered a neat trick: Chinese smugglers will pay us silver if we get them opium. Then the circle was complete. We deal in opium and pay China for tea with their own silver.’

‘So China’s not getting the silver it wants.’

‘Oh, it’s much worse than that. Opium’s addictive. China’s purchases of opium are growing much faster than their sales of tea. Result: more silver is flowing out of China than coming in. Far more. They’re bleeding silver.’ He shrugged. ‘The emperor has to do something.’

‘So this is all about silver, then!’ Trader exclaimed. ‘Nothing else at all.’

‘Not so fast, Trader. You asked why the emperor is striking at us. I believe he’s got no choice because of the silver problem. But does that mean he isn’t concerned about his people? I’ll bet he’s concerned. Or that the opium trade isn’t a dirty business? It is.’

‘What’s your point?’

‘I don’t believe in single causes, Trader. Black and white, good versus evil. Real life isn’t like that. Historians in the future will find all kinds of things going on here at the same time, some of which may even be random chance. If historians can discern any pattern, it will probably be complex, a system in flux, like the sea.’ He smiled. ‘God made the universe, Trader, but that doesn’t mean He made it simple.’

The placards appeared the next morning, all over the waterfront. They were five feet square, erected on posts, and covered with Chinese characters. Dr Parker went out to read them.

‘Lin says he’d rather be patient than resort to violence, but that we’ve got to surrender the opium. If Elliot can’t control the British merchants, then there’s no point in him being here. And if he doesn’t obey, Heaven may strike him down.’ Parker gave them a wry look. ‘The threat may be heavenly, but it’s real enough.’

‘Damn rude,’ said Tully.

‘The tone is more like a schoolmaster telling off unruly schoolchildren, I’d say,’ answered Parker. ‘But then, that’s probably how Lin sees it.’

Elliot appeared briefly in the library. Matheson accosted him at once. ‘This is getting us nowhere,’ Matheson said. ‘I’m going to offer Lin enough for him to satisfy the emperor and save face. Four, maybe five thousand chests. With luck, that may do the trick.’

‘I forbid you to offer him anything,’ Elliot replied sharply.

‘Do you have a better plan?’ Matheson asked angrily.

‘Yes.’

‘What is it?’

But Elliot turned on his heel and walked out.

It was early evening when he reappeared. Trader, Read, Matheson and most of the British merchants were in the factory, and they gathered around.

‘Gentlemen,’ he announced calmly, ‘it is clear that Lin cannot and will not bargain. I am therefore going to surrender all the opium to him.’

There was a gasp of astonishment.

‘All of it?’ queried Matheson.

‘Everything we have – here, out at the depots, in ships down the gulf. Even the opium on consignment. Every last chest.’

‘We’re to give it all to Lin?’ cried Dent. ‘I’ll be damned if I will.’

‘No. You will give the opium to me. Then I’m going to give it to Lin.’

There was a stunned silence.

Matheson spoke. ‘Do you mean that you will take ownership of the opium, as the British government representative?’

‘I do.’

‘Will the government reimburse us?’

‘That is the idea.’

Matheson frowned. ‘If you add it all up, there must be over twenty thousand chests of opium to be accounted for.’

‘I agree. Forgive me, gentlemen, but I must leave you now.’ And Elliot was gone.

‘It gets us out of this hole, at least,’ said Tully. ‘We’ll have to wait a devil of a time for our money, assuming we get it, but it’s better than what we’ve got at the moment, which is nothing.’ He turned to Trader. ‘Don’t you agree?

John Trader nodded slowly. Yes, if you had a fortune already, like Tully and Matheson, and you could afford to wait. But if all your money was in the opium chests in question, and you had that much again in debt, it was another story. Since he couldn’t admit that, however, he said nothing, nodded to the other men, and went out. But just as he was leaving, Trader overheard Matheson ask Read what he thought. And the American, after coolly exhaling the smoke from his cigar, replied: ‘Seems to me, sir, your Captain Elliot is a devious son of a bitch.’
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On a fine April day, two weeks later, a pair of British vessels passed up the gulf towards the Bogue. From the shallows, half a mile distant, Nio watched them as they passed, on their way to the receiving station. He was alone in a small sampan with Sea Dragon.

Nio saw the pirate turn his eyes down the gulf, and following Sea Dragon’s gaze, he could just make out another pair of ships on the horizon. The opium ships had been coming for three days already, bearing their cargoes to Commissioner Lin, who was going to destroy them.

‘What a waste,’ said Nio wretchedly. ‘Do you think Lin will really get twenty thousand chests?’

Sea Dragon allowed his eyes to return to the two ships before them. The opium in either one of them would have been enough to keep him and his men employed and handsomely paid for many months.

But he didn’t reply to his young friend. He seemed to have something else on his mind. At last he spoke. ‘Would you lie to me, Nio?’

‘No.’

‘When you first came here, Nio, the men didn’t want you in the boat. Did you know that? But I told them: “He is young, he will learn quickly.” ’ Sea Dragon paused. ‘Why did they listen to me?’

‘You’re the boss.’

‘And …?’

‘They trust you.’

‘Yes.’ Sea Dragon gazed across the water. ‘They trust me. But they also fear me.’ He nodded thoughtfully. ‘None of them would lie to me, Nio. Not one. Because if they did, I would kill them. Do you know that?’

‘I know that.’

‘We were making good money when you came. Trade was down, but we found opium to take along the coast. You were well paid.’

‘I owe you everything.’

‘And now, thanks to this accursed Lin, up and down the coast they’re crying out for opium, and we don’t have any. We haven’t made any money in a month.’ The handsome pirate sighed. ‘Maybe we should all go home. So I say, anyone who wants to can leave. But maybe things will get better. We can share our money to buy food, and we can wait. Everyone tells me how much money they have.’ He looked at Nio. ‘But when you tell me what you have, I ask you, “Why don’t you have more?” And you say to me, “I lost money gambling.” ’

‘I did.’

Sea Dragon stared at Nio. ‘Do you know why trust is important, Nio? Because if we get into a fight, our lives depend on one another. I have to know that every one of my men has got my back, and I’ve got his. If not, he’s a danger. He has to die.’

‘I owe you everything,’ Nio repeated. In his code, that could mean only one thing: he’d defend Sea Dragon with his life. In his loyalties, the pirate came before all people, except for his father and one other person.

‘I saw you hide the money,’ the pirate said quietly. ‘It’s in a hole beside a tree. I counted it this morning.’ There was a brief silence. ‘You lied to me.’

Nio kept very still. Not a muscle in his face moved. His knife was tucked into the red sash around his waist. Sea Dragon was sitting opposite him, but to one side. If the pirate were to lunge at him, he’d be off-balance, just enough to put himself at a disadvantage, and he must know this. Also that Nio would have noticed the fact.

So he’s not planning to kill me at this moment, Nio calculated. But he watched carefully, just in case.

‘It’s not my money,’ he said after a pause.

‘Yes it is, Nio. What you mean is that you weren’t keeping it for yourself. I think you’re going to give it to that woman you asked me to visit. The one who calls you Little Brother. But why, Nio? She lives in a big house.’

‘She married into a rich family. But her parents are the poorest peasants in the village. She has nothing of her own.’

‘So every night, before you go to sleep, you think about how you’re going to go and surprise her with a present, and tell her to hide it away and keep it safe for herself. This is the good deed you dream of?’

Nio nodded.

‘And you lied to me, even though you knew I would kill you if I found out.’ Now Sea Dragon turned to look at him thoughtfully. ‘You are a brave young fellow, Nio. You’re the best I have.’ He sighed. ‘But I can’t let you lie to me. What are we going to do about that?’

‘You tell me,’ said Nio. He watched the pirate for the slightest hint of movement, but Sea Dragon was still.

‘Keep what you have saved for the woman,’ Sea Dragon said quietly. ‘But you will give the same amount to me, out of what you earn in the future. And you will not leave me before you have paid. Also, you will never lie to me again.’

‘I will never lie to you again.’

‘Pray to the gods that the opium trade returns.’

Nio nodded. ‘Maybe,’ he said quietly, ‘we should kill Commissioner Lin.’
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If John Trader had supposed that the siege was over, he was in for a rude awakening. Elliot might have promised to surrender the opium, but Lin wasn’t taking him at his word. ‘I’ll let you go when I have every last opium chest in my possession,’ he told the Englishman. ‘Until then, I’m holding you all hostage.’

‘It’s an outrage,’ Tully protested to Matheson.

But the largest opium dealer was more philosophic. ‘In his place, Odstock, would you trust us?’ He sighed. ‘We’ll have to empty the cargo of every ship in the gulf – and beyond. It may take weeks.’

It was the season between the cold dry winds of winter and the wet summer monsoon. The days were hot, the waterfront was dusty, and there was absolutely nowhere to go. Now Trader understood why, every April, the men at the factories were so anxious to leave Canton for the hills and sea breezes on the little island of Macao.

The police and troops, if not quite so numerous, continued their siege. Across Thirteen Factory Street, the local Cantonese would amuse themselves by climbing onto their roofs to watch the Western barbarians trapped below. For many days, no servants came in. Fresh food was hard to get. There was a shortage of water. The drains weren’t getting flushed out. The stink was sometimes terrible. Only gradually, as the opium chests piled up in their thousands at the receiving station that he had set up downriver, did Commissioner Lin somewhat ease the harsh conditions of his Western hostages.

Early in April he allowed them to send some mail downriver. Trader wrote two personal letters. The first was to Charlie Farley. He gave him some account of what had happened, told him that he felt confident they’d receive compensation from the British government – even though he wasn’t really confident at all – and sent friendly greetings to Charlie’s aunt.

The second letter was more difficult. He didn’t dare write to Agnes Lomond herself, but he could write to her mother.

He struck the right tone: respectful, friendly, frank. As a hostess, Mrs Lomond would like to show her friends that she had a firsthand account of the China affair, so he made sure to give her precise information. At the same time, he played up the danger of the siege, praising the coolness of Elliot and the merchants – which by implication included himself. Above all, for the colonel’s ears, he made clear what an insult this attack was to the British Empire – an insult that couldn’t be allowed to stand. He closed his letter with a polite enquiry as to their family’s good health and with his good wishes to them all, including Agnes.

Why did he write it? There seemed little chance now that he could ever ask for Agnes’s hand. So wasn’t the letter a waste of time? He explained it to himself as courtesy. Keep his reputation for impeccable good manners in the British community. But that wasn’t the whole truth. A deep survival instinct told him never to give up. Not completely. Not even when the game seemed to be over.

The day John sent his letters, Lin let the servants return. Around the middle of the month, a number of sailors who’d been trapped by the siege were allowed to leave. But the merchants were to remain.

What was going to happen after they finally were permitted to leave? Was the China trade going to end? Would the British government really compensate him for his loss? Nobody could tell him.

One quiet afternoon Trader entered the library of the English factory. Tully had gone back to take an afternoon siesta. Many of the merchants had done the same, and the library was empty except for one elegant figure, fast asleep in a deep armchair.

No less a person than Superintendent Elliot himself.

Taking care not to disturb him, Trader settled down in an armchair on the other side of the room and opened Dickens’s Pickwick Papers. In a few minutes he was so engrossed in the amusing narrative that he quite forgot he was not alone.

He came to the famous description of the Eatanswill Election. He started to chuckle, then guffaw. Two minutes later he was weeping with laughter.

And was most disconcerted to find Superintendent Elliot by his chair, looking over his shoulder to see what he was reading.

‘Ah,’ said that gentleman amiably. ‘Pickwick. Excellent.’

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Trader. ‘I didn’t mean to wake you.’

‘That’s all right. Time I woke up anyway.’ He sat down opposite Trader in a companionable way. ‘Glad you’re finding something to laugh about at least. This must be a difficult time. Worse for you than the older men, I should think.’

‘The big merchants like Jardine and Matheson can ride out the storm, sir. They’ve got huge resources. I haven’t.’

‘I know.’ Elliot nodded. ‘I’m sorry.’

After a moment, Trader said, ‘I understand that you need to get us out of here, sir, but may I ask – that is, if you feel you can tell me – do you think I will get the compensation?’

‘Eventually, yes. But it will be a long wait.’

‘I was afraid you’d say that.’

‘If it’s any comfort,’ Elliot said kindly, ‘Jardine must be almost in London by now. And a letter from Matheson will be in his hands the same time my report gets to the British government. Jardine will lobby ministers, including Palmerston himself. The opium lobby in Parliament is strong. And because I took over the opium on the government’s behalf, and Lin took it from me, it becomes a government affair. They’ll practically have to do something. Do you see?’

‘I think so.’ It all made sense. Yet for some reason he couldn’t quite define, it seemed to Trader that there was still a piece missing from the puzzle. He frowned. ‘May I ask another question?’

‘Certainly.’

‘It’s just that I overheard Read say something a bit strange after you announced you were surrendering all the opium and that we’d be compensated.’

‘What was that?’

‘Well, he said – I’m quoting his words, sir, if you’ll forgive me – that you were “a devious son of a bitch.” ’

‘The devil he did!’ Elliot looked pleased.

‘I did ask him about it once. He said I’d work it out, but I’m not sure that I have.’

Elliot paused, considering Trader thoughtfully. ‘If I share a confidence, Trader, will you give me your word that you will not repeat it. Not to your partner Odstock, not to Read, not to anyone?’

‘I promise.’

‘What value would you place on twenty thousand chests of opium?’

‘At least two million pounds sterling. Probably more.’

‘And do you suppose that the British government has that much cash lying around?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘They haven’t. And if they had, they wouldn’t give it. So where must the money come from?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘From the Chinese themselves. We’ll have to make them pay.’

‘You mean war?’

‘War is a strong word. China is huge, its people without number. Land war is out of the question. But the shore defences are old; the war junks we have seen are clumsy and poorly armed. Any British naval vessel could pound them to pieces. So that is what we should do. In common parlance, we should knock them about a bit.’

‘And then?’ asked Trader.

‘Those who know something of China’s history tell me their normal practice is to buy off foreign trouble if they can. Their empire is ancient and closed. As long as things return to normal, they don’t care. But they hate to lose face. It’s my belief that rather than lose face and have more of their ships sunk and their shore batteries smashed, they will agree to speedy peace terms. Those will naturally include trade concessions and reparations, which can be used to pay for our military costs and the opium our merchants have lost. Mr Read is perceptive, and correct.’ He smiled. ‘It’s the navy that rules the British Empire.’

So Elliot was engineering a war between his country and China.

Trader was impressed. He was used to the proud military men, the seasoned local administrators, and the cynical merchants of Calcutta, but this was his first real glimpse of the cold, ruthless, diplomatic intelligence that lay behind them all.

But none of this helps me, he thought. My only hope of solvency doesn’t lie even with the British government, but in a future war, against a vast empire, which may not take place, and whose outcome, whatever Elliot thinks, must be uncertain.

‘I have a last question,’ he said. ‘You know Commissioner Lin wrote a letter to the queen. It may be written in atrocious English, but his moral case is clear enough. What if Her Majesty agrees and takes the Chinese side?’

Elliot gazed at him and smiled. ‘My dear Trader,’ he asked gently, ‘what on earth makes you suppose that anyone’s going to show it to her?’

Early in May, the troops and police withdrew from the waterfront. But Matheson, Dent, Odstock and most of the English merchants were still kept hostage until all the promised opium was surrendered. Only at the start of the fourth week of May did the news come: ‘Lin’s got his twenty thousand chests.’

But still the commissioner was not quite done. He had one more demand.

‘The damn fellow wants us to sign a bond that no cargo we bring to China in the future will contain any opium. Any crew found with opium is to be arrested,’ Tully told him.

‘It’s logical,’ Trader said, ‘after all the trouble he’s been through to destroy this season’s opium.’

‘Damned if I will,’ said Tully. ‘For all I know, he’d use it as grounds to arrest me. Execute me as well, I daresay. He’s demanded that Elliot sign the bond as well, guaranteeing the whole thing. Elliot refuses even to look at it.’

It came as quite a surprise when, two days later, Matheson casually remarked that he had signed the bond.

‘Why the devil did you do that?’ Tully demanded.

 ‘To get out of here, Odstock.’

‘You intend to keep your word?’

‘Certainly not.’ Matheson smiled. ‘As far as I’m concerned, I signed the bond only under duress, so it doesn’t count.’

‘Damn fellow,’ Tully remarked with grudging admiration.

A few others signed. Elliot did not. Nothing more was said. Perhaps Lin didn’t need to bother. In the emperor’s eyes, which was what mattered, Lin had won already.

And now the British merchants began to leave. One day Trader saw the portrait of the former king being packed up and carried to the waterfront. On another day he watched a single merchant load forty cases of his own wine into a boat and set off downriver, guarding his precious cargo himself. Yet when Tully told him they’d be leaving the following morning, Trader suggested he should join his partner in Macao somewhat later.

‘Read and some of the Americans are staying a few more days. I thought I might follow on with them,’ he said. And though Tully looked a bit surprised, he didn’t object.

The truth was, John couldn’t quite bring himself to go. He had a place to stay in Macao. Tully had offered him a room in his own lodgings for the time being. That wasn’t a problem.

It was the secret prospect of bankruptcy hanging over him that held John Trader back. How could he face even the modest social life of Macao? What could he say about himself to the merchants’ wives and families that wouldn’t be a lie? The fact was, he felt more like hiding from the world than being seen in it.

If I could, I’d sooner swelter alone here in the factories all summer, he thought.

Failing that, he’d even begun to indulge in another dream. What if he absconded? He could write to his creditors, tell them to claim their loan from the government compensation, when it came; and then with good conscience he could take the cash he had in hand and disappear.

The world was a big place. Letters sent from India in the fastest ships still took months to get to England. It could take them years to find him, even if they tried.

And what would he do? Wander the world, like Read perhaps. He could pick up employment here and there. He might go to America. Who knows, he might make a fortune.

How strange: a short time ago he’d been dreaming of settling down with Agnes on a Scottish estate. Now the thought of a rootless life, without ties, almost without identity, suddenly seemed attractive. Free of obligation. Free to do what he liked. Free to find women, come to that, in any corner of the world. Many a young man’s dream.

Read seemed to like living that way. Perhaps they could travel together for a while.

Several days passed. The British were all gone now. Dr Parker the missionary was remaining at his makeshift hospital, but the factories were closing down. Finally, Read told Trader that he, too, was off to Macao, and that he’d better come with him.

‘But first, young Trader,’ he added, ‘you’re going to join me and some friends for a day out.’

‘All right,’ said John. ‘Where are we going?’

‘You’ll see.’
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The sun was shining on the waters of the gulf as Shi-Rong stood proudly beside Commissioner Lin to watch the destruction.

With every day that passed, his admiration for the commissioner had grown greater. It wasn’t just his moral strength, for Lin certainly lived up to his reputation for Confucian propriety. Single-handedly, without shedding blood, he had brought the barbarians to surrender. But just as impressive was his thoroughness. He was an awe-inspiring administrator.

‘Stopping these barbarian drug dealers is only a first step,’ he’d explained to Shi-Rong. ‘We must break our people’s evil habit.’ The opium dens were being raided all over the province. In Guangzhou itself, there were piles of confiscated opium pipes a dozen feet high. ‘Even this is not enough,’ Lin declared. ‘We must find ways to help the addicts lose their desire for the drug. They say there are medicines made with plums or willow and peach blossom that work. Make enquiries,’ he ordered, ‘and see if you can discover what they are.’ Failing that, addicts could be put in prison and denied the drug until they were cured.

Lin’s dramatic moves had already reached the ears of the court. One day, Shi-Rong saw a present arrive from Beijing. It came in a magnificent container, and he watched Lin first make the nine kowtows to the container, since it came from the royal hand, and then open it, letting out an ‘Ah …’ of joy when he saw it.

‘It is meat,’ he told Shi-Rong. ‘Venison. You know what that means.’

The Chinese might write in ideograms, which expressed an idea rather than a sound, but in their spoken language, they made endless puns. In spoken Mandarin, the word for venison sounded the same as the word for promotion.

‘Congratulations, Excellency,’ Shi-Rong said quietly. ‘Promotion is assured.’

Lin nodded and, just that once, was too overcome to speak.

Lin’s arrangements for the destruction of twenty thousand chests of opium were a masterpiece. The site he had chosen was beside a creek that flowed into the Pearl River system. There was already a massive shed there, in which the chests of opium were stacked in long rows. Closer to the waterside, he had begun to build.

Or more precisely, to dig – a huge basin, twenty-five yards by fifty. Then a second and a third. The basins were quite shallow, only a few feet deep. Day after day, a small army of workmen laid flagstones over the bottom of each pit. Then they timbered the sides. There were pipes to carry fresh water from the creek and sluices to allow the contents of each basin to flow out through channels into the river, where each day the tide would carry them out to sea. Across each basin Lin made his men construct broad wooden walkways.

At the same time, carts appeared, laden with sacks of salt and lime, which were stacked under shelters. Lastly he had them make him a small raised platform from which the operation could be supervised. By early June, he was ready to begin.

But before he did, there was one essential duty to perform, which showed so well, Shi-Rong noted, his master’s essential piety and reverence. Accompanied by his staff, Lin went to the local temple that the fishermen used and, making his offerings with deep apologies, warned the sea god that he was obliged to empty large quantities of opium waste into the ocean there. He begged the sea god to tell all the fish to leave.

The men had already been at work for an hour that morning when the Americans appeared. They had requested the visit a couple of days ago and it had been granted.

‘The American barbarians may come,’ Lin had decided. ‘With the exception of some, like Delano, they are less engaged in drug smuggling than the English barbarians. They may be less evil.’

Shi-Rong had brought Mr Singapore with him in case the commissioner wished to speak to the visitors.

They were standing on the platform overlooking the basins. Lin was not wearing his official dress and insignia, but was dressed in a simple tunic with a plain conical hat. A servant held a sunshade on a long bamboo pole high over his head.

On the walkways across the basins, the workmen were stamping the black balls of opium to break them down before sweeping the powdery mess into the water below. They had already disposed of the contents of twenty chests, and Lin intended to destroy eight times that amount during this single day.

As the visitors picked their way through the debris of broken chests littering the area, Commissioner Lin frowned. ‘I gave permission for three visitors. There are four,’ he said sharply.

Shi-Rong looked towards them. For a moment, the glare of the harsh morning light made it difficult to see their faces. Then he recognised Trader. ‘Excellency, the fourth man is the English scholar I told you about. Do you wish me to send him away?’

‘A scholar?’ Lin considered. ‘Let him come.’

Having made their low bows, the four men were allowed to stand a few feet away from the commissioner to watch the work. After dumping a mass of opium into the nearest of the huge pits, the workmen began to add lime and salt. As they did so, other workmen jumped down into the pit and began to stir the watery sludge with paddles. A pungent stink arose. Shi-Rong watched with amusement as the visitors covered their noses and puckered their faces. Even the commissioner allowed himself a wry smile. He and his party were used to the smell.

‘Now the barbarians wish they hadn’t come,’ he remarked. And then, as soon as the visitors had started to recover: ‘Bring the English scholar to me.’

Mr Singapore translated. Shi-Rong watched. The commissioner was quite kindly. ‘Commissioner Lin has heard about you. Although you are a merchant, you have taken your country’s examinations. You are a scholar. You know something of Confucius.’

‘This is true,’ Trader responded with a polite bow.

‘The commissioner believes that you are not without morals. You see that the evil drug that your countrymen have brought here to poison our people is being utterly destroyed, and he hopes that they have learned a lesson. The commissioner asks if you feel ashamed of what they have done.’

Trader did not answer at once. He looked thoughtful. ‘I am ashamed,’ he said at last.

‘The commissioner is pleased to hear you say it. It shows that you have a good heart and morals. He asks if you remember the letter he has composed to your queen.’

‘I do.’

‘The letter is even better now. The commissioner has sent out two copies, but he does not know if they will be given to your queen. He does not have trust.’

‘I expect she will see it. But how can I know?’

‘The commissioner asks if you know honest scholars in your country.’

‘Certainly. My teachers at Oxford are all honest men.’

‘The commissioner desires you to take a copy of his letter now, and to send it to honest scholars of your acquaintance, asking them to lay it before your queen. Will you do this?’

Again Trader hesitated a little, but then answered firmly: ‘I shall be honoured, and will do all in my power to ensure that it reaches the queen.’ Trader bowed his head. ‘You have my word.’

Commissioner Lin looked very pleased and indicated to Shi-Rong that he should give Trader a copy of the letter. The interview was over.

After a little time, the barbarians left.

‘Do you think he truly repented?’ Lin asked Shi-Rong.

‘It is hard to tell, Excellency, but I think so.’

Lin nodded. Shi-Rong could see that his master was moved, and he loved him for it.

‘It seems,’ Lin said reflectively, ‘that the Lord of Ten Thousand Years can teach virtue even to barbarians.’
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The following day, when Trader and Read set out for Macao and their boat passed the place where the opium sludge was being washed into the gulf, Read turned to his young friend and quietly remarked, ‘You realise that you gave Lin your word that you’d send that letter.’

‘I was afraid that he might not let me out of Canton if I didn’t agree to everything he said,’ Trader confessed.

‘Right. All the same, you gave your word.’
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One hour later, the baby was born. The village midwife had been in the Lungs’ house since the night before. Willow’s labour had been long. Mei-Ling and Mother had been helping, and when at last the baby came, the midwife handed it to Mother for inspection. The baby cried, not very loudly. Nobody spoke. Willow, pale with exhaustion, looked up at her mother-in-law and then her head fell back. Her eyes went blank.

Willow had given birth to a second girl.

The household was very quiet that afternoon. No one came by. Everyone in the hamlet knew, of course. People who might have come by on business feared to encounter the wrathful face of the lady of the house. The servants went about their tasks with heads down. Nobody discussed whether or not this was a lucky day; no calculations about the baby’s character were made.

Being quite tired herself, Mei-Ling asked Mother if she might rest a little and was told she could. She’d become big with her own pregnancy during the last month, and Mother had been more solicitous than ever, hardly letting her work at all and not even scolding her if she did something wrong.

After resting awhile, Mei-Ling went in to see Willow. Her sister-in-law was awake, but she looked pale and dispirited. The baby, wrapped in the traditional white cloth that Willow’s mother had sent, was in a little bamboo cot beside her, sleeping. Mei-Ling inspected the baby. It had a little hair. Perhaps the baby looked like Willow. It was hard to judge.

‘You have two days to rest and be quiet, Sister,’ she remarked with a smile. After that, it would be time for Willow’s mother to arrive with baby clothes and presents.

But her sister-in-law hardly seemed to hear her. ‘Now I know what it’s like to be you,’ Willow said at last.

‘What do you mean?’

‘When I married into the family, I was treated with honour because my father’s rich. They weren’t so nice to you.’

‘I didn’t expect anything else. I was lucky to marry Second Son. He’s very good to me.’

‘Was I kind to you?’

‘You were quite kind.’

‘I’m sure I wasn’t kind enough. Forgive me, Sister.’ She sighed. ‘Well, now I know how it feels myself. No son. Two daughters. When Mother came in a little while ago, she hardly even spoke to me. Looked at me as if I were dirt. Once I’ve recovered, next time I do anything wrong, she’ll give me a beating. You’ll see.’

After a little while, Willow said she was tired, and Mei-Ling left her.

But something Mei-Ling saw that evening made her think that Willow might be wrong about Mother. The sun was setting when the baby awoke and made some little cries. Mei-Ling was sitting in the shadows just behind the little orange tree when she saw Mother come out with the baby. She walked up and down the yard, gently rocking the baby in her arms, and Mei-Ling heard her murmuring: ‘There, my pretty one. Sleep now, poor little thing.’

And it seemed to her that Mother’s voice was so tender towards her tiny granddaughter that it wouldn’t be long before she’d forgive Willow for having another girl. The baby soon went to sleep, and Mei-Ling saw Mother go back towards Willow’s room. Soon after that, she went in to lie beside her husband and sink into sleep herself.

She was surprised when she woke in the early morning to see Second Son standing beside the bed looking distressed. ‘The baby died during the night,’ he said.

‘Died? What do you mean?’

‘It must have stopped breathing. It happens sometimes.’

She rose and hurried to Willow. The baby had vanished. There were tears on Willow’s cheeks.

‘What’s happened?’ Mei-Ling cried. ‘How?’

The look that Willow gave her was so terrible. It was anguished, bitter, helpless, all at once. ‘Perhaps Mother will like me better,’ she said dully, ‘now the baby’s dead.’

Mei-Ling had been due to go see her parents that day. She had wondered what she should do, but Mother had said, ‘You may as well go.’ She’d arrived at her parents at noon and stayed a couple of hours before returning.

When she got back, she found Mother sitting alone on a bench under the orange tree in the middle of the empty courtyard. The older woman looked gloomy. She motioned Mei-Ling to a smaller bench opposite her. Mei-Ling sat down, and Mother gazed at her in silence for a while.

‘Tell me what they’re saying in the village,’ Mother finally asked. Mei-Ling hesitated. ‘Tell me the truth,’ Mother commanded. ‘Everything.’

‘They’re saying we killed the baby.’

‘We?’

‘The family.’

Mei-Ling had heard the stories: baby girls born into poor families who couldn’t feed them or who had too many girls already. Babies who quietly disappeared. Had they been exposed, drowned, smothered, or just died of natural causes, as babies often did? Who knew? And she supposed that those who knew probably didn’t say. She’d never heard of such a thing in her own village. Maybe it was one of those tales that happen in another village or province rather than one’s own.

But people still talked about it.

‘You mean they’re saying I did it,’ Mother stated flatly.

Mei-Ling didn’t answer. There was no need. Mother sighed. ‘They fear me,’ she remarked. ‘Do you think I did it?’

Mei-Ling thought of the expression she’d seen on Mother’s face when she was cradling the baby girl. ‘No, Mother,’ she said.

‘Good.’ Mother nodded. ‘Well, I didn’t.’

And that should have been the end of the matter.

But during the night that followed, Mei-Ling suddenly awoke with such a start that it woke Second Son as well.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘A nightmare. It was terrible.’

‘Tell me.’

‘I had the baby. It wasn’t a boy. It was a girl.’ She stared ahead in desperation. ‘Then Mother took it …’ She clasped her hands in front of her belly as if she could protect the child within. ‘She took it and killed it.’

‘She would never do that. You know she wouldn’t.’

‘I know.’ Mei-Ling shook her head. But she didn’t know. That was the trouble.

‘When people have nightmares,’ said Second Son, ‘it’s often just the worst thing they can think of. It’s natural. But it doesn’t make it true.’

‘Everyone in the village thinks …’

‘I know. It’s stupid. It’s just because they’re afraid of her.’

‘So am I.’

Second Son put his arm protectively around her shoulders. ‘I won’t let anything happen to our baby. I promise. Go back to sleep.’

But she couldn’t.
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June 1839

Read had a woman in Macao. That’s to say, he lodged in her house and there were no other lodgers. Her husband, a Dutch sea captain, had been dead for years.

Read had found his lodgings almost as soon as he arrived. After a while, he’d gone up the coast with McBride and Trader, returned to the widow, then left again to go to Canton. Of course, he hadn’t expected to be trapped in Canton for so long, but the widow had not taken any other lodgers, and his berth was still available when he got back.

Just before he’d gone to Canton, a well-meaning but nosy member of the community approached him in the street and suggested it was unseemly to be openly living in sin with a local woman. A moment later, he regretted his words.

Read turned on him. His voice was loud enough for other people in the street to hear. ‘Are you suggesting, sir, that an honest widow who to make ends meet lets lodgings to a respectable man is to be accused of lewdness? Do you say that about every landlady?’

‘No indeed, sir,’ the gentleman protested, ‘but you are her only lodger, and you must allow—’

‘I allow nothing, sir! If she had six lodgers, would you go about the town saying she’d committed the act of fornication with all six of them?’

‘By no means …’

‘Are you aware of the laws of slander, sir? Must I go to law to defend an innocent woman’s name? Or shall I horsewhip you?’ Read shouted fiercely.

At this, the well-meaning gentleman hastened away, and within the hour the whole of Macao was laughing. Nobody troubled Read about his woman after that.

Trader heard the story from Tully the very day he arrived on the island.

‘All the time we were in Canton,’ Trader remarked to Read the next morning, ‘you never told me you had a woman here.’

‘A good man doesn’t talk about his women, Trader.’ Read gave him a stern look. ‘A lady has to trust a man to be discreet.’ Then he smiled. ‘You find yourself a good woman of your own. That’s what you need.’

The Portuguese island in the China Sea had a Mediterranean air. Tiny antique forts, more picturesque than threatening, dotted its modest hills.

The place had known glory. Two and a half centuries ago, in the shining days of the Ming dynasty, before even the great basilica of St Peter in Rome was completed, the Jesuits had built the magnificent stone church of St Paul on the top of Macao’s central hill, to proclaim the Catholic faith’s renewed might, even in Asia. It could be seen across the sea from twenty miles away – as could the Jesuit fort with its cannon, which stood just below.

But the glory of Macao was somewhat past. Just recently, the huge church had burned down – all except for its southern facade, which now stood alone on the hilltop like a stupendous stage set, gleaming at the rising and the setting of the sun, but empty nonetheless.

John Trader liked Macao. The lodgings he shared with Tully were in a side street, just behind the Avenue of the Praia Grande that curved along the waterfront of a wide bay. On his first day, he walked with Tully along the esplanade. The long terrace of handsome houses – mostly stuccoed in Portuguese style, some white, others gaily painted red or green or blue – looked cheerfully out across the flagstoned street, the sea wall and a stony little beach towards the square-sailed junks ploughing through the shallows and the masts of sleek European ships anchored out beyond. There was a smell of salt air and seaweed.

‘Glad to have my quarters down here,’ Tully explained. ‘I can take a brisk constitutional along the seafront every day, without puffing up and down hills.’

Above the seafront, covering the slopes, the Portuguese streets gave way to stuccoed villas and British colonial residences.

People still called it an island, though nowadays a narrow sandbar joined it to the mainland. It was an international port, but since its harbours needed dredging, only the shallow local junks could sail there; European vessels usually anchored out in the deeper waters known as the Roads.

What really mattered, however, was that although its Portuguese governors had run Macao for centuries, it still belonged to the emperor of China.

‘You’ve got to understand,’ Tully told him, ‘that this place is a typical Chinese compromise. If there’s opium trading in Macao – and there is a bit – the Portuguese governor keeps it discreet. The Portuguese are Roman Catholic, of course. But you can be damn sure the governor tells the Jesuit missionaries to be careful about preaching to the natives. The Chinese authorities don’t like conversions – even in Macao. Still,’ he concluded, ‘as long as the governor uses a bit of common sense, the Chinese leave Macao alone. So far, it’s been a pretty safe haven for us.’

The monsoon season had officially begun, but the weather was still temperate and fine, like the best of an English summer. Trader was glad to enjoy the salty sea air and to be free again.

One small matter did remain, from Canton: the letter from Lin to Queen Victoria.

He’d wondered what he should do with it. Should he give it to Elliot? That would be the simplest thing. He doubted very much that Elliot would forward it, but his own responsibility would end. Of course, if he really meant to honour the spirit of his promise to the commissioner, he’d send it to someone he could trust in England. One of his professors at Oxford had access to the royal court. Or he could burn the letter and forget the business. After a week, he decided just to put it in the strongbox he kept under his bed.

The English-speaking community centred on the merchants’ families, with a sprinkling of missionaries, teachers and tradesmen. As a bachelor, he was invited everywhere, and nobody expected him to return the favour. British and American families were good at entertaining themselves with cards, music, amateur theatricals and healthy walks – up the hills where the views were fine, or down in the Campo Plain just north of the city. He was quite enjoying himself and hardly had to spend any money. Once a week he and Read would meet for a drink at a bar Read favoured down at the waterfront.

Despite Read’s advice, he’d been cautious about finding himself a woman. Some of the English-speaking families had unattached young ladies. With these, however, Trader was circumspect. After all, he wasn’t in a position to court any of them. By letting it be supposed that he was courting a lady in Calcutta, however, he made himself respectable, safe and rather interesting, both to the young ladies and to their mothers, which suited him quite well.

Like any port, Macao had a few bordellos. But he’d always been somewhat fastidious; besides, he had a healthy fear of catching something. Two of the merchants’ wives had dropped hints that they’d be interested in getting to know him better. But in a small community such liaisons could mean trouble. The last thing he needed was angry husbands to add to his problems. For the time being, he just had to manage without.

That left only his debts to trouble him. In the midst of all his social activities, he usually managed not to think about them. But he didn’t entirely succeed. If he awoke during the night, they came into his mind. As he lay awake, it was as if he could hear the slow drip, drip of the payments leaving his bank account in faraway Calcutta on the first business day of each month, whittling away his substance. And he wouldn’t be able to sleep again.

And then one night he had a dream. He was crossing a rope bridge, high over some vast abyss, when he glanced back and saw, to his horror, that the wooden planks upon which he’d just been walking were coming loose and falling away, one by one, behind him. Hurrying forward, he looked back again and realised that the falling planks had almost caught up with him. And then suddenly the planks beneath his feet had gone, and he was falling, falling into the endless void below.

Two nights later, the nightmare came back again, and waking with a cry, he lay there wretchedly till dawn. After that, the sense of fear came to him more and more frequently, and there was nothing he could do about it. Like an addiction, his secret walked beside him, close as a friend, deadly as an enemy. Some days he felt so depressed he had to force himself to get up. But he always managed to put on a cheerful face for the world to see. And in a bleak way, he was even rather proud of himself for concealing his fears.

So the days passed, and with so much on his mind, John Trader scarcely realised he was lonely.

It was the third week of June when he went to the old cemetery. The humid heat of the monsoon season had been slow to arrive that year, but it was making itself felt that day.

He and Tully had taken a stroll down on the Praia Grande, but Trader had felt the need of more exercise. ‘Why don’t you walk up the hill?’ Tully suggested. ‘Might be a bit of a breeze up there. And if you want a rest, look in at the Old Protestant Cemetery. It’s rather a pleasant spot.’

As he went up the hill, Trader began to sweat. He felt oppressed. If Macao looked pretty from a distance, it was not so lovely up close. And today he noticed its faults.

The painted stucco walls of the houses were mostly cracked. Cornices over doorways were missing pieces. There was dirt everywhere. The dust of the street stuck to his boots. There seemed to be a beggar in every alleyway. He saw a dead cat in a ditch, being stripped by carrion crows.

Halfway up the hill he came to the stuccoed baroque church of St Dominic. Creamy yellow walls, white trim, high green doors. An old woman was sweeping the stone terrace before its entrance, but apart from her, the little square was deserted. There was an inviting bench nearby, but he wasn’t ready to rest yet, and he continued on his way, passing the huge open facade of St Paul’s and finally walking around the Jesuit cannon emplacement near the hilltop, enjoying the fine views and the breeze. Time now, he thought, to take a little rest.

The Protestants had received permission to build their modest chapel only twenty years ago. It was a small, simple whitewashed building. Its congregation was British and American mostly, though Protestants of any nation were made welcome. And on a level shelf of land just below the chapel, its lawn gently shaded by trees and enclosed by thick stone walls, lay the Old Protestant Cemetery.

It was cooler here than in the street. The faint breeze from the sea touched the higher leaves on the trees, though they made scarcely any sound. The headstones rising from the grass and the tablets set in the walls were larger than he’d expected, some of them six feet high. The engraving, evidently done by a local mason, was a little crude. But all the memorials had this in common: they were the last record of those who had come out to this faraway island and departed life before they could return. East India Company men, Dutch sea captains, American merchants, their wives, sometimes their children. All gone, all far from home.

John Trader sat on a stone for a while, then walked on the shady grass, reading the gravestones he passed. Set in one wall he noticed a memorial. Lieutenant Frederick Westbury of the British Navy, died after action, mourned by all the ship’s crew. Younger than he was himself. The memorial was quite big, so his shipmates must have liked him.

Was there another memorial, he wondered, in some village church in England, set up by the young fellow’s grieving family? He decided there was. And then the thought came to him: if I were to die today, would there be a stone for me here? Would Tully arrange it? God knows. One thing was certain. There’d be no stone in any village church in England. There was no one to grieve for him. Only a handful of people even to remember him. Charlie Farley would think of him and want to write a letter of condolence. But there was really no one for Charlie to write to.

And suddenly the shadows of the trees, instead of providing welcome relief from the sun, seemed melancholy. He felt inexpressibly sad and went slowly back to the stone upon which he’d been sitting before. There he sank down and lowered his head. And he was glad he was quite alone, since to his surprise, he found there were tears in his eyes.

He’d been there for twenty minutes and, thank God, his tears were quite dried when he heard a voice say, ‘Hello, young Trader,’ and looked up to see Read standing before him.

‘You look depressed,’ said Read.

‘No. Not really.’

‘This is a good place, isn’t it? I often stroll about in here. Funnily enough, I was just thinking about you. Something you said to me when we first met on that boat.’

‘What was that?’

‘I seem to remember you said you had a bit of debt.’

‘Oh. Did I?’

‘I should think things might be rather tight, what with the trade being stopped and all the opium destroyed.’

‘They say we’ll get compensation, as you know.’

‘It’ll be a helluva long wait. Meantime, you must’ve got interest payments.’

‘True.’

Read gazed at him kindly. ‘Why not let me pay the interest for you?’

Trader looked at him in astonishment. ‘But my God … why? You don’t even know what my debts are.’

‘I know the scale of your operations. I’ve got a pretty good idea.’ The prospect didn’t seem to faze the American in the least. ‘You’re not such a bad fellow. And it’s years since I did anyone a good turn. Pay me back later. When you can. There’s no hurry.’

‘But, Read, I’m in the opium trade. You’ve said yourself it’s a dirty business.’

‘You know what they say, Trader: invest in the man. Perhaps you’ll get into some other trade in the future.’ He chuckled. ‘You may have to.’

‘I can’t believe your kindness, Read, but I can’t let you …’

‘I have money, my friend,’ Read told him quietly. He grinned. ‘Enough to have made my wife want to marry me.’

‘What if I couldn’t repay you?’

‘Then’ – Read gave him a beautiful smile – ‘my wife will get less when I die.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’

‘One other thing, Trader. How about dining at my lodgings tomorrow? My landlady’s a wonderful cook.’

Mrs Willems the widow lived in a small blue-stuccoed house, on a quiet lane some fifty yards from the old Jesuit cannon emplacement. The garden behind contained a lily pond. The house belonged to Mrs Willems; the garden belonged to her white cat, whose permission had to be asked if one wanted to visit the lily pond.

Like many Macanese, Mrs Willems looked part Asian, part European. With wide-set almond eyes and fine features, she was attractive, but how old was she? Trader couldn’t decide. She might be thirty-five, she might be fifty. When she welcomed him, her English was not quite perfect, but she clearly understood all that was said.

The house was simply furnished in a pleasing mixture of styles: a Chinese table, a handsome old Portuguese cabinet, some Dutch leather armchairs. On the walls, Trader noticed watercolours from many countries. One of them, he saw, depicted the Port of London.

‘What fine pictures,’ he said politely to his hostess, who seemed pleased.

‘My husband give me them,’ she said with satisfaction.

‘She used to ask her husband to bring her back a picture, whenever he went away on a voyage,’ Read explained. ‘Proved he was thinking of her, I daresay.’ He smiled at Mrs Willems. ‘As you see, he had a pretty good eye.’

The two men sat in armchairs, and Mrs Willems served them drinks before disappearing into the kitchen.

‘She likes you,’ said Read, looking pleased. ‘I can tell.’

‘Is she mostly Chinese?’ Trader asked.

‘Depends what you call Chinese,’ Read answered. ‘Her mother was Asian, part Japanese. Her father was the son of a Portuguese merchant and a local Tanka woman.’

‘Tanka?’

‘Very ancient people along this coast. Chinese of a kind, I suppose. But their language, which is thousands of years old, isn’t like Chinese at all. The Han Chinese despise them because they say the Tanka are not Han. And they didn’t treat them well. So the Tanka took to living apart, on boats. Fishermen mostly.’

‘Why would a Portuguese merchant marry a Tanka, then?’

‘Simple. They were in Macao. They needed wives. And no respectable Han Chinese woman would marry them – to the Han, we’re all barbarians, remember. So the Portuguese married Tanka women instead. You can see their descendants in the streets here every day.’

The food was wonderful. Most of the houses he’d visited so far made some attempt at British cooking, with whatever local variation was necessary. But Mrs Willems offered proper Macanese cuisine – that mixture of Portuguese and southern Chinese cooking, fused with Malayan and Indian spices, only to be found on the little island of Macao.

They began with the delicately scented shrimp soup called lacassa, served with white wine, a tangy Portuguese Vinho Verde. Then came a selection of dishes from which to choose. There was chicken baked in the European manner with potatoes and coconut curry sauce. Trader closed his eyes to savour the rich aroma. There was Tchai de Bonzo, a dish of vegetables cooked with noodles. ‘They call it Buddha’s Delight,’ Read informed him with a grin. Minchi, white rice with minced meat and topped with a fried egg. Cod, scallops and black pudding with orange jam, a pig’s ear salad, truffled potatoes. Desserts followed in profusion: almond cookies, of course; Portuguese cheeses; a coconut milk custard; a mango pudding. And all this finished off with coffee, rather than Chinese tea.

She might look Chinese, but Mrs Willems sat at the table with the men, as an European woman would. As the meal progressed, extra dishes were brought in by a rather good-looking young Macanese woman whom Trader took to be a servant. Each time she came, she kept her eyes down and quickly disappeared back into the kitchen.

His hostess asked a few polite questions about his family and how he came to Canton. But he sensed that she was not particularly interested in his answers. What she really wanted to know was the date and time of his birth. As for his place of birth, he pointed to the picture of the Port of London on the wall.

Throughout the meal, Read steered the conversation well, like a ship’s captain ensuring an easy crossing. Trader made polite conversation with Mrs Willems, asked about her travels, and learned that she had lived in several Asian ports with her husband. But it seemed to him that, although she spoke of the Dutch sea captain’s occasional voyages to London, the Netherlands and even Portugal, she was a little vague about the precise location of these places. It was only at the end of the meal that the conversation ran into rough water.

The young serving-woman had brought in the coffee. She lingered a little this time, listening to the conversation, perhaps. Did she understand English? Was she observing him?

She looked more Portuguese than Mrs Willems. She had high Asian cheekbones and almond eyes. But her features were bolder: her hair was dark brown, not black and it was thick. Her mouth was broad, her lips full. A sensual face, he thought. And yes, she was watching him.

Mrs Willems saw it, too, for she suddenly screamed in Macao Portuguese, and the young woman fled.

Then, quite calmly, Mrs Willems turned to him. ‘You go to brothels here?’

The question was so unexpected that for a moment he wondered if he’d misheard her. He glanced at Read, but Read only looked amused and said nothing.

‘No, Mrs Willems,’ he managed to reply. ‘I don’t.’

She was watching him. He didn’t know what she was thinking. He’d told the truth, but did she believe him?

‘You go to the flower boats in Canton.’ This did not even seem to be a question.

‘I was invited,’ he said, thinking of the boat he’d passed when he first arrived, ‘but I didn’t go.’

‘Why?’

‘Don’t want to catch anything.’ If she could be blunt, so could he.

‘Are you a clean boy?’

‘Yes.’

It appeared that she had now lost interest in the subject, because she rose from the table and went into the kitchen, whether to bring something out or to chastise the girl, he had no idea.

Read waited until she’d gone before he spoke. ‘You like the look of that girl, Trader?’

‘Perhaps. She looks rather interesting, I think. Why?’

‘She likes you.’

‘The girl? How do you know?’

‘I know.’ Read paused. ‘She’s a young cousin of Mrs Willems. She’s living with her for a while.’

‘Oh.’ Trader mulled over these answers. ‘Those questions about brothels …’

‘She was checking you out. I told her you were all right, but she feels responsible for the girl. That’s why she asked about your birthday. For your horoscope.’

‘I see. What exactly,’ Trader asked slowly, ‘is on offer here?’

Read’s smile broadened. ‘Whatever you want.’

Her name was Portuguese: Marissa. In the weeks that followed, Trader saw her every day or two. He would not go to the front door of the house, where he might encounter Mrs Willems, but to the side door, which gave into the kitchen, beside which Marissa had a small bedroom. Sometimes he went in the afternoon, sometimes in the evening. If he stayed the night and returned to his lodgings in the morning, Tully Odstock never asked him where he’d been, though he undoubtedly knew. Nor did the British and American families he visited make any reference to Marissa, though they probably knew about her, too.

As for Read, they continued to meet, go out drinking and sometimes encounter each other on social occasions; but when Trader came to visit Marissa, they kept themselves to themselves in the kitchen corner of the house.

Their affair quickly became passionate. He had only to see her standing at her work in the kitchen or smell the delicate scent of her skin to be possessed by acute desire. She had a strong peasant’s body, though paler than he had at first expected; and also, he soon discovered, she was amazingly supple. He couldn’t get enough of her, nor she, it seemed, of him. A good part of their time together was spent in her little bedroom. But sometimes they would take a stroll. The nearby gun battery with its fine views over the harbour was a pleasant place to wander in the evening. Or he would enter the Protestant cemetery and walk under the trees with her. It didn’t bother her though she was Catholic. More than once he kissed her in that quiet, walled enclosure. Sometimes they would go farther afield, northwards onto the broad open plain of the Campo, or down to the waterside at the southern end of the island, to visit the lovely old Taoist temple of A-Ma, where they would light incense sticks for the goddess Mazu, who protected the fishermen.

He taught her English, and she made rapid progress. She liked to ask him questions about his life. He told her how he’d been orphaned and about his boyhood at school. He gave her vivid descriptions of London and Calcutta. And she told him her own parents were dead, that she had an older sister, married and living on the mainland, where she’d lived herself before coming to Macao to stay with Mrs Willems.

A couple of weeks into their relationship he began to realise that not everything Marissa said was true.

It had been clear from the start of their affair that, sexually, Marissa was very experienced. She taught him things he’d never done before. Their third evening together, after he’d exclaimed, ‘Where did you learn to do that?’ she’d paused only a moment before replying, ‘I was married to a mariner for a year. Then he was lost at sea.’

Yet when, a few days later, he’d remarked to Read that it must have been sad for Marissa to have lost her husband, his friend had looked quite astonished before he recovered himself enough to mumble, a little vaguely, ‘I guess so.’

A week later, Marissa referred casually to her mother’s being unwell. And when Trader remarked that he thought her parents were dead, she frowned. ‘I said that?’ Then, after a moment: ‘My father died. My mother lives with my sister.’ He didn’t pursue it.

But he did begin to wonder: did he really know who or what she was? Read and Mrs Willems had set him up with the girl. They must know. Had they made some arrangement with Marissa of which he was ignorant? What kind of arrangement?

‘Should I be paying her?’ he asked Read one day.

‘No. Just give her a present once in a while. Go to the market with her. She’ll let you see what she likes.’

A few days later, during one of their walks, she pointed to a bale of silk and remarked that it was beautiful. He took the hint.

And still the weather was kind. Hot and humid, to be sure, but not unbearable. It couldn’t last, of course. This was the summer monsoon season.

‘Big rains. Got to come soon,’ Tully told him. ‘Sometimes we get a typhoon.’ But the days continued to pass in perfect peace.

Except for one small matter. Starting in June, Elliot had ordered any British merchant ships wishing to remain in the vicinity to use the safe anchorage at Hong Kong. ‘Right move,’ Tully had remarked. ‘Hong Kong may be empty, but it’s only just across the gulf, and a ship can survive a typhoon tucked in there.’

Yet it was from sheltered Hong Kong that the trouble had come. Trader heard about it when he returned to his lodgings one evening in early July.

‘Stupid business,’ Tully explained. ‘Sailors got bored. Went over to a Chinese village on the mainland. Got drunk on rice wine. Had a bit of an argument with the locals. Villager killed, I’m afraid.’ He shook his head. ‘Elliot’s going to compensate the family. Hush the whole thing up, you know.’

‘The Chinese authorities won’t like it if they find out.’

‘Quite,’ said Tully. ‘Daresay it’ll all blow over.’

It was three days later, towards the end of the afternoon, that the people of Macao became aware that a vast horde of dark clouds was massing on the southeastern horizon. Soon, like waves of skirmishers, the leading clouds were racing towards them, whipping the waters of the gulf as they came.

Trader and Marissa, out for an evening stroll, had hurried up to where the high, empty facade of St Paul’s gazed out across the city. The hill was still bathed in sunlight. As the skirmishing clouds drew close, they felt the first gusts of wind suddenly slap their faces.

‘You’d better get home before it starts,’ said Marissa.

‘Do you want me to go?’

‘No, but—’

‘I’d rather stay.’

As they went down the broad stone steps from the hilltop, a grey shadow passed over them. And when they reached the end of the steps and looked back, they saw that the soaring facade of the old church was gleaming with an unearthly light, as if it were making a last pale stand in the sky before being engulfed and struck down by the mighty storm.

Trader and Marissa lay together as Macao shook and shuddered under the crash of lightning and thunder and the ceaseless hammering roar of the rain upon the roof. The shutters outside the window rattled. The wind howled. Occasionally, during the brief lulls in the noise, they could hear the water flowing in a torrent down the narrow street.

They clung to each other tightly all through that night as though they were one and scarcely slept until, as the wind began to slacken sometime before dawn, Trader passed into unconsciousness.

But before he did so, an idea came into his mind. What if, after all, the British government did not come to the opium merchants’ aid, and despite Read’s kind help, he was ruined? What if he chose the alternative he’d imagined once before – to lead another life entirely, wander the world as an adventurer or make a home in some faraway place? Might he take Marissa with him? She wasn’t respectable, of course. But would he care about that anymore? She’d be a good housekeeper. As for their nights together, could anything be better than what he was enjoying now? He didn’t think so.

By the time they awoke, it was well into the morning. Outside, the clouds were scudding across the sky, but the sun could be discerned behind them. He decided to go down to the Avenue of the Praia Grande to see how Tully had fared in the storm.

When he reached the broad esplanade, he found evidence of the storm’s destruction everywhere. The roadway was strewn with broken roof tiles, fronds from the palm trees, and assorted debris. Sadder still was a small cart lying on its side; the traces, still attached, had been torn apart. Had there been an animal in those traces when they broke? A pony, or more likely a donkey?

He went to the edge of the road and looked down into the waters sending up showers of spume as they smacked into the sea wall below. Was there a floundering animal or a carcass floating in the bay below? None that he could see.

Tully was having breakfast when he arrived. He gave Trader a brief nod.

‘Hope you weren’t worried about me,’ said John cheerfully.

‘I knew where you were.’

‘Well,’ Trader added, with a touch of pride, ‘that was my first Chinese typhoon.’

‘Storm,’ Tully grunted. ‘Typhoon’s worse. By the way,’ he continued, ‘there was a fella here looking for you just now. Did he find you?’

‘No. Who was he?’

Tully shrugged. ‘Never seen him before.’

After changing his clothes, Trader went out on the esplanade to survey the damage further. The grey clouds were still chasing across the sky, but here and there he caught a glimpse of blue. The sharp, salty breeze was invigorating. He felt a pleasant burst of energy and hardly realised that he was increasing his pace. He’d gone half a mile when he heard a sound behind him.

‘Mr Trader?’ An English voice, slightly nasal. John turned, irritated by this interruption of his exercise. ‘Mr John Trader?’

The man looked about his own age. Slim, not quite as tall. He was wearing a tweed overcoat, not well cut, underneath which John thought he could see a white clerical necktie. And for reasons known only to himself, the stranger had wrapped a brown woolen scarf over his narrow head and tied it under his chin. Trader took an instant dislike to him, though naturally he was polite. ‘Do you need help?’ he asked.

‘I came to make myself known to you as soon as I discovered your identity,’ the stranger said with a toothy smile.

‘Oh. Why was that?’

‘I am your cousin, Mr Trader!’ he exclaimed. ‘Cecil Whiteparish. I feel sure we are going to be friends.’

He gazed at John expectantly. Trader stared back, mystified. And continued to look at him blankly until he frowned.

Whiteparish. Those distant relations of his father’s. Wasn’t that their name? He’d never known anything much about them. His guardian had mentioned their existence to him once, just before he went up to Oxford. Told him there had been a rift between his father and these people, long ago. Cause unknown. An imprudent marriage, or something of that sort. ‘I advise you not to seek them out,’ his guardian had said. ‘Your parents never did.’ That was all John knew. He’d forgotten about them after that.

And judging by the look of Cecil Whiteparish this morning, his father and his guardian had been right. ‘I don’t believe I’ve heard of you,’ he said cautiously.

‘Ah,’ said Cecil Whiteparish. ‘Allow me to explain. My grandfather and your grandfather were cousins …’

‘It sounds a bit distant,’ John gently interrupted.

If he wasn’t being very welcoming, there was good reason. For Cecil Whiteparish was all wrong. The way he dressed, the way he spoke, the way he carried himself. There was only one way to put it: Cecil Whiteparish was not a gentleman. John Trader might not be a gentleman in the eyes of Colonel Lomond, because he didn’t come from a gentry family. But he knew how to behave.

If Cecil Whiteparish had been to a decent school, if he’d been to the Inns of Court or university or got himself into a halfway decent regiment, he’d know how to behave. Such things could be learned. But it was obvious he hadn’t. He even pronounced his own name the wrong way. The young bloods at Oxford didn’t pronounce the aristocratic name of Cecil the way it was written. They said Sissel. But Cecil Whiteparish didn’t know that. In short, he simply wouldn’t do.

As Trader looked at this unwelcome cousin, therefore, he was struck by an awful thought: what if by some miracle he recovered and made his fortune, and courted Agnes Lomond – and the Lomonds discovered that the only family he had was Cecil Whiteparish? How would that make him look? It didn’t bear thinking about.

‘What brings you here?’ Trader asked tonelessly.

‘The British and Foreign Bible Society engaged me. I’m a missionary. I’m hoping you’ll support our work.’

‘Hmm.’ Trader wondered how to respond. And then a beautiful thought occurred to him. ‘I’m in the opium business,’ he said with sudden cheerfulness.

‘Not only opium, I hope,’ said Cecil Whiteparish with a frown.

‘Just opium,’ said John. ‘That’s where the money is.’

‘Not anymore, it seems,’ Cecil Whiteparish remarked coldly.

‘Oh, I’m sure the British government will come through for us.’ Trader gave him a robust smile.

Whiteparish was silent. Trader watched him. Things were going better. If he could just shock his missionary cousin enough, the fellow wouldn’t want anything more to do with him. Problem solved. He returned to the offensive.

‘You’ll find Macao’s a friendly sort of place,’ he continued blandly. ‘Some very handsome women here, too, though I don’t suppose you’d …’ He trailed off, as if he were uncertain, then brightened again. ‘To tell you the truth, I’ve got a charming mistress here. She and her mother occupy a little house up on the hill. Pretty little place. My friend Read enjoys the mother, and I, the daughter. Part Portuguese, part Chinese. That’s a wonderful combination, you know: beautiful.’

‘Mother and daughter? You are all in the house together?’

‘Indeed. I’ve just come from there.’ It amused him that he’d made Mrs Willems the mother of Marissa. But then, come to think of it, for all he knew she might be.

‘I am very sorry to hear this,’ said Cecil Whiteparish gravely. ‘I shall pray that you return to the path of virtue.’

‘One day perhaps,’ Trader acknowledged. ‘But I don’t plan to yet.’

‘True love, the love of God,’ the missionary offered, with an effort at kindness in his eyes, ‘brings far more joy than the lusts of the flesh.’

‘I don’t deny it,’ said John. ‘Have you tried the lusts of the flesh, as a matter of interest?’

‘There is no need to mock me, Mr Trader.’ Whiteparish gave him a reproachful look.

‘I’m afraid there’s bad blood in the family,’ Trader confessed. And then, with remorseless logic: ‘Perhaps we share it.’

Poor Whiteparish was silent. Socially, as in other matters, he was innocent. But he was not a fool; and it was clear to him that, for whatever reason, his cousin had no wish to be his friend. ‘I think I should leave you, Mr Trader,’ he said with simple dignity. ‘Should you ever wish to find me, it will not be difficult.’

Trader watched him go. He was sorry to behave badly – not that he had anything in common with his unwelcome cousin – but he wasn’t sorry if Whiteparish had decided to erase him from his life.

If he ever got the chance to pay his addresses to Agnes Lomond, Cecil Whiteparish must never appear. That was certain. A necessity. And then he realised that if, on the contrary, he gave up all ambition and ran away with Marissa, he’d be unlikely to see much of the missionary, either. Which was also a cheering thought.
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Shi-Rong was overjoyed. He’d done well so far. But his mission today put him on an altogether different level of trust with Commissioner Lin.

When he was so unexpectedly chosen to be the great man’s private secretary, Shi-Rong had been granted the lowliest of the nine ranks of the mandarin order. It made his position official and allowed him to wear a silver button in his hat and, on formal occasions, a big square silk brocade badge on his tunic, depicting a paradise flycatcher, which looked very fine and handsome.

As Lin’s private secretary, however, he was treated with a wary respect by provincial officials who were older than he and far more senior in rank. For they all knew he had the confidence of the commissioner, who reported to the emperor himself.

Indeed, Lin had kept him so busy that he had even, with the commissioner’s permission, engaged his young Cantonese tutor Fong to be his part-time assistant. In particular, Fong could often help him make sure he had understood what the local people said to him, for the people from the countryside often spoke dialects that were hard even for a native of the city to understand.

Three times Shi-Rong had written proudly to his father to let him know of some new task with which Lin had entrusted him. But this present matter was so personal and delicate – proof that the commissioner was sharing his most intimate secrets with him – that he wouldn’t even write to his father about it. A letter, after all, could always fall into the wrong hands.

He made his way from Thirteen Factory Street into Hog Lane, glancing behind to make sure he was not being followed. Hog Lane was empty. The stalls had all been boarded up. Even Dr Parker’s little missionary hospital had moved into one of the factories. He reached the waterfront, also deserted.

Since the departure of the British for Macao, only a handful of foreigners, mostly Americans, were still using the factories. The place was like a ghost town.

He went along the line of silent factories until he came to a modest doorway and entered.

Dr Parker had just finished treating a Chinese patient. Shi-Rong asked to speak with him privately.

The Chinese never gave Parker any trouble. First, he was American, not English, and had nothing to do with the drug trade. Second, he treated them for ailments that their own doctors did not often cure. And third, they liked him because he was a good and honest man.

‘I have come on behalf of Commissioner Lin,’ Shi-Rong explained. ‘His Excellency does not wish to be seen coming here himself, nor does he wish you to be seen entering his house. This is because he prefers that his malady should not be public knowledge.’ He paused and smiled. ‘It’s nothing shocking. He just wants to keep it to himself.’

‘You may assure him of my discretion. May I ask the nature of his trouble?’

‘The truth is,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘that the commissioner has a hernia.’

‘Ah. Well, in that case,’ said Parker, ‘there are various things I can do. One would be to fit him with a truss. But it would be much better if I did it in person, and more comfortable for him.’

‘I understand, and I will repeat what you have said. But he hopes you can send him one. Is there something he can adjust?’

Parker mulled over the situation. Then he said, ‘I’ve a fairly good idea of his height and weight. Let me make a proposal. Give me until tomorrow evening, and I’ll send over half a dozen trusses. He can try them on, select the one that fits best, and you can bring the others back to me in a day or two. I’ll pack them myself and send them tomorrow at dusk. I have a totally reliable messenger. He’ll deliver the parcel, and he’ll have no idea what’s in it.’ He smiled. ‘But try to persuade him to let me see him.’

Shi-Rong thanked him and left. Commissioner Lin seemed well satisfied with the arrangements. After that, Shi-Rong went out for a meal with Fong.
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It was night when Nio slipped back into the camp. Though darkness had fallen, he knew the track so well that he’d almost been running, and he was still trembling with excitement when he arrived.

The camp was only ten miles away from Guangzhou, but so far it had remained a safe haven for Sea Dragon and his men. Half the crew came from the nearby village, so no one in the locality was going to give them away. Discreet bribes to the magistrate had ensured that the village was left alone; and even during the crackdown this year, the magistrate had still been able to warn them whenever a police raid was imminent.

But it was still a depressing place. Because there was nothing to do.

Since Lin’s destruction of the opium, the drug trade had virtually shut down. They heard of boats pulling into coastal creeks here and there with maybe a dozen chests they’d got their hands on. But out in the gulf, nothing. No smuggling, no income. For the moment, at least, Lin had won. How long could it last?

‘Everyone wants opium,’ Sea Dragon had declared. ‘I could deliver a boatload every day. Every village is crying out for it. Let’s hope the emperor gives this accursed Lin a promotion and sends him elsewhere.’

‘Wouldn’t we get another commissioner, just as bad?’ one of his men suggested.

‘No,’ Sea Dragon told him. ‘The emperor can send whom he likes. No other mandarin’s going to hold the trade back. Lin’s the only one who ever has or ever will. The question is,’ he’d remark grimly, ‘how long’s he going to stay?’

Nio always wanted to kill the commissioner, but Sea Dragon only laughed. ‘That’s not such an easy thing to do, my young friend,’ he’d tell Nio. ‘We might surprise him in the street one day. But he won’t be by himself, you know. There’ll be attendants, troops … The difficulty’s getting away.’

Sea Dragon had sent Nio into the city several times recently. Using Nio made sense. Not only was he intelligent, but thanks to his accent and dialect – which immediately told any townsman that he came from farther down the coast – nobody would associate him with Sea Dragon and his men. Nio had been glad to go. At least it was a relief from the boredom of the camp. His job was to find out all he could about Commissioner Lin’s next plans and to listen for any whisper about opium that might be smuggled in.

He’d known that Shi-Rong was Lin’s secretary for months, ever since a stallholder in the market had pointed the young noble out to him. He’d followed Shi-Rong several times to see what he could learn about him, and the last time he was in the city, he’d seen him with young Fong and learned that Fong was working for him. He wondered if he could engage Fong in conversation.

Today, Nio had seen the two men eat a meal together. Then he’d followed Fong to a teahouse, where he’d met some other young fellows. Luck was on his side. He’d found a seat at the next table where he could eavesdrop on their conversation.

And before he’d finished drinking his tea, he’d realised how he could kill Commissioner Lin.
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Shi-Rong had a sleepless night. Again and again he tossed and turned on his bed. It was all he could do not to cry out aloud. How could he have been so stupid?

The one thing the commissioner had asked of him. Lin, to whom he owed everything. He’d asked for discretion, privacy. And what had he done?

In a moment of foolishness, he’d told young Fong about the truss. Sworn him to secrecy, of course. Of course! But what good was that? If I had a wife, Shi-Rong thought, I’d have told her. But that would have been different. He’d told Fong, a young bachelor who went out with his friends every night. That was always the way of it. You confide a secret to a friend, make him promise not to tell; then he does the same thing; and in an hour everybody knows.

How could he have been so stupid? So weak. If it got back to Lin, then he’d have lost his mentor’s trust forever. He’d be finished. His career over, for the rest of his life. And he’d have deserved it. He buried his face in his hands; he rocked his head; he clenched his fists in frustration and agony.

He was up at dawn. He had to find Fong. That was the first thing. But Fong was not at his lodgings, nor was there any sign of him in the streets. And after an hour Shi-Rong had to give up, because Commissioner Lin would be expecting him.

‘He’s in a bad mood,’ a servant warned him as Shi-Rong entered the big building.

Was the commissioner’s hernia troubling him? Had Fong already talked? Did Lin know? Inwardly trembling, Shi-Rong went into the office and was greatly relieved when his mentor indicated that he should sit down, and then began: ‘Today, Jiang, the British barbarians have shown themselves for what they really are.’

‘What is that, Excellency?’

‘You remember, before they left Guangzhou, I demanded they sign a guarantee not to ship any more opium to the Celestial Kingdom?’

‘Of course, Excellency. Some of them signed, I recall, including Matheson, though Elliot refused to sign.’

‘Did you think they meant to keep their word?’

‘If you will forgive me, Excellency, I didn’t.’

‘One should assume a man is honest until he proves he is not. When Elliot refused to sign, I asked myself: Why does he refuse? And it occurred to me that perhaps he knows the merchants are lying and he wants no part of a shameful business.’

‘If I may say so, Excellency,’ Shi-Rong ventured, ‘I believe you were imputing your own high virtue to Elliot, who may not be worthy of it.’

‘Recently, as you know,’ Lin continued, ‘we have had the disgraceful case of these British sailors murdering an innocent peasant on Chinese soil. I have rightly demanded the culprit be surrendered to us for justice. Today Elliot has refused. He has declared that he will try his own men, but that I may send an observer.’

‘That is an impertinence to the Celestial Kingdom, Excellency.’

‘Even more than that, Jiang. I have discovered that according to their own laws, these barbarian countries agree that if an offense like this is committed by one of their people in another country, then he should be tried and punished by the courts of the country where the crime took place. Yet now, in the Celestial Kingdom, which is so much greater, more ancient and more moral than their own country, they refuse to obey even their own law. The merchants, I knew, were no better than pirates. Now I know that their government official has a contempt for all law and justice, even his own. This cannot be tolerated. I may soon have a new mission for you.’

‘Whatever you command, Excellency.’ A mark of further trust. Good news indeed. Shi-Rong bowed to the great man and was starting to withdraw when the commissioner interrupted him.

‘The trusses. They come this evening?’

‘They do, Excellency.’ He bowed again and went about his work.

It was late afternoon before he could go out in search of Fong again.

Fong was at his lodgings. He didn’t look too well. Shi-Rong wasted no time. ‘Tell me exactly what you have been doing since we parted yesterday.’

‘I met some friends. We went out drinking baijiu,’ Fong confessed sheepishly. Baijiu, strong spirits made from grain in the north and from rice down here.

‘Then?’

‘We went to a teahouse.’

‘Were you drunk?’

‘Not then. Later.’ Fong shook his head sadly. ‘I slept until afternoon. My head still hurts.’

‘Fool. Think hard: did you tell anyone what I told you about Commissioner Lin?’

‘No. Absolutely not. Never …’

‘You are lying.’

‘No.’ Plaintively. He was lying.

‘If word ever reaches Lin that I told you his secret,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘then I’ll be finished. And if that happens, Fong, I’ll take you with me. I’ll destroy you. You understand? I may kill you.’ He meant it. Fong looked frightened. ‘You know the irony?’ Shi-Rong went on. ‘It turns out Lin didn’t have a hernia at all. A Chinese physician gave him acupuncture last night and the pain went away. The trusses are cancelled. If you told anyone, make sure they know that right away.’

It wasn’t true, of course. But with luck it would kill the story.

His next errand was to get to Dr Parker. If Parker never sent the messenger with the trusses, no one would see the package leave the hospital or arrive at Lin’s headquarters. Extra insurance against the story. He’d take the trusses himself, secrete them on his person and get them in to his chief unnoticed.

Dusk was falling. He had to hurry. He got to Thirteen Factory Street and turned into Hog Lane.

The lane was usually deserted these days, so he was slightly surprised to see a small knot of men gathered halfway down the lane. As they saw him coming, they started to move up the lane towards the main street, bowing very respectfully as he passed.

Parker was still at the hospital. But when Shi-Rong asked him for the trusses, the missionary looked surprised. ‘My man just set off with them a couple of minutes ago. You must have met him, I should think.’

‘Was he with a group of others?’

‘No. Quite alone.’

Shi-Rong frowned and hurried out. He’d be lucky to catch the man now. He almost ran up Hog Lane.

And was halfway up it when, in front of him, a terrible apparition appeared. A figure was emerging from behind one of the boarded-up stalls. The old man was deathly pale. Blood streamed from his head. With one hand he tried to steady himself against the side of the stall. The other clutched his abdomen, from which blood was oozing. He’d been stabbed. Seeing Shi-Rong, he made a croaking sound. ‘Help me.’

‘Did you come from Dr Parker?’ Shi-Rong cried.

‘Yes. Please help me.’

But Shi-Rong had guessed it all now, with a horrible flash of clarity. If he was right, there was no time to lose. He turned and ran, panic-stricken, towards the main street.
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Things hadn’t gone the way Nio had planned. His first disappointment had come the night before.

‘Your idea may work,’ the pirate had said after Nio had told him about the delivery of the trusses. ‘Lin expects the delivery. The messenger tells the guards he’s come to see the commissioner in private. Lin will say yes, send him in. More discreet. Messenger gives him the package. He takes it. Before he knows what’s happening, the messenger’s hand is over his mouth, the knife’s in his heart. Nobody even knows what happened. Open the door, bow, close the door, leave.’ He nodded. ‘Dangerous, but worth a try.’

‘I can do it,’ Nio said excitedly. ‘I won’t let you down.’

Sea Dragon stared at him in surprise, then shook his head. ‘The man who kills Lin will be a hero all along the coast. All over southern China.’ He smiled. ‘Sea Dragon will be the hero. Not you.’

‘But …’ Nio’s face fell. ‘I was going …’ A look from the pirate, however, told him it was more than his life was worth to argue. ‘You’re the boss,’ he said sadly.

‘First we have to get the package from the messenger. We take two, maybe three men.’ The pirate looked thoughtful. ‘Where to do it? If we can be seen, it won’t work.’

‘I thought of that,’ said Nio. ‘He’ll come up Hog Lane. Lin had the stalls boarded up. It’s usually empty.’

‘Good.’ Sea Dragon gave him a nod of approval. ‘You grab the messenger. Knock him out. We push him behind the stalls. I take his place and carry the package to Lin.’

‘Do we go with you?’

‘No. The messenger is expected alone.’ Sea Dragon considered. ‘You and the men follow. A little way behind, so nobody thinks you’re with me. Hang about near the gates, but not all together. Everything has to look normal. Wait until I come out.’

‘And then?’

‘If I walk out, do nothing. Once I’m round the corner, split up. Everyone go in a different direction, and we meet later, outside the city.’

‘And if they’re chasing you?’

‘Run after me. Pretend you’re trying to help the guards catch me, but get in their way, fall over, trip them, so I can get away. Then split up and meet later, the same way. Can you do that?’

They’d rehearsed the whole thing, twice, out at the camp in the morning.

‘If something goes wrong, do what I say and be ready to scatter,’ Sea Dragon ordered. ‘But I think it’s going to work.’

They got to the city early that afternoon. First they worked out their escape routes. Here, the commissioner’s decision to set up his headquarters in Thirteen Factory Street was helpful, since the street lay just outside the city walls, whose eight gates were shut at night. Even if darkness had fallen, they wouldn’t be trapped in the city, and there were a dozen paths they could take out into the shantytowns and the waste ground along the river.

Then Nio and Sea Dragon inspected Hog Lane. Halfway down, there was a small alley where three or four men could hide. A few minutes more of discreetly working loose the boards in front of the stall beside it, and they had a space in which to dump the messenger. ‘All we need now,’ said Sea Dragon, ‘is to place the lookouts.’ Nio found a spot on the waterfront where he could watch the entrance to Dr Parker’s little hospital. Sea Dragon could position himself in a doorway near the foot of Hog Lane. The two other men would wait in the alley. ‘You signal me as he leaves the hospital,’ the pirate told Nio. ‘And I’ll slip up the lane.’

They separated after that. Nio went to a teahouse before returning, a little before dusk, to the waterfront.

For the first minutes, everything had gone so smoothly. There wasn’t a soul about. Sitting behind a big mooring post by the waterside, Nio had a thick, heavy club, about the length of a rolling pin, on the ground beside him. Just as dusk began, he saw the messenger. There was no mistaking him. He was quite an old man, though he still looked spry. He came out of Hog Lane and went swiftly down the line of empty factories to Parker’s door.

He was in there only a few moments. When he came out, he was slightly bent forward, with the package hoisted on his back. It looked bulky rather than heavy. As soon as the old man’s back was turned to him, Nio grabbed his club in one hand, stood up, and with his other hand waved a white cloth towards the place where Sea Dragon was waiting. Instantly, he saw the pirate slip like a shadow into the lane. Moving silently, Nio had followed. When the old man turned into the lane, he clutched the club tightly to his chest and started to run, as fast as he could, to catch up with him. He entered the lane. Apart from the old man, it was empty. He raced up the lane. Would the old fellow hear him? He saw him hesitate. Was he going to turn? No. He’d seen Sea Dragon step out in front of him. The pirate was bowing politely. Clever fellow. Only fifteen yards to go. The old man was about to pass. Sea Dragon grabbed his hands. The old man cried out.

He was there. He cracked the club on the side of the old man’s head. Tock! The sound seemed to fill the lane. But he’d judged it well. The old man went down, smacking into the ground. He was out cold.

The two other men were already out of the alleyway. They tore the package off the old man’s back and thrust it at Sea Dragon. They picked up the old man. His body was limp. And they were about to throw him into the stall when Sea Dragon stopped them. ‘He saw my face.’ He turned to Nio. ‘Show me your knife.’ Nio pulled it out. ‘Good. Kill him.’

‘Kill him?’ Nio looked up and down the lane. Empty. Nobody even looking in. But he hesitated.

If they were attacked by a war junk when they were smuggling, he wouldn’t mind killing. That was the game. Everyone knew it. The thought of killing Lin never worried him, either. Lin was a mandarin from the north, nothing to do with him or his people. And he was trying to destroy a local trade. Let him die. Who cared?

But this old man was harmless. Just an old Cantonese, with children and grandchildren most likely, a poor fellow running an errand. He didn’t want to kill him.

‘He saw me. Kill him.’ Sea Dragon was looking at him. It was an order. No man in his crew could disobey that. And the rest of the crew wouldn’t tolerate anyone who did. Sea Dragon was looking at him, and there was death in his eyes.

Nio turned and plunged his knife into the old fellow’s body, under the ribs, and twisted it up to strike the heart. He saw one of the men holding the old fellow nod to Sea Dragon. They tossed the old man’s body behind the boards and pushed them back in place.

And just then Nio glanced up the alley as Shi-Rong entered it. He did not know that he could move so fast. Reaching across, he scooped up the package containing the trusses and, with a single motion, slung it into the shadows of the alleyway.

‘Mandarin,’ he hissed. ‘Bow when he passes.’ Then, taking Sea Dragon’s arm, he called out, ‘Goodnight, my friends,’ to the two other men and walked casually towards Shi-Rong with the pirate beside him.

Shi-Rong was in a hurry. He looked preoccupied. When Nio and Sea Dragon made way for him and bowed, he hardly acknowledged them and scarcely seemed to notice the other two men at all. As soon as Shi-Rong was out of the lane, Nio signalled the other men to bring the package at once and helped Sea Dragon sling it over his back.

‘That was Lin’s secretary,’ he explained. ‘He must be making sure the package was sent.’

‘Good.’ Sea Dragon was walking swiftly. ‘Parker will tell him it’s on the way. Let’s do it.’

There was no problem when they reached Lin’s headquarters. From across the street, Nio watched Sea Dragon speak to the guards at the gate, one of whom went to get instructions and soon returned. ‘You’re to wait inside,’ Nio heard him say.

So far, so good. The lanterns were being lit in a big teahouse nearby. There were quite a few people about in the street. It was easy enough for Nio and the other two men to wait around without attracting attention.

Only one thing troubled him. It seemed quite likely that after Shi-Rong had gone to check with Dr Parker that the delivery was being made, the young mandarin would have finished his work for the day. He’d probably meet friends or go to a teahouse. But what if he returned to Lin’s headquarters? He might know from Parker that the messenger was an old man. If he saw Sea Dragon inside with the package, he’d smell a rat at once. The game would be up. He cursed himself. Why hadn’t he thought of that before?

What could he do if Shi-Rong appeared? Waylay him in the street? How? Could he kill him? He still had his knife, which he suddenly realised he’d never wiped clean.

Difficult, in front of the guards at the gate – and certain death for himself as well.

Should he go back to Hog Lane and try to kill Shi-Rong there? But that would mean deserting his post, when Sea Dragon had told him to wait where he was.

Nio gazed at the gate and prayed: let it be soon. Lin had only to call Sea Dragon in. The whole thing could be over in a moment. If the pirate would just appear. Walk safely out through the gate. Turn down the street.

‘Come on,’ he whispered to himself. ‘Just open,’ he silently begged the gates.

And his gaze was so fixed on the gates that he didn’t even notice Shi-Rong until it was too late.

Shi-Rong was running at full tilt. He didn’t notice Nio, though he passed only feet from him.

‘Open the gates! It’s Mr Jiang!’ he shouted as he reached the entrance. They recognised him and opened immediately, and he burst through. ‘Guards, come with me,’ he cried. But he didn’t look back, so he didn’t see that they hesitated. He turned, then ran through the doorway into the inner courtyard and raced across to the main hall.

Behind a door on the right of the main hall was a small library where Lin liked to work. Shi-Rong was just in time to see the door open, a servant come out and a figure carrying a package step in. They hadn’t seen him.

Without a word, he went like the wind past the astonished servant, reached the door just as it was almost closed, and hurled himself at it. With a crash, the door burst open, striking the figure on the other side a vicious blow on the back that sent him and his package flying.

‘Call the guards!’ he cried at the astonished commissioner, and launched himself at the intruder.

The pirate was sprawled on the floor, but he was already reaching for his knife. Even if he’d been carrying a knife himself, Shi-Rong knew that the pirate would have made short work of him, and probably managed to kill the commissioner, too, before anyone could stop him. He threw himself on top of Sea Dragon, wrapped his arms around him, pinning the assassin’s arms to his body, and squeezed with all his strength.

If the pirate got a hand loose, he was a dead man. He knew it. But even if it cost him his own life, he had to save Lin. And though Sea Dragon kicked and elbowed and butted the back of his head into his face until blood was pouring from his nose and mouth, Shi-Rong held on like a man possessed. It was a full minute and more until four guards and a sergeant had disarmed the pirate and trussed him up with ropes so that he could not move at all. Only then did Shi-Rong, badly bruised and bleeding, let go and stagger to his feet.

If Lin had been taken by surprise, he quickly recovered. Pointing at the rope-bound figure, he ordered two of the guards: ‘Lock him up and watch him.’ Then, turning to the chief guard: ‘Close the outer gates, lock them and double the guard,’ he commanded. ‘But do not raise the alarm,’ he added. ‘There is to be no word of this incident. If other bandits hear I have been attacked, it may encourage them to try.’

Meanwhile, Shi-Rong had done his best to stop the bleeding from his nose and to wipe his face with a cloth.

As soon as the library was cleared, Lin turned to him. ‘You have saved my life,’ the commissioner said solemnly. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘It’s nothing, Excellency.’

‘How did you know?’

Shi-Rong told him he’d gone to make sure the package was sent, and how he had encountered the messenger.

‘The poor fellow may be dead by now, Excellency. But I couldn’t stay with him. The attack might just have been a robbery, but I feared something worse and had to make sure. So I ran here as fast as I could. Just in time, evidently.’

Lin nodded thoughtfully. ‘It seems my assailant knew the messenger was expected here.’ He gave Shi-Rong a sharp look. ‘Did you tell anyone?’

‘No, Excellency.’

‘I would be surprised if Dr Parker betrayed a confidence, but he may have let something fall, accidentally.’

‘The assailant may have asked the messenger where he was going.’

‘That is possible. But I have a feeling that this attack was planned. Were there accomplices? We shall question Parker and the messenger, if he is still alive.’ He nodded. ‘That leaves the assassin. He surely can tell us everything.’ He gave Shi-Rong another careful look. ‘Interrogation is not a pleasant business, but it has to be done. The governor has a man who knows how to proceed. He will guide you.’

‘Guide me, Excellency?’

‘Yes, Jiang. It is you who will interrogate the assassin.’

The use of torture in the Empire of China was strictly regulated. Only certain procedures were allowed. An official who used a method that was not sanctioned was deemed to have committed a crime and might be prosecuted. Numerous persons were excused from torture, including those who had passed the mandarin examinations, the elderly, and pregnant women.

Only high officials like Lin could order the harsher forms of torture. And torturing people to extract confessions was frowned upon, since it was well understood that people would confess to anything in order to stop the pain.

But the case of Sea Dragon admitted no such mitigation. There was no question about his guilt: he’d been caught in the act of trying to assassinate the emperor’s commissioner. It was important to know who his confederates might be and whether they were operating under orders from a third party.

The torture chamber was an empty white-walled room with a small, high window and an earth floor. There was an upright post set in the middle of the floor. Against one wall stood a bare wooden table on which Shi-Rong noticed a strange-looking object.

It was made of a dark hardwood and consisted of a handle that was a bit over a foot long, ending in a five-slatted fork, like the fingers of a man’s hand. The ends of the slats were pierced and threaded with two lengths of tough twine, tied off at each end. Two stout little pegs had been placed on the table beside this implement.

It looked quite innocuous, Shi-Rong thought.

He’d entered the room with the police sergeant and his assistant, who were both dressed in white cotton tunics and leggings that came to the knee. Their feet were bare.

The sergeant was maybe forty-five, with a round body and face. He looked as if he ran a prosperous teahouse. His assistant was thin and seemed hardly more than a boy.

Two guards brought Sea Dragon in. He didn’t look in bad shape. They made him kneel on the floor and tied his pigtail to the post behind him. Then they stood, one on either side of him.

The sergeant moved forward and told the guards to raise the prisoner’s hands above his head. Then he nodded to his assistant, who picked up the instrument of torture from the table.

Together, they fitted the prisoner’s fingers between the slats, four fingers from each hand. Pushing the little wooden pegs into the loops at each end made by the tied-off twine, the sergeant began to twist them, tightening the twine, which pulled the wooden slats against the sides of the prisoner’s fingers. When all the fingers were held as though clamped in a vise, the sergeant stepped back, while his assistant held the finger pincher by the handle.

The sergeant turned to Shi-Rong. ‘Ask him a question,’ he said.

‘What is your name?’ Shi-Rong demanded.

The prisoner stared at the white wall in front of him, but didn’t reply.

The sergeant came over and twisted one of the pegs sharply. Shi-Rong saw the prisoner wince and realised that the pressure must be directly on his fingers.

‘Ask another question,’ said the sergeant as he stepped back again.

‘This time,’ Shi-Rong said to the pirate, ‘you must tell me your name, and the reason you tried to kill the commissioner.’

Sea Dragon seemed to be studying the ceiling with curiosity. He didn’t answer.

There was a long silence.

The assistant stretched out one hand. Gazing at the prisoner with a strange cold curiosity, he turned the other peg a full revolution. Shi-Rong saw the prisoner’s body tense.

‘Just tell me who you are,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘and I’ll stop him.’ But the pirate said nothing.

After another minute had passed, the young assistant twisted and shook the finger pincher by the handle. The prisoner gave a terrible grimace, followed by several gasps.

The sergeant tightened the finger pincher some more. Then he struck the pincher sharply.

This time Sea Dragon screamed. He couldn’t help it. And Shi-Rong, who up until now had managed to control himself, felt his fists clench and his whole body tense as he squirmed with anguish at what he was witnessing. He saw the sergeant stare at him and quickly moved out of the prisoner’s sight. After a moment’s pause to collect himself, he spoke again.

‘Say something to me,’ he proposed to the pirate gently. ‘Say anything you like.’

Shi-Rong had already known before they began that unless his accomplices were found, the prisoner was the only person left who could provide the truth about how this business began. The old man he’d found in Hog Lane had died within minutes. Dr Parker declared, to the best of his recollection, that at the start of the day he’d told the old man he’d need him again in the late afternoon, but that he hadn’t given him his directions until he set off. There was a small chance that Parker’s memory was at fault, but it was unlikely. Nobody imagined he was lying. So that just left the prisoner.

What might the prisoner actually know? Someone must have told him about the private delivery to Lin. Shi-Rong couldn’t imagine that Fong had told the assassin himself, but the word had spread until it reached him. Did the prisoner have any idea that the leak could be traced through Fong to the very man interrogating him? He might or he might not.

And here was the irony: the only way to find out was to interrogate him.

If I succeed in breaking him, he thought, I may be signing my own death warrant.

Was there any way he could stop him talking? He didn’t see how. Could he kill him? A terrible choice. But not so bad, he thought, as it might seem. After all, if the assassin survived the torture, he was certain to be executed anyway.

He glanced at the sergeant and his assistant. It looked as if they were going to remain there all the time. No doubt they’d be making their own report to Lin about everything that happened. Indeed, it suddenly occurred to him, their job may be not only to torture the prisoner but to watch me, too.

Of course. The realisation hit him with a terrible coldness. I’m a suspect. I’m still the most obvious person to have leaked the information. For all Lin knows, I could even be part of the plot myself. The fact that I rushed in to save him might have been a ruse; or more likely, I’d set up the assassination and had second thoughts, been overcome by fear or guilt, and rushed to stop it at the last minute. How else could I have guessed, even after meeting the old man, that the assassin would be there just then?

And the real truth, indeed, was only a hairsbreadth away: that he’d known the word had got out, that it was all his fault, and that he’d been so full of guilt that he was ready to sacrifice his life to save his master.

And now there was nothing to do except interrogate this man who, if he talked, might destroy him.

‘They normally talk,’ said the sergeant after a couple of hours. He inspected the prisoner’s fingers and showed Shi-Rong. They were reduced to a bloodied mess. The flesh had come away from the joints, and Shi-Rong was staring at bare bones. ‘He won’t be using them again,’ the sergeant remarked.

‘What do we do now?’ Shi-Rong asked.

‘Ankle press,’ said the sergeant. ‘You’ll see.’

It took a little while for them to bring the ankle press. It was nearly six feet long and also made of wood. They laid it on the floor.

‘It’s big,’ said Shi-Rong nervously.

‘Same idea,’ said the sergeant. ‘Only for ankles. This one really breaks ’em up.’ Shi-Rong wasn’t sure if he meant the ankles or the victims. Both, probably.

The base of the ankle press was thick as a prison door. At one end was a board with two holes to hold the victim’s wrists, like a stocks. At the other end, standing vertical to the base, were three boards, like the slats on the finger press, but many times larger and heavier. Instead of rough twine, these were squeezed together near the top by ropes.

They laid Sea Dragon on the wooden base, facedown, imprisoned his wrists in the stocks and placed his ankles in the slots between the heavy upright boards.

The young assistant took a thick rod, like a long truncheon, and began to twist the ropes with it. The press made a creaking sound. He paused, walked around, pushed his narrow face into the prisoner’s to see how he was doing, and returned to his work. The press creaked again as the ropes tightened further and the boards seized the ankle bones in their fiendish grip.

Shi-Rong saw the prisoner’s mouth clench. Sea Dragon had gone deathly pale.

‘Crushes the ankle bones,’ remarked the sergeant. ‘Turns the joints to mush, given time. We can wait now,’ he added.

Shi-Rong did not know it, but he was now as pale as the prisoner. He had never witnessed excruciating agony like this, and it was almost more than he could bear. The minutes passed. Three times, during the next hour, they increased the pressure, and three times he told the prisoner: ‘Speak and the pain will be less. Just say your name.’

Nothing. Finally he went over to the sergeant and whispered to him: ‘You say they always talk?’ The sergeant nodded. ‘How long does it take?’

‘Maybe hours,’ said the sergeant. ‘Maybe more.’

‘What if he still doesn’t talk?’

‘We keep going.’

At times, the fellow’s torment was so terrible that Shi-Rong almost wished that he would talk – no matter what he said. Anything, just to end the horror.

The assistant was observing him with just the same expression of cold curiosity that he’d bestowed upon the prisoner. What did he know? What was in his mind? Shi-Rong decided he didn’t care.

‘Why did you want to kill Commissioner Lin?’ he demanded.

Silence. Then, to his surprise, he heard the sergeant murmur, ‘Stupid question. Half the province wants to kill him.’

It was true. But it showed the sergeant’s contempt for him that he would dare to say it. He looked at the prisoner to see if he would react. But the prisoner made no response. Surely he must be close to breaking?

They continued all that night, but still the prisoner gave them nothing. And Shi-Rong was feeling completely drained by the morning, when he went to give Commissioner Lin his report.

Lin was working in the library. He looked up briefly from the papers on his desk. After delivering his report, Shi-Rong wondered if the commissioner would take any pity on the prisoner – or at least give the interrogators some rest. But he said only, ‘Continue,’ and looked down at his work again.

When he got back, Shi-Rong found that they’d given the assassin water and a little rice, which he’d thrown up. His eyes were sunken.

‘We’re to go on,’ Shi-Rong said to the sergeant. ‘Did he say anything?’

The sergeant shook his head. He was tired and irritated. He looked at the man on the dragon bed with fury. ‘Time to talk,’ he said. And now he took a wedge and a heavy wooden mallet. Forcing the wedge down between the slats, he gave it a sudden vicious blow with the mallet that sent a frightful shock onto the half-shattered ankle bones.

The scream that came from the prisoner was not like anything Shi-Rong had heard from a human being before. Once, camping in a forest at night, he had heard something like this. A wild creature, he did not know what, had uttered a primal scream as it was being attacked – an unearthly scream, echoing through the trees in the darkness. And every man in the little camp had shuddered.

He started in horror. Even the sergeant looked shocked, to conceal which, he shouted angrily at the prisoner: ‘Now talk, you son of a dog.’ And seizing the rod from his assistant he yanked it around a full turn, as if this would finish the business for good.

The prisoner’s gasp of agony and the moan that followed were so piteous that Shi-Rong doubled over. As he forced himself to straighten up, he was trembling. He saw that the assistant was still watching the proceedings with a calm curiosity.

‘Ask him a question,’ said the sergeant. But Shi-Rong could not.

‘Talk, or I’ll do it again!’ the sergeant snarled at the prisoner with a curse. But the prisoner had lost consciousness. Shi-Rong could only hope he had died.

But he hadn’t.

Two hours later, the sergeant went out and came in after a short while carrying a fresh set of boards. Working together, he and the assistant removed the three uprights and inserted the new boards in their place. As they did so, Shi-Rong could see that the pirate’s ankle bones were already smashed and that blood was flowing from them freely.

‘Why do you change the boards?’ he asked the sergeant.

‘These ones have been soaked in water. Makes ’em heavier and they grip tighter.’ He gave Shi-Rong a bleak look. ‘These’ll finish the business.’

So they went to work again, the assistant twisting the rope, the sergeant using his wedge and mallet, both occasionally slipping on the darkening pool of blood upon the floor.

Again and again Shi-Rong asked questions: ‘What is your name? Who are your accomplices?’ He offered mercy, promised more pain. But got nothing. By mid-afternoon, the prisoner was drifting in and out of consciousness. It was hard to tell what he heard and what he did not. The room stank of sweat and urine. Shi-Rong suggested quietly to the sergeant that it might be more productive to pause, let the prisoner rest, and then start again the next day. But the sergeant made it a point of pride, it seemed, to break his victims quickly. And he would not stop.

It was only at the end of the afternoon, when he heard the sergeant curse in frustration, that Shi-Rong discovered that the prisoner was dead.

‘I never fail,’ the sergeant muttered furiously, and walked out of the room in disgust. His assistant followed him.

But Shi-Rong did not leave. He did not wish to be with them. Let the sergeant tell the commissioner he’d failed. He sat down on the bench and buried his face in his hands.

‘I am sorry,’ he said to the dead man at last. ‘I am so sorry.’ Did he want the dead man to forgive him? He had no hope of that. ‘Oh,’ he moaned, ‘it is terrible.’

Silence.

And then the dead man spoke. ‘You’re lucky.’ A faint, rasping whisper.

Shi-Rong started and stared at the dead man, who did not seem to have moved at all. Had he imagined it? He must have. Nothing more likely, given the state he was in. He shook his head, took it in his hands again and gazed miserably at his feet.

‘Remember’ – the sound was so soft he wasn’t even sure he heard it – ‘I told them … nothing.’ A whisper, followed by a sigh.

Was he still alive, then, after all? Shi-Rong leaped up. He stood over the dead man, watching intently. He saw no sign of life.

And there must not be. This business had to end. The prisoner mustn’t talk now. Desperately, Shi-Rong looked around for something he could use to suffocate the fellow. He couldn’t see anything. He put one hand over the poor devil’s mouth, grabbed his nose with the other and stood there while the long seconds passed. He glanced at the door, afraid that someone would come in and see him.

An age seemed to pass before he decided to let go. The fellow was dead, all right. He’d been dead from the start. The whisper? A hallucination. Or perhaps the dead man’s ghost had spoken. That must be it.

So long as no one heard.

When Shi-Rong entered the library, Commissioner Lin already knew that the prisoner was dead. He received Shi-Rong calmly. ‘You look tired.’

‘I am, Excellency.’

‘An interrogation is a distressing business. But unfortunately it is necessary. If this man had told us his accomplices, we might have questioned them and learned more.’

‘I apologise, Excellency. I thought we should allow him to recover and try again tomorrow, but …’

‘I am aware of all that. I do not think the prisoner would have talked. I think he wanted to die. For his honour, as he saw it.’

‘Do you think he was part of a secret society, Excellency, like the White Lotus?’

‘More likely he was just a pirate. These smugglers often come from the same village and clan … they’d sooner die than betray their comrades.’ He paused a moment and gave Shi-Rong a bleak smile. ‘But if I am right, I do not intend to leave his accomplices at large. Tomorrow, I intend to start rounding up all the pirates along these coasts.’

‘All of them, Excellency?’

‘All that we can find. I expect it will be a large number.’ Lin nodded. ‘And while I am doing that, I have another important assignment for you. Go and rest now, and report to me tomorrow morning.’

‘Thank you, Excellency.’ Shi-Rong bowed. And he was about to turn towards the door when Lin interrupted him.

‘Before you go, Mr Jiang, there is something I wish to ask you.’ The commissioner gazed at him steadily. ‘Why do you think I ordered you to conduct the interrogation?’

‘I do not know, Excellency.’

‘Those who serve the emperor must accept grave responsibilities. A general knows that those following his commands may die in battle. A governor has to mete out punishments, including the sentence of death. And he must order interrogations. These duties are not taken lightly and may be hard to bear. It is important that you learn the bitter meaning of responsibility, Mr Jiang. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Excellency.’

‘There is one thing more.’ The mandarin was staring at him now in a way that was terrible. ‘You must agree, Mr Jiang, that one aspect of this affair remains to be explained: did the assassin have prior knowledge that Dr Parker was going to send me the trusses? If so, was it Parker who gave the secret away? And if not Parker, then who? We cannot exclude the possibility that it was you.’ Lin paused. ‘Can we?’

It might have been part of an examination essay: those Confucian essays for future government servants that called for logic, completeness, judgement. And justice.

‘The possibility cannot be excluded,’ Shi-Rong agreed.

‘I never doubted your loyalty,’ Lin continued. ‘But a careless word to a friend. The word repeated. Gossip overheard. This could have been the source.’ Lin’s eyes remained fixed on him. ‘It is fortunate I was not killed. For if you had been the cause of my death, I feel sure you would have experienced a remorse so heavy that it would have weighed upon you like a millstone, perhaps until your death.’ Lin paused. ‘Instead, you saved my life.’

Was Lin offering him the opportunity to confess? Shi-Rong wanted to. He wanted so much to clear his conscience, to beg forgiveness from this man whom he had come to love and admire.

But what if this was a trap? He could not take the chance.

‘I understand, Excellency,’ he said, bowing his head.

‘Quite so. Assuming you were not the source, as I have already said, the conduct of an interrogation was an unpleasant but valuable experience for you to undergo. But if by chance you were the source, then what better way of letting you understand the gravity of what you had done? And a punishment for your carelessness would have been appropriate. The horror of the interrogation in which you have just participated would have been a just punishment, and a good way of reminding you to be more responsible in future. Do you agree?’

Lin had guessed. No question. The great man had seen straight through him.

‘Yes, Excellency,’ Shi-Rong murmured, and hung his head.

‘Sleep well, Mr Jiang. Tomorrow you will be going on a journey.’ The commissioner looked down at the papers on his desk, as a signal that the interview was over.

‘A journey, Excellency?’ Shi-Rong couldn’t help himself. ‘Where to?’

Lin looked up again, as if surprised his secretary was still there. ‘Macao.’
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The rumour began at the start of August. John Trader heard it from Tully Odstock. Not that he worried.

The last couple of weeks had been rather pleasant. For a start, Cecil Whiteparish had not appeared again since their awkward encounter. Thank God for that at least. The fellow was still in Macao, of course, but he was keeping his distance. Nor had anyone come up to him and said, ‘I hear you have a missionary in the family.’ So presumably Whiteparish had lost his desire to have him as a cousin.

He’d enjoyed the usual social round. Marissa was contented. And although there were some war junks anchored off the island, the Celestial Kingdom didn’t seem to be taking much interest in the occupants of Macao.

Until the rumours began.

‘Lin’s got some damned fellow running spies on the island,’ Tully told him. ‘So be careful what you say.’ He nodded. ‘Mum’s the word, Trader. Watch and ward.’

‘Where is he? Do we know who it is?’

‘Don’t know who. He’s operating out of one of the war junks down at the end of the island.’

‘Well, I can’t think he’s going to learn anything of interest. Nothing’s happening.’

Tully Odstock gave him a strange look. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure of that, if I were you,’ he said quietly.

‘Really? I haven’t heard anything.’

‘Too busy with that young woman of yours.’ Tully’s sniff didn’t sound too disapproving. ‘Fact is, between you and me, the opium trade’s started again.’

‘Already? We aren’t selling any. Who’s selling?’

‘Matheson.’ Tully shook his head. ‘The damn fella’s so rich he can do things we can’t. And behind his gentlemanlike appearance, he’s cunning as a barrel-load of monkeys.’

‘How’s he doing it?’

‘He’s operating ships out of Manila, other side of the China Sea. They’re carrying cargoes of cotton. Piled high with the stuff. Perfectly legal. But he’s got chests of opium hidden in the holds. And the clever thing is, there’s nothing in writing. Even if spies intercept the letters to his captains, they’ll only find instructions about cottons – that’s his code, you see. Each kind of opium is called a different sort of cotton. Cotton Chintz means Malwa opium, Whites are Patna opium, and so on. And with opium being scarce after Lin’s confiscation, he’s getting high prices for every chest.’ He sighed in admiration. ‘Of course, if Lin ever does get wind of it, there’ll be hell to pay.’

All that day and the next, Trader found himself looking at people in the street with new eyes. Was this spymaster, whoever he might be, using the Chinese to do his bidding? Was he bribing local people? Might he even seek out someone like Mrs Willems, who might get to hear such information? Or Marissa? Could Marissa ever do such a thing? He put the thought from him. All the same, he wouldn’t be telling her what he now knew, nor anyone else.

Two days later, coming back to his lodgings at midday, he encountered Tully. His partner was standing by the corner of the seafront, together with Elliot. They were gazing at a large proclamation that had been pasted on a wall. Tully beckoned him over and indicated he should read the poster.

It was from Commissioner Lin. It was in English, quite intelligible. And alarming.

‘Remember those sailors who killed a native near Hong Kong last month?’ Tully said.

‘Yes. But I thought the man’s family were paid off. You said the whole thing would blow over.’

‘Well, Lin’s found out about it. And judging by this poster, he ain’t going to let it go. He wants the culprit handed over.’

‘Nobody’s been found guilty yet,’ Elliot said sharply.

‘I notice one thing,’ Trader remarked. ‘Lin says that according to our own laws, a man who commits a crime in another country is tried by the laws of the sovereign state where the crime took place. Is that correct, legally?’

‘Do you want our sailors to be tortured and executed?’ Tully exploded.

‘No.’

‘Well then. What I say is, damn the law, if it’s not our law. Right, Elliot?’

‘We have no treaty with China about such matters,’ said Elliot firmly.

‘Judging by the tone,’ Trader offered, ‘I think Lin truly believes we’re behaving badly.’

‘We have identified six men who took part in the incident,’ said Elliot. ‘I shall hold a properly constituted trial in ten days. And I have already invited Commissioner Lin to attend or send a representative.’

‘Do you think that’ll satisfy him?’ Tully asked.

But Elliot, with a polite bow, was moving on.

The trial took place ten days later. Elliot conducted it on board ship. It lasted two days. Commissioner Lin did not attend, nor did he send any representative. Trader heard the news from Tully at lunchtime.

‘He’s found five of the sailors guilty.’

‘Of murder?’

‘Certainly not. Riot and assault. He fined the lot of them. And they’ll be sent back to England to serve time in prison, too. So that’s that.’

Trader wasn’t so sure. But it was no use worrying about that now. He was due to see Marissa in a few hours. He had lunch with Tully and went for a walk on the seashore afterwards. After that, he took a siesta.

It was early evening. He had climbed the hill and was just below the high facade of St Paul’s, and he was thinking that it would be a pleasant thing to turn into the old Jesuit cannon battery for a few minutes and gaze down upon the sea, when he noticed, ahead of him, a pair of figures heading in the same direction – one of whom he could have sworn he knew.

He followed them. And as they stopped beside the first old gun, and the younger turned his head to address his companion, he saw for certain that it was Shi-Rong, the commissioner’s secretary.

Insofar as he could judge, the times they’d met before, he’d rather liked the young mandarin. But what the devil was he doing here? Should he speak to him?

And then it suddenly dawned on him: Shi-Rong might be the spymaster.

He’d vaguely supposed it would be some older man. But Shi-Rong was Lin’s secretary. If he’d proved himself effective, the commissioner might have entrusted him with such a mission. Did that mean he should avoid him? On the contrary. All the more interesting to talk to him. Try to find out what was going on. He went forward. Shi-Rong glanced his way, recognised him.

And at that moment, Trader remembered: the letter. Lin’s letter to Queen Victoria. The letter he’d promised to forward. He’d completely forgotten about it. Only one thing to do. He bowed, smiled.

‘Long time no see,’ he offered. ‘I sent Commissioner Lin’s letter to Oxford. Maybe the queen will see it one day.’

Had they understood? He couldn’t be sure. The man with Shi-Rong wasn’t Mr Singapore. Short and middle-aged, he looked Malay, though his hair was plaited down his back in the Chinese queue. He might speak English. He might not.

‘I was very sorry about the death of the man at Hong Kong,’ said Trader politely. ‘The guilty men have all been sent to gaol.’ He waited. Shi-Rong and his companion looked at each other. ‘Did you understand?’ Trader asked.

Both men bowed to him politely, but there did not seem to be a trace of understanding on their faces, and neither of them made any reply.

And Trader would no doubt have given up and left them had they not, all three, been surprised by a figure hastening towards them. The figure called out to John.

It was Cecil Whiteparish. He looked furious. He rudely ignored the two Chinese and practically made a run at Trader, as though he meant to knock him to the ground.

‘What the devil do you want?’ cried John in surprise and some alarm.

‘I want to talk to you, sir,’ shouted his cousin.

‘This is hardly the time and place,’ snapped John.

‘Is it not, sir? I’ll be the judge of that. I sought you at your lodgings. You were not there. So I guessed I might find you up here – no doubt to visit your whore!’

With a supreme effort at self-control, John spoke with icy calm. ‘This gentleman’ – he indicated Shi-Rong – ‘is the private secretary of Commissioner Lin, whom I have the honour to know. I was just expressing to him my regret for the unfortunate death of one of his countrymen, and explaining to him that all the men who took part in the affray have just been sent to gaol.’

Whatever had caused the missionary’s tirade, surely this would warn his cousin to be civil until they were alone. Trader glanced at Shi-Rong and his companion. Did they understand what Cecil was saying? He hoped they didn’t. But though the two Chinese were impassive, they gave no sign of moving.

‘That may be. But I am talking about the foul trade in opium, in which, despite giving promises to the contrary, you and your friends are still engaging at this very moment.’

‘No, I am not!’ Trader cried. It was true. He might wish he was. But he wasn’t. He glanced at Shi-Rong and his companion. Did his wretched cousin have any idea how dangerous it was to say such things in front of these men? ‘Our friend here is secretary to the commissioner,’ he chided him. ‘You should not say such things in front of him. Especially when they are entirely untrue.’

‘Do you deny that you are shipping cotton out of Manila, and that those cotton ships are secretly filled with opium?’ cried Whiteparish.

How the devil had he come by that information? And why in the name of Heaven was he blurting it out?

‘I utterly deny it. I deny it before God.’

‘Frankly, Cousin John, I don’t believe you. I know it is being done.’ Whiteparish looked towards Shi-Rong. ‘As for our Chinese friends, when I consider the evil that we do to their people and the duplicity of all our dealings with them, I should prefer that we apologise to them instead of continuing to do them injury.’

‘You are mad,’ said Trader contemptuously.

‘You think I’m not a gentleman,’ Whiteparish continued bitterly.

‘I never said any such thing.’

‘You think it. But in the eyes of God, you “gentlemen” are no better than thieves, a stain upon the honour of your country. I would not wish to be one of you. And as for this man’ – he indicated Shi-Rong – ‘I’d sooner he knew that not all Englishmen are like you. That there are good men in the British Parliament, honest, moral men, who are going to put a stop to your criminal activities very soon.’

Trader glanced at Shi-Rong and his companion. Their faces were blank.

‘You’d better learn to speak Chinese, then,’ he observed drily, ‘because they don’t understand a word you’re saying.’

‘They won’t even need to. Have you heard of young Mr Gladstone? A man of increasing importance. I have it on good authority that he is going to oppose you and your foul trade in Parliament, and that he will carry many members with him.’

Trader gazed at his kinsman. This was the trouble with being unworldly, he thought. Imperfect information. ‘You consider Mr Gladstone a moral gentleman?’ he asked.

‘I do.’

‘He occupies the position he does in public life, which allows him to make his moralistic speeches, because his father made a great fortune. Do you know what this family fortune comes from?’

‘I do not.’

‘The slave trade. His father made his fortune trading slaves. It’s illegal now, of course. And it’s only a few years since young Mr Gladstone defended the slave trade in Parliament and won a huge monetary compensation for his father when that trade was finally abolished. So I really don’t want to hear Gladstone preaching morals to me.’

He watched. Whiteparish sagged, the wind quite taken out of his sails. ‘What you do is still evil,’ he muttered.

It was just then that Trader noticed something. A fleeting expression on the face of Shi-Rong’s companion. What was it: a flash of amusement, a trace of irony? A second later, the face was impassive again. But did it mean that the fellow had understood what they were saying after all?

He couldn’t take a chance. For the common good, his tiresome cousin must be sacrificed. ‘And now let me tell you something, Whiteparish,’ he said fiercely. ‘You have already acquired a reputation here in Macao. Your misdeeds in the past – I will not embarrass you by naming them – dishonesty, unnatural vices, they are known to the whole British community. And realising that your past has been uncovered, you seek to revenge yourself upon us all by spreading infamous lies. Yes, sir, your true character is known. You are an unmitigated liar, sir. A liar. And we all know it.’ Whiteparish had started by looking stupefied. Now his face was going red with anger. ‘Well may you blush, sir,’ cried Trader. ‘Well may you blush.’

‘I have never, in my life …’ Whiteparish stuttered.

‘You are confounded. You are exposed as the villain you are. You have invented this illicit opium dealing just to take revenge upon your betters. I may even report you to Elliot. I shall sue you for slander, and so will anyone else whose reputation you attempt to sully with your lies.’

He turned upon his heel and began to walk away. As he hoped, Whiteparish stuck at his side, protesting and expostulating all the way. He kept him at it until they were halfway down the hill and safely away from the commissioner’s secretary. He hoped his ruse had worked.

And he was far out of hearing when Shi-Rong turned to his interpreter and demanded: ‘Tell me everything they said.’
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‘Perhaps it’ll be a boy,’ Second Son reminded Mei-Ling. But she shook her head. ‘I’m so afraid it’ll be a girl,’ she said. How many times had they had this conversation? At least a hundred.

Nobody in the village thought Mother had smothered Willow’s baby anymore. Willow never said so. Second Son never imagined such a thing in the first place. Mei-Ling didn’t think so, either, and didn’t want to. Indeed, Mother had shown her nothing but kindness all through her pregnancy.

Of course, Mei-Ling knew she wouldn’t be so popular if she gave birth to a girl. She wouldn’t blame Mother for that. It was just the way things were. She could imagine what people in the village would say if, after the eldest son had twice failed to produce a male heir, Second Son had a girl, too. They’d say the Lung family was unlucky. Mr Lung might have money, but the family would surely lose face.

If only Willow’s second baby had been a boy. Mei-Ling wished it had been – not only for poor Willow’s sake, but because that would have put Mother in such a good mood she mightn’t care so much whether Second Son’s child was a boy or not.

Meanwhile, her mother-in-law was being nicer to her than ever. Sometimes, while Willow was working about the house, the older woman would sit and talk to Mei-Ling, telling her things about the family in the old days, just as if she were the daughter-in-law she’d always wanted.

‘You’re the favoured daughter now,’ Willow said to her sadly. ‘The one who’s going to have the baby boy.’

‘And if I don’t?’ asked Mei-Ling.

Willow said nothing.

It was a month before the baby was due that the nightmare returned. It came in the small hours of the morning. It was the same as before. She’d had the baby. It was a girl. Mother had scooped the baby up in her arms and left the room. And then suddenly Mei-Ling was in the courtyard, looking for the baby, going from room to room. The baby had vanished.

She woke with a start. She knew it had been a nightmare, yet she couldn’t get free of it. She was shaking, panting … She took some deep breaths, made herself calm down, told herself not to be foolish.

Then she turned to look at her husband. She could see Second Son’s face by the faint light of the lantern that they kept in their room in case she needed to get up in the night. He was smiling in his sleep. Was her sweet-natured husband dreaming a happy dream, or was it just the natural smile of his kindly face in repose? She wanted to wake him, to tell him her dream and feel his comforting arms around her. But he’d been so tired after his long day’s work, she couldn’t bring herself to disturb his rest.

So she bided her time as best she could and told him in the morning. And again he assured her that no such thing would happen, and that he would be there to defend the baby in any case.

A week later the dream recurred, and again he comforted her.

But when, some days later, the nightmare afflicted her a third time, she kept it to herself and did not burden Second Son. And she was glad she did, for the panic wore off, and Mother was just as kind to her as ever.

As the time approached, she was getting very big and her back hurt, and she was really looking forward to getting the pregnancy over with. But Mother warned her: ‘The first baby’s often a bit late.’

Mr Lung had to go over to the local town on business, and he took Second Son with him. They set out in their cart at noon on one day, and promised to be back before noon the day after.

It was in the middle of the night that the terrible cramps began. They made her moan, then cry out.

Then the door opened and Mother entered, carrying a lighted candle. ‘What is it, Daughter?’

‘I do not know. I have cramps. They’re so bad.’

The older woman came over, placed the candle on a table close by, made her lie still, and examined her. Then without a word, she went to the door and called for Willow. A couple of moments later, she heard Mother’s voice. ‘Go and fetch the midwife. Tell her to come. Now!’

They were kind to her. The midwife gave her a herbal brew to lessen the pain. Her mother-in-law was in the room constantly, reassuring her, soothing her. Again and again Mei-Ling asked her: ‘Is it true, do you swear that Second Son will be back in the morning?’

‘I promise, little one,’ Mother said, her hard, broad face surprisingly tender.

If only she could be sure. She wanted her husband to be there more than anything in the world. If Second Son was there, everything would be all right. For she was sure it was a girl now. She didn’t know how, but she was sure.

Dawn came and she was still in labour. Despite all the pain, she had only one desire: to delay the birth. Could she hold out until noon?

Every few minutes she’d cry out to the midwife, ‘Is he here? Has my husband come?’ To which the puzzled midwife could only reply: ‘He’ll be here soon enough, I daresay.’ And then: ‘Don’t be silly, child. The baby wants to come out now. Take a breath now … Again … Push …’

‘No!’

‘The girl’s quite mad,’ she heard the midwife say to Mother. And she wondered, did Mother guess why she wanted Second Son to be there?

But nature will take its course. Just as the sun was coming over the horizon, her child was born. She saw the little being in the midwife’s hands. Moments later, to her horror, she saw the baby in Mother’s arms.

And then, to her surprise, her mother-in-law came to her side, her face wreathed in smiles. ‘Just as I told you, Daughter. We have a little boy.’

There were many customs to follow after a Chinese birth. Mei-Ling wouldn’t be allowed out of the house for a month. She mustn’t wash her hair. Or her hands or feet or face. She had nothing to do, really. Her mother-in-law would do everything, including tending to the baby if he woke in the night.

One duty, about an hour after the baby was born, was to breastfeed him. Again, Mother was at her side. As she took the baby and put it to her breast, she was surprised when nothing happened. ‘Did I do something wrong?’ she asked.

‘No. Be patient.’ Mother smiled. ‘It took your husband a moment or two to work it out when he was born. There now. He’s got it.’

Mei-Ling’s mother arrived around noon with baby clothes and towels. It was the custom. They were not of high quality, naturally, but her mother-in-law received them as politely as if they had been from the royal court. Mei-Ling was grateful for that.

There was only one time of sadness during that day. Just after noon, Willow came in to see her. She did not look angry, only depressed. ‘Aren’t you the lucky one?’ she said. ‘You had a boy.’

‘You’ll have a boy next time,’ said Mei-Ling.

‘Perhaps.’ She paused. ‘I don’t hate you. I really don’t. I envy you, but I don’t hate you.’ She gazed at the baby, who was asleep. ‘I hate your baby, though.’

‘Don’t hate my baby, Sister,’ Mei-Ling cried. ‘Hate me, if you must, but don’t hate my baby.’

Willow took a long breath, sighed and shook her head. ‘How?’

Second Son arrived an hour later. Mother brought him into the room. He was smiling at her, just exactly the way he had been smiling in his sleep. As he inspected the baby, his smile turned into a huge grin.

[image: Image]

Sometimes it seemed to John Trader that he was not destined to find any peace in this world. He’d known peace of a kind in Macao, briefly, thanks to Read and Marissa. But if he hoped to steal happiness from China, the Celestial Kingdom was not willing to be cheated for his sake. And now the implacable Commissioner Lin was going to kick him out of Macao, and even perhaps out of the China seas.

Two days after the encounter with Cecil Whiteparish, he heard from Tully Odstock that the Chinese had cut off all food supplies to Macao from the mainland. ‘We can manage for a while,’ said Tully. But a few days later came more ominous news. ‘Lin’s moving a lot of soldiers down the coast towards us,’ Tully told him. ‘Daresay it’s just a show of force.’

Was this all a retaliation for Elliot’s refusal to hand over any sailors to his justice? Had he got wind of Matheson’s latest opium smuggling – thanks to Whiteparish’s outburst in front of Shi-Rong, perhaps? Trader didn’t know. But whatever the cause, one thing was clear.

‘Lin doesn’t trust us, and he wants the upper hand,’ he said. ‘The question is, how far is he prepared to go?’

Macao, after all, still had a Portuguese governor, who was free to rule the place. The governor had some troops as well.

But people were getting nervous. Meeting him in the street one morning, Elliot told him frankly: ‘Our friend the Portuguese governor is furious about the supplies and the threatening behaviour. His domain is Portuguese territory, and he’s prepared to defend it if he has to. I can’t fault his courage. But I have to consider the safety of all our people. We may have to leave.’

‘Where would we go?’

‘Hong Kong.’

‘But there’s nothing there except the anchorage. Are we going to camp on the beach?’

‘No. We can live on our ships. It won’t be enjoyable, but we should be safe. We can stay there a few months and see what happens.’

‘So I’d better get ready to leave Macao,’ Trader said sadly.

Elliot gave him an understanding smile. Obviously he knew about Marissa.

‘I’m afraid so. All good things come to an end,’ he added quietly.

 ‘Living bottled up in ships sounds like hell,’ Trader said morosely. Elliot didn’t contradict him.

And that afternoon, the superintendent made it official, telling the whole community they must prepare to leave. The day after, he set off himself, to prepare the arrangements in the great empty harbour at Hong Kong.

On the twenty-fifth day of August, Commissioner Lin informed the Portuguese governor of Macao that the British people on his island should leave. The Chinese war junks now arriving would not impede their departure. All other nationals might remain, including the Americans, so long as they were not engaged in the opium trade.

John Trader was one of the last to leave the island. His final afternoon, he went for a walk with Read. As he was an American, Read could stay.

‘I shall miss your company, Read,’ said John.

‘We shall meet again.’

‘Certainly. I owe you money.’

‘You’ll pay when you can.’

‘What do you think is going to happen?’

‘The opium trade will resume. It has to.’

‘Why?’

‘Because this year’s crop is already grown in India. Some of it is on the high seas already. It seems to me that destroying drugs is a waste of time. Lin’s just created a pent-up demand for the next supply. And it’ll get through – somehow or other. Exactly how remains to be seen.’

‘I hope you’re right, for both our sakes.’ Trader paused. They were standing by the cannon, looking out across the island and the sea. ‘I must confess,’ he remarked sadly, ‘I’m starting to wish I were selling something else. Something that does people good. Something really necessary.’ He sighed.

‘Trading in something that’s not bad is certainly possible. Most people do. But trading in something necessary …’ Read grinned. ‘That’s another matter. That’s hard to do.’

‘Is it?’

‘Of course it is, Trader. Do you know how my ancestors made their first money? On the Hudson River in old New York. You know what that trade was? Beaver pelts. Bought from America’s Indians. To make felt hats. Felt hats were all the rage in England. Other countries, too. Were they useful? Yes. Were they necessary? Not really. Felt was the fashion. That’s all. Yet that’s how the great city of New York began. Same with tobacco. Is it necessary? No. Or the mighty trade in sugar? Needed? Only partly. A lot of the sugar crop goes into rum, for the sailors of the British Navy. How did that begin? The men who owned the sugar plantations were producing too much. Prices were falling. So the powerful sugar interest lobbied the British Parliament to give a tot of rum to every British sailor every day. The British Navy drank the rum and kept the price of sugar up.’

‘And now we sell tea.’

‘Exactly. China tea. No harm in tea at all. And the British consumption of tea is one of the wonders of the modern world. But could the British do without their cup of tea? Of course they could. Very little of what we do, my friend, is necessary.’ He nodded. ‘It’s a humbling thought.’

‘But opium’s bad.’

‘Opium’s bad.’

‘Yet you’re helping me.’

‘You’re a friend, Trader. Nobody’s perfect.’ He smiled. ‘So there you go.’

‘I’m worried about Marissa, Read. I feel bad about leaving her.’

‘Sure. Were you going to marry her?’

‘No.’

‘Did you give her a parting present?’

‘Yes. I’m giving it to her in the morning, when I leave.’

‘She’ll be all right.’

‘You really think so?’

‘I know so.’

‘Will you keep an eye on her, look after her?’

Read gazed at him. Was there something a little strange in his look as he smiled? ‘I’ll do that,’ Read said.

Mrs Willems made them all a meal that evening, and then John Trader spent the night with Marissa, and they made passionate love and he told her he didn’t want to go, and she told him she knew he didn’t have any choice, and she was sad. But though she looked sad, she wasn’t going to cry and she smiled bravely, and they made love again. And he loved and admired her very much, although it seemed to him that even now, maybe, he didn’t really know her.

She was pleased with her presents. And if she cried after he was gone, he didn’t see it.

Read went with him to his lodgings. Tully had left the day before, but Trader’s chests and valises were all ready, and two men put them on a cart and hauled them to the quay.

Then Trader got into the jolly boat with his possessions. He shook Read’s hand and was rowed out to the ship anchored in the Macao Roads.

When Trader and his bags were aboard, he found that he was the last passenger to embark, and soon afterwards the ship was ready to weigh anchor.

As he stood by the side of the ship, a friendly sailor addressed him. ‘All aboard then, sir?’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ John stared across the water at the distant quay.

‘Been to Hong Kong before, sir?’

‘No.’

‘Pity about the water.’

‘Water? What water?’

‘The drinking water at Hong Kong, sir. Haven’t you heard?’

‘I’ve heard nothing. What do you mean?’

‘Oh, very nasty, sir. The Chinese have put up signs by all the wells on Hong Kong and the shores around there, to say that they’ve been poisoned. The wells, I mean. Not a very nice thing to do, is it?’

‘Good God! Then what are we going to drink?’

‘Couldn’t say, sir. Not to worry, eh?’

And so John Trader left Macao. He’d lost his woman. He still didn’t know whether he’d lost his fortune, or whether he’d be able to trade with China at all; or whether before long, at Hong Kong, he might die for lack of water.
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Nio gazed around him. There were at least fifty men in the large cell. He’d been there a week. Others longer. They were all smugglers and pirates, rounded up and brought there.

But once in the cell, nothing had happened. Were they going to be interrogated, tried, executed? Nobody knew. All he knew was that the place stank.

Perhaps if Sea Dragon had been with them, they mightn’t have been caught. After that terrible night when he’d failed to come out of Lin’s headquarters, Nio and the other men had made their way back to their camp. But the next day, Nio had gone back to the city to find out what he could. For three days he’d stayed there, and not a word had emerged.

But then the story had seeped out – from the sergeant to a friend, then to others. And soon, although nothing official ever appeared, all the gangs and the keepers of teahouses and the policemen, of course – all knew that Sea Dragon had tried to kill Lin and been caught and died under torture and never spoken a word, not so much as his name. Sea Dragon was a hero up and down the coast. In time, no doubt, his name would resonate in legend, all over the China seas.

The crew had stayed together. Partly held by a reverence for his memory, partly because they had no place to go and nothing else to do. And they’d all promised one another that they’d stick together and, when times got better, go out to sea again and ship opium and earn good money just as they had when Sea Dragon the hero had led them.

Then in a dawn raid on their camp, they’d been caught, every one of them, and taken to this place. Perhaps if Sea Dragon had still been there, they’d have posted a better guard. Perhaps they’d have killed the troops who had somehow found them.

It was a disaster. It was probably the end of his life.

He had only one big regret. That cache of money for Big Sister. Did she think of him? Of course she did. And he thought of her, every day.

The money was still in the same hiding place. He’d been intending, the very day the troops came, to tell his companions that he must go to see his family and then secretly take the money to her. He cursed himself for not doing it sooner. And every day he tried to devise ways to escape, not for the sake of his own freedom, but so that he could give that money to Big Sister and see her face.

This morning, he was just in the middle of devising a new way of tricking the guards and breaking out, when he was surprised to see through the cage bars, which ran along one side of the big cell, a small knot of people approaching. Four of them were policemen. But one was a young mandarin.

He heard the young mandarin tell the guards to open the cage door so that he could get into the cell. The guards were arguing with him. They didn’t like the idea. But then he heard the young mandarin say something about Commissioner Lin, and a moment later he heard the key turn.

He couldn’t see the mandarin’s face from where he was, but the man seemed to be very quick at his work. He was selecting prisoners, one by one. They were being taken out of the cell and made to stand in a line.

The mandarin was coming his way. Nio caught sight of his face. And froze.

It was Lin’s secretary. He recognised him at once. He even knew his name. It seemed no time at all since they’d been face-to-face in Hog Lane. He was going to be discovered. He tried to hide himself behind another prisoner.

But Shi-Rong detected the movement. In an instant he was in front of Nio, staring at his face. ‘This one,’ he said.

And Nio was led out of the cell and made to stand in the line – though whether as a prelude to interrogation or execution, he could not guess.
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October 1839

Nio’s doubts began on a warm October day.

In the coastal regions by the mouth of the Pearl River, each October, the semitropical heat, humidity and rainstorms of the long summer monsoon come to an end. A new and delightful season begins. The skies are clear and blue; light breezes waft over the waters. It is like a perfect English summer – though more reliable.

Nio was standing on a promontory at the end of the Bogue. Just behind him, four bearers with a silk-curtained mandarin’s litter waited patiently; and a short distance in front, just out of earshot, Commissioner Lin and Shi-Rong were gazing across the waters of the gulf, to where twenty war junks were going through their manoeuvres.

Like the two mandarins, Nio also watched the war junks intently. For the exercise would ensure that, if it came to a fight with the barbarians, the gallant sailors of the Celestial Kingdom would destroy the British Navy.

Shi-Rong was excited. If he’d failed Lin in the matter of the pirate, he’d begun to redeem himself with his intelligence gathering in Macao. Today, back on the mainland, he’d prepared a small surprise for the commissioner, which he was hoping the great man would like. First, however, there were the manoeuvres to watch. He’d bought a Dutch spyglass when he was at Macao – a little brass sea captain’s telescope of which he was rather proud – through which he could follow the action closely as soon as it began.

But he had one question: ‘There are British merchantmen out in the gulf, Excellency. You don’t mind them seeing our tactics?’

‘I want them to see,’ Lin answered. He gazed across the water. ‘It is always a good idea, Jiang, to frighten your enemy. Sow doubt and panic in his mind. Destroy his morale. That is what I did when we told the barbarians we’d poisoned the wells at Hong Kong. We were letting them know what we could do if we wanted. Today we shall show them how easily we can crush them at sea.’ He pointed to the war junks. ‘Look, they are beginning.’

The battle tactics of the Chinese navy were precise and had been perfected over many generations. If the enemy fleet was large, fire ships might be sent in to sow confusion and despair. But the main attack was always the same.

The war junks were not large, like some of the big, clumsy merchant vessels. Mostly they were about a hundred feet, stem to stern. But they manoeuvred well in the coastal waters where they patrolled against the local pirates.

A war junk was a little floating fortress, full of fighting men. It had perhaps a half-dozen cannon on its deck, whose purpose was to damage the enemy’s masts and rigging and slow them down. As it closed in, well-trained archers would send volley after volley of arrows to kill the fighting men on the pirate decks. Then they would board.

Today the cannon fired only wadding and the arrow tips were blunted, but Shi-Rong could see that the archers’ aim was deadly accurate as the arrows rattled upon their opponents’ decks.

‘Admiral Guan knows his business,’ Lin remarked with satisfaction. ‘Every ship exactly in line. Perfect coordination.’

Now Shi-Rong could see the marines snare the enemy’s masts with grappling hooks and drag the vessels together. Then – some on boarding planks, others swinging across on ropes – with short swords and knives in hand, they swarmed onto the enemy ships.

‘There they go,’ Shi-Rong cried. ‘Grapple and board. They’re like flying squirrels.’ He laughed. ‘Is it true, Excellency, that the admiral’s marines are trained in martial arts?’

‘Many of them are,’ Lin replied. He nodded with satisfaction. ‘The barbarians will be cut to pieces.’

They watched for half an hour. At the end of the performance, the stout figure of Admiral Guan himself could be seen on deck as his ship sent up a firework salute to the commissioner. Lin allowed himself a smile of pleasure.

And now came Shi-Rong’s moment. ‘With your permission, Excellency,’ he said as he stepped forward and raised his brass telescope so that it flashed in the sun. As if from nowhere, three dragon boats that had lain concealed in a nearby creek now appeared, one in front, two behind, their crews paddling furiously, but perfectly synchronised. Red flags fluttered in the sterns. When they drew level with the commissioner, the men gave a loud cheer.

‘These are your men?’ Lin asked. ‘The ones you took from the gaols?’

‘Yes, Excellency. We have ten crews now, with more to come. I have them patrolling the coast, as you commanded.’

‘And they are effective?’

‘Most certainly.’

‘This proves two principles I have often enunciated,’ Lin declared. ‘First, never execute a man who can be useful. What is the second?’

‘Set a thief to catch a thief, Excellency.’

‘Quite so. These villains know every inlet along the coast and every trick the smugglers use. What better men could we find to use as coastguards?’

‘Indeed.’

‘By the way’ – Lin glanced back towards Nio – ‘why isn’t that young ruffian with the scar on his face in the boats?’

‘It turns out he’s not a local man, Excellency. None of the crews wanted him in their boat. So I use him to run errands for me, which he does quite well.’

The answer seemed to satisfy the great man. ‘Time to inspect the fort,’ he said.

As the bearers carried the commissioner, in his curtained litter, along the bank of the river, Nio and Shi-Rong walked behind.

Nio kept his head respectfully bowed. Everyone knew that Shi-Rong had interrogated Sea Dragon, which made him a man to be feared. That first moment when the young mandarin had picked him out in the prison, he’d thought Shi-Rong must have recognised him. As the days went by, however, it had become clear that the busy nobleman had no idea who he was. To Shi-Rong, Nio was just one more of the nameless multitude; and if he had a scar on his face, so had thousands of others. Nio intended to keep it that way.

When Shi-Rong gave him an order, Nio carried it out at once; if asked a question, he answered as briefly as possible. He spoke only when he was spoken to, and that wasn’t too often.

But after the success of his little show, Shi-Rong was in such a good mood that he even deigned to speak to Nio in quite a friendly way. ‘So, young man,’ he asked pleasantly, ‘what do you do with the money you are paid?’

‘Your servant saves it, master.’

‘And what do you save it for?’

‘For my Big Sister, sir. She needs the money.’

‘Oh.’ Shi-Rong gave him an approving nod. ‘Very commendable. Well, we’re going to see some of the finest soldiers in the empire now.’

‘Bannermen, Lord?’

‘Yes. Manchu warriors. Not that our Han soldiers leave anything to be desired,’ he added. ‘But these are the best Manchu bannermen. Second to none.’

‘They say that the Hakka people are also valiant warriors,’ Nio offered.

‘Really? Nothing like these Manchu bannermen, though.’

Nio did not reply.

And sure enough, as they approached the fort, they saw a guard of about a hundred smartly turned-out Manchu, lined up for Lin to inspect.

There were two groups. The archers, in tightly belted coats with quivers of long arrows at their sides and carrying their mighty composite bows, were still in their dome-shaped rattan summer hats, with a button on top and a feather trailing behind. The musketeers, in soft leather boots and jerkins, were for some reason wearing their cylindrical velvet winter hats, which widened upwards – devilishly smart, Nio had to confess. Each of them held a long, heavy matchlock.

Lin descended from his litter and signalled Shi-Rong to stand just behind his shoulder. Nio stood close to his master. Then the captain of the guard shouted an order, and the archers loosed a flight of arrows, one, two, three times – at amazing speed. Nio was impressed.

‘Those are the most powerful bows in the world,’ Shi-Rong told him. ‘The arrows are so heavy they can go through two men.’

Now it was the turn of the musketeers. The captain shouted the first order. ‘Prime your pan!’

Swiftly the men took out small horn flasks and poured a little gunpowder into the small pan on the stock of the musket.

‘Close your pan!’ They slipped the lid across the pan, shook their musket, then blew any last traces of gunpowder safely away.

‘Cast about. And load!’ They tipped up the muzzle end, took one of the little packets of powder they carried on their jerkins, and emptied it down the barrel. Then the musket ball was dropped in, followed by a little cotton pad.

‘Ram your charge.’ Taking the scouring stick from its socket under the barrel, they rammed it down the barrel several times to push the ball and charge firmly into place. ‘Return your scouring stick.’ The stick was put back in its socket for future use.

During all this complex process, Nio watched intently. Sea Dragon’s pirates hadn’t used firearms, and he’d never seen this drill before.

Shi-Rong glanced at him and smiled. ‘Just like loading a cannon,’ he remarked.

‘Fix your match!’ the captain ordered. And the musketeers took the smouldering cord they carried in their left hands and attached it to the S-shaped metal lock above the firing pan. First they made sure it would come down exactly on the firing pan. Then they blew on the smouldering end to produce a tiny flame.

‘Present!’ the captain called, and they took aim. ‘Open your pan!’ With right finger and thumb, each musketeer slipped back the cover of the pan to expose the gunpowder.

‘Fire!’ the captain shouted. The triggers were pulled, the lock descended onto the open pan, the gunpowder ignited, there was a loud bang, and a narrow flash of flame issued from the barrel of each gun, followed by a great plume of dark blue smoke. All, that is, except for three muskets that had failed to fire.

‘Excellent!’ cried Lin, and turned to Shi-Rong.

‘Splendid,’ Shi-Rong agreed, and turned to Nio. ‘Well,’ he asked, ‘what do you think of that?’

Nio frowned. The process, from the first order to the firing of the musket, had actually taken a full minute. ‘It seems rather slow, sir,’ he murmured hesitantly to Shi-Rong. And thinking of the speed with which Sea Dragon and the pirates used to move: ‘Wouldn’t the enemy rush at them before they were ready to fire?’

‘What does he say?’ Lin demanded.

As Shi-Rong told the great man, Nio cringed. How could he have been so stupid, when all he had to say was ‘Wonderful, sir,’ or something of that kind? Would the commissioner be enraged and throw him back in gaol?

But he mistook his man. Lin prided himself on knowing how things worked.

‘The question is correct,’ he announced. ‘Explain to him,’ he told Shi-Rong, ‘the reason that the order of our army is so perfect is because each part supports the others. While our musketeers load, they are protected by a wall of pikemen. But when they fire, not only does the noise and smoke terrify the enemy, but the musket balls, which are made of lead, spread out on impact – and make a huge wound. I have seen a shoulder hit take off a whole arm. Any hit, you probably die.’ He nodded grimly. ‘For over two hundred years, the world has trembled before our armies.’

As they mounted the huge baked-mud ramparts in front of the granite-walled fort, Shi-Rong looked around admiringly. Every wall had been reinforced. The same was true at the fort on the opposite riverbank. And as they reached the shore battery and gazed at the long line of big cannon set in their granite emplacements, he murmured, ‘Magnificent.’

Here again, the commissioner was treated to a demonstration. First, the whole line of cannon fired with a deafening roar. And everyone watched as the cannonballs made a line of splashes far out in the water. A moment later, they saw puffs of smoke, followed by a roar, from the battery almost two miles away on the opposite side. After this little show, the gunnery officer conducted Lin and Shi-Rong along the line of cannon to inspect the gun crews.

Nio waited. But when Lin was halfway along the line, he sidled up to the nearest cannon and looked at it curiously. It was a handsome monster. The outer surface of its mighty barrel was deeply pitted. ‘It looks old,’ he said to the senior gunner.

‘More than a hundred years, but it’s good as new,’ the sturdy gunner answered.

Nio inspected the great gun more carefully. Its weight must be enormous, but he couldn’t see any mechanism for directing its fire.

‘How do you point it?’ he asked.

‘The barrel’s fixed. No need to point it. We wait until the ship’s in front of us. Then the whole battery fires. So does the battery opposite.’

‘It seems a long way to the far bank. Would the cannonballs reach ships out in the middle?’

‘Ah, but the channel’s narrower between the next pair of forts, farther upriver. Nothing can get past them.’

‘What if a dragon boat came in close to the bank, under the line of fire?’

‘The troops would take care of them, wouldn’t they?’

‘I suppose so.’ Nio considered. ‘What if an enemy ship fires at you with their cannon?’

‘Ships’ cannon aren’t that big. Nothing could get through the rampart walls, anyway. Not a chance.’ The gunner laughed. ‘We’ll smash them to pieces, all right. They’d never get upstream.’

‘I see what you mean,’ said Nio politely. ‘Thank you.’

When the commissioner and Shi-Rong got back, they were looking very pleased.

‘Ask him what he thinks of the battery,’ said Lin with a smile. ‘Is it good enough for him?’

So Shi-Rong asked. And Nio took no chances. ‘It is truly wonderful, Lord,’ he said.

After Lin got into his litter, he turned to Shi-Rong. ‘How is your honourable father? When do you next write to him?’

‘I was going to write tonight, Excellency.’

‘Come to me when you have finished your letter. I shall add a word myself.’

It was quite late that night when Shi-Rong approached the library where the great man worked. But he could see from the light under the door that his master was still there.

‘You told me to report when I had finished the letter to my father, Excellency.’

‘Ah, yes. May I see?’

Shi-Rong placed it on the table. It was a good letter. Apart from the usual enquiries after his father’s and his aunt’s health, he gave a brief report of his recent duties and a vivid account of the events that day. While he used no words of flattery, it was clear that he held his master Lin in the highest regard, and this was no more than the truth.

Lin read it, gave a grunt of approval and laid the letter on the table again. He motioned Shi-Rong to sit down. ‘I am considering a private message to Elliot,’ the commissioner announced. ‘Before I send it, tell me what you think.’ After Shi-Rong had bowed, Lin continued. ‘The other day, quite accidentally, a British sailor was drowned, and his body has washed up.’

‘So I heard, Excellency.’

‘It would perhaps be convenient if this corpse was the very man we had demanded for the murder of our unfortunate villager. The case could then be closed without loss of face to ourselves or the British. What do you think?’

‘Your Excellency can be devious,’ Shi-Rong remarked with a smile.

‘The emperor does not require us to be stupid.’

‘Elliot would be a fool not to accept your offer,’ Shi-Rong replied. ‘But may I ask a question?’

Lin gave him a brief nod.

‘Our power is overwhelming, and the barbarians must know it. Now you generously offer them a further concession. Yet I cannot help wondering: are you never tempted just to crush the British barbarians once and for all?’

‘Personally?’ Lin smiled. ‘Of course. But you have asked the wrong question. It is the wishes of the emperor that matter, not mine. And what did the emperor tell me to do?’

‘To stop the opium smuggling.’

‘Correct. Did he tell me to go to war with the barbarians?’

‘Not so far, Excellency.’

‘There is a large tea trade with the barbarians. Our farmers grow it. Our Hong merchants sell it. Did the emperor tell me to destroy the tea trade?’

‘No, Excellency.’

‘So the matter is very simple. The British may trade in tea, but they must not smuggle opium, concerning which they must sign our bond promising to submit to our justice. Elliot says their laws forbid them to sign. Then their laws should be changed. I hope that his queen has read my letter by now, and that if she is just, she will forbid the opium trade and tell the British merchants to submit at once. Then the problem is ended and my job is done.’ He paused. ‘In the meantime, is the tea trade continuing?’

‘Yes, Excellency. The American ships are carrying the tea at present.’

‘Just so. The Americans and other barbarians who submit to our laws can enter the river and purchase the tea. Meanwhile, the British merchants are not allowed in. The tea gets to Britain, of course, but the British merchants are unable to carry it. Americans and others are commandeering every available vessel, shipping the tea, and taking the profit, leaving the British merchants out in the cold. For this, they have no one to blame but themselves.’

‘Is it true, Excellency, that the Americans have been allowed to sign a less stringent bond that doesn’t oblige them to submit to our justice?’

‘Their bond is in their own language, so I couldn’t say.’ The cunning bureaucrat allowed himself a faint smile. ‘Apart from the villainous Delano, the Americans hardly smuggle opium, so it doesn’t really matter what they sign.’

‘Do you think the British are so greedy, Excellency, that for this cause they would attack us?’

‘Who knows?’ Lin answered, this time with genuine perplexity. ‘I have yet to understand their morality.’

He picked up Shi-Rong’s letter again. Taking a brush and dipping it in the ink, he selected a convenient space on the paper, quickly wrote a few characters and returned the letter to Shi-Rong, who read what he had written.

Fortunate the master, whose secretary is trusted;

Happy the father, whose son is praised.

A perfect Chinese couplet: each sentence a mirror of the other, each word in perfect grammatical balance with its fellows. As for the elegant calligraphy, every brushstroke showed the purity of soul and the sense of justice of the writer. As Shi-Rong gazed at the message and thought of the joy it would bring his father, tears came into his eyes.

He bowed from the waist, both to show his respect and to hide the tears.
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‘Damn Hong Kong!’ said Tully as he stood with John Trader on the deck of the ship that for weeks had been their home. He said it every morning. With the steep mountain of the Peak towering just behind it, Hong Kong Harbour presented a magnificent panorama – but not one that gave any pleasure to Tully Odstock.

‘At least we can get food from the mainland,’ said Trader. ‘And they didn’t really poison the water.’

‘I wish to God they had,’ Tully muttered. Eyes bulging, he glared across the waters where the British ships had already been anchored for weeks. ‘I’d sooner be dead than go on like this.’

Trader couldn’t blame him. Everybody was bored. ‘Well, we’re safe at least,’ he said soothingly.

‘Marooned, more like. Chained to that cursed rock.’ Odstock nodded towards the Peak. ‘Look!’ He shot his short arms out furiously towards the anchorage. ‘There’s seventy British ships at anchor. And not a damned one I can use.’

‘We need patience,’ Trader ventured.

‘We need tea,’ Tully growled. He was silent for a moment. ‘You saw a letter came aboard for me this morning? It was from my father in London.’ He took the letter out of his pocket. ‘You’d better read it.’

Ebenezer Odstock’s handwriting was still bold, but it seemed that old age was beginning to take its toll.

‘I am sorry his teeth are so bad,’ said Trader. Tully greeted this with a snort. ‘And his leg: he says he can hardly get into the office, even with a stick.’ Another snort. Trader started reading aloud. ‘“And I fear my brain is becoming dull.” ’

‘The old devil,’ said Tully.

‘“Given the uncertainty of the China trade at present,” ’ Trader continued to read, ‘“it is anticipated that tea will be in short supply, and the price may rise very high. I should be grateful, my dear son, if you would send me all the tea you can, at your earliest convenience.” ’

‘And I can’t,’ Tully almost wailed. It seemed strange to Trader that the gruff middle-aged merchant should still be so afraid of his father. ‘The spring harvest from the backcountry, the best damn crop, is coming into Canton as we speak. Joker will sell me as much as I can take. I can pay in silver. I’ve even got a vessel I could use. But I can’t get upriver because I’m not allowed to sign Lin’s bond.’

‘We can’t contract with an American merchant?’

‘I’ve tried. All committed. All loaded to the gills with cotton to sell, and they’ll come out with tea. And none of it for me.’

‘I suppose we couldn’t just sign Lin’s damned bond, could we? Promise not to carry opium? I mean, not just at the moment, of course.’

Tully shook his head. ‘I don’t like Elliot, but he’s right about one thing. Got to stick together. We’ve told Lin that no British merchant can sign any bond that places him under Chinese law. Can’t be done. But if so much as one us breaks ranks … Case falls to the ground. Not a leg to stand on. And once we submit to Chinese law, we’re under their thumb forever. Any Chinese judge can torture and hang us at will.’ He shook his head glumly. ‘Nothing for it. I’ll have to tell the old man I can’t get him any tea.’

‘I’m sure he’ll understand,’ Trader offered.

‘You don’t know him.’

‘I think,’ said Trader after a brief pause, ‘that I may have an idea.’

The little ship, having no cargo, rode high in the water as it emerged the next morning from under the shadow of the soaring Peak of Hong Kong and headed across the gulf.

Halfway across, Trader saw a Chinese war junk in the distance; an hour later a dragon boat appeared. But neither approached his little ship. As he gazed across the waters towards the hills of Macao, he wondered: was he going to see Marissa again?

He remembered the vague awkwardness in his manner when he’d parted from her – a lover who made no promise to return. Perhaps she had another man by now. But if she hadn’t? Memories came back: the texture of her skin, her hair in his hands, the smell of her. How would it be if they met again? What would happen?

Before noon, he could see the empty facade of the cathedral, high on top of the hill, gleaming in the sun. He’d have to go up there anyway, to find Read, assuming the American was still on the island – which he surely must be. His kindly friend wouldn’t have vanished over the horizon without letting him know.

By the time they anchored in the Macao Roads, a jolly boat was already on its way to greet them. In less than half an hour Trader was on the quay and about to walk up the hill when, to his surprise, he saw the burly American not fifty yards away.

‘Why, it’s young Trader.’ Read came towards him, hand outstretched. ‘What brings you here, my friend?’

‘I came to see you. I was just going up to Mrs Willems’s house.’

‘Ah.’ Did a tiny shadow pass across Read’s face? If so, it was dispelled almost instantly by a big grin. ‘Well, you already found me.’

‘Is Mrs Willems well?’

‘She is.’

‘And Marissa?’

‘Not on the island just now. She went away to see her family.’

They sat together in a Portuguese taverna while Trader explained what he needed.

‘So you want me to act as an American merchant, take over your contracts with this Chinese merchant you call Joker, ship the tea out of Whampoa in that vessel out in the Roads, and bring it to Hong Kong? For which Odstocks will pay me.’

‘Generously.’

‘You supply the ship, pay for all the goods.’

‘Correct.’

Read took a pull on his cigar. ‘The fact is,’ he said, ‘I could do with a little action.’ He grinned. ‘Macao’s a good place. But I was getting a little bored.’

‘You should do it, then,’ Trader encouraged.

‘I could get papers from the governor here, to say I’m a bona fide American merchant. That wouldn’t be a problem. I did him a favour the other day. We’d need to fly an American flag, of course. Maybe change the ship’s name.’ He considered. ‘Yankee Lady. How’s that? You got a crew and skipper?’

‘A good Chinese crew. The mate can handle the ship. And he knows the waters.’

Read shook his head. ‘You need a skipper. But don’t worry. I’ve got one for you.’

‘Where?’

‘Right here, looking at you.’

‘You’ve actually been a ship’s captain?’

‘Many times. Pay me the going rate as skipper, in addition to the rest, and you have a deal.’

‘Agreed.’

‘Let’s get those papers from the governor right away, then.’

The governor’s offices were on the Praia Grande. It felt good to be walking along the handsome curve of the great esplanade again. Trader half expected Tully Odstock to appear on his afternoon constitutional along the seafront.

When they got to the Portuguese governor’s office, Read explained his mission to an assistant, who ushered them into a waiting room. But they didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes, the assistant appeared again at the door. ‘The governor will see you now, Mr Read.’

A quarter of an hour later, Read reappeared, waving some papers and looking happy. ‘Everything we need. Time to go,’ he said briskly.

‘Are we going up to your lodgings?’ Trader asked as they stepped out onto the Praia Grande.

‘I am. You aren’t,’ Read said firmly. ‘You’d better go out to the ship right away. Have the men paint the new name on the bow while I get my things together. We’ll sail before evening.’

While one of the crew painted in the letters – Yankee Lady – that he’d chalked on the bow, Trader stared across the water to Macao, where, high on its hill, the empty cathedral facade gleamed in the sunlight. And he thought about Marissa.

‘You’re all set now,’ Trader said with a nod when Read finally arrived. ‘So I’ll go ashore. It’ll be easy to find a boat to take me from Macao back to Hong Kong.’

Read gave him a curious look. ‘I’ll need you in Canton, Trader,’ he said firmly. ‘You know this Chinese merchant, Joker. You tell him it’s all right to deal with me. Otherwise I don’t sail.’ Trader wasn’t pleased, though he supposed there wasn’t much he could do about it.

As they sailed up the gulf that night, however, he did venture to ask: ‘How is Marissa?’

‘She’s all right.’

‘Does she have a new lover?’

‘None of your business,’ Read answered. A minute went by. ‘When you’ve left a young woman, Trader,’ Read said, ‘don’t go back. You only hurt ’em more.’

In the morning, at the Bogue, Read presented his papers and signed the bond guaranteeing he carried no opium. Two officials quickly inspected the hold and gave Read his pass to proceed. Before noon he and Trader were ashore at Whampoa, and by late afternoon, they were making their way from the Canton factories to the house of old Joker.

The dignified Hong merchant was delighted to see them. ‘Mr Trader.’ He beamed. ‘Long time no see. Your friend wants tea?’

And the next morning he insisted upon coming with them downstream to Whampoa, to ensure that their vessel was properly loaded with all the tea it could carry.

When he inspected their cargo, Tully Odstock was very pleased indeed. He gave a warm grunt of approval, shook hands with Read and patted Trader on the back. ‘I never thought you’d be back so soon,’ he confessed.

‘We left Macao the same day I arrived,’ Trader explained. ‘And we came straight to Hong Kong from Whampoa.’

Tully was entirely happy with the terms Read and Trader had agreed to and paid Read on the spot.

‘Care to go back again for more?’ he asked the American.

‘Soon as you like.’

That night they all dined together on board Tully’s ship. Then Read said he wanted to talk to Odstock alone, so Trader went on deck and watched the sun go down. From where the ship was anchored, he could see out past a scattering of islands to the sea beyond. High above, the dark green heights of the Peak caught the sun’s red rays, then slowly turned from orange green to indigo and finally, as Read emerged, to black.

‘I’m going back to the ship,’ said Read. ‘We’re transferring the tea to a larger vessel tomorrow. Then I’ll go to Whampoa again for more.’

‘Will I be coming with you?’

‘No, Odstock wants you here. Goodnight.’

After he had gone, Trader remained on deck for a while. The night sky was bright with stars. He thought of Marissa again. He had a great urge to see her. Maybe not to speak to her, but just to look at her. He wondered if perhaps he could slip over to Macao on some pretext.

Finally he went below. Tully was in his hammock, still awake. In the lamplight, it seemed to Trader that the older man gave him a somewhat thoughtful look. But Tully didn’t say anything, so Trader closed his eyes and went to sleep.

The next couple of weeks passed quietly enough. Read undertook two more voyages to Whampoa to bring out tea; on the second voyage, he was able to go in with a cargo of cotton as well.

But if Read was busy, Trader was not. Three times he asked Tully if he could visit Macao, and each time Tully refused. So like everyone else, he was obliged to spend most of his time confined on board, though he and Tully would also visit their friends on other ships in search of gossip and amusement. And news, of course; but news was in short supply.

‘The fact is, there won’t be any news,’ said Tully, ‘and I’ll tell you why. What you have here is a stalemate. It’s a simple point of principle. The Chinese are saying: “When in China, obey our laws.” We’re saying no. All the rest is humbug. Lin says, “Tell you what, we’ll forget about that villager you killed if you just agree to obey our laws in the future.” Humbug. Elliot’s just told Lin: “You can inspect our ships, check there’s no opium on board before you let us upriver. But we’re not subject to your laws. Won’t sign your bond.” More humbug.’

‘I’ve heard,’ said Trader, ‘that some of the British vessels are entering the river so that if Lin were to agree to let them through after inspection, they’ll race up to Whampoa and get the best tea first.’

‘I know. I call them the Hopeful Boys. They can sit in the river all they like, but Lin isn’t going to fall for it. Point of principle. Sign the bond. Obey our law or go to hell.’

‘Elliot’s just playing for time, isn’t he?’

‘Waiting for the navy, I’d say.’ Tully shrugged. ‘If London decides to send it.’

But there was no news from London. Not a word.

It was a clear, sunny day when a party of a dozen young fellows, sick of being cooped up on their ships, set out to climb to the top of the Peak. John Trader was one of them.

Having passed through the scattering of fishermen’s huts by the water’s edge, they were soon in the thick woods that covered the hill. At first the going was easy. Most of them had walking sticks of some kind. They carried just enough food and wine to have a picnic at the summit.

Gradually the track became steeper. John found that he was sweating a little. He smiled, happy to stretch his legs and get a bit of exercise. They followed a track that circled the big hill, and nearly an hour had passed before, about two-thirds of the way up, they encountered some big outcroppings of rock, where they paused to gaze down at the water, already over a thousand feet below, and feel the breeze on their faces.

During the final part of the climb, the trees thinned and the path broke up into a landscape of scattered rock and tree root. This was hard going, but it didn’t take too long before they reached the summit.

They looked down in awe, from eighteen hundred feet above the water, at the great panorama of Hong Kong.

Finally somebody spoke. ‘I knew it was a fine harbour, but it’s only up here that you really see the hand of the Creator.’

It was true, thought Trader. Even taken alone, the high, rocky island of Hong Kong would have provided a sheltered channel between itself and the Chinese mainland. But when the monsoon gales came hurtling across the gulf’s broad entrance, they’d have churned those Hong Kong channel waters into a frenzy, had it not been for a blessed protective barrier.

It lay to the west, just a few miles away, between Hong Kong and the gulf – a long, thin island with its own high mountains, which zigzagged across the waters like a Chinese screen. This was Lantau, which formed the western wall of Hong Kong’s huge protected harbour.

But the Creator had done more. Halfway along the Hong Kong channel, China’s huge mainland stuck out a dragon’s tongue at the island. This tongue was the broad low-lying promontory known as Kowloon, and it divided the channel into two parts, west and east, leaving a narrow passage between them. Ships that threaded eastwards through this passage came into another, smaller harbour, known as the Bay of Kowloon, within whose intimate embrace they could ride out even a typhoon.

So it was hardly surprising that John Trader should remark: ‘The Portuguese have got Macao. Perhaps we could take over this place.’

The picnic was over and the party was just preparing to go down the hill again when Trader noticed something strange.

Amongst all the vast collection of vessels at the huge anchorage of Hong Kong, there were just two ships of the Royal Navy. Both were small. The Volage carried twenty-eight guns, twelve on each side, plus four more on the quarterdeck, which qualified her to be called a frigate. The Hyacinth was only a sloop, armed with sixteen cannon and a couple of nine-pounders in the bow.

What caught Trader’s eye was a pinnace carrying somebody out to the Volage. Having paused to let its passenger embark, the pinnace went on to the Hyacinth, where it remained for a few minutes. While it waited, he saw the Volage weighing anchor. The Hyacinth shortly followed suit. And then they both began to bear away towards the gulf.

Turning to his companions, Trader pointed. ‘Why the devil are those two navy ships going off in such a hurry?’ he asked. But nobody had any idea.

A few hours later, Tully told him the news. ‘I don’t know why,’ he moaned, ‘but whenever there’s a disaster, it always comes out of the blue.’

‘You say a British merchant vessel has come in directly from London? And that it ignored Elliot’s instructions?’

‘Yes. Came by way of Bombay. Goes into the Gulf of Canton. Doesn’t stop to ask, just sails through to the Bogue, and when the Chinese tell the captain he has to sign Lin’s bond, he signs the accursed thing as if it’s no more than a ticket to a play and goes straight in to Whampoa.’

‘Perhaps he didn’t understand what he was doing.’

‘Oh, he knew all right. Didn’t give a damn. And now he’s cut the ground from under our feet. The entire merchant fleet, Elliot, the British government, the lot of us.’

‘We could tell Lin it was a mistake.’

‘Nonsense. Lin will say: “You told me that no British vessel can sign the bond. You lied to me. And if this captain, straight from London, can obey Chinese law, then so can you. End of story.” In his place, I’d say the same.’

‘What’ll we do?’

‘Elliot’s taken the Volage and the Hyacinth up the gulf. Supposedly to protect the Hopeful Boys up there, but really to make damn sure they don’t get the same idea and sign the bond themselves.’

‘What will Lin do?’

‘Who knows? Tell us to sign or get out. I hope we’ll refuse. Then he may cut off our supplies. He can do that. Poison the wells. God knows.’

‘Is there going to be a fight?’

Tully considered. ‘Quite apart from the fact that Elliot’s only got two warships, he doesn’t have authority to start a war.’ He paused. ‘I’m not sure Lin has, either.’

‘So no fighting yet.’

‘Oh, I didn’t say that. Wars are like riots. They can start by mistake.’
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Nio stood outside Shi-Rong’s door. It was evening, and the lamps were lit. For three days they had occupied billets with the artillerymen at the fort, so as to be near at hand. And now it was nearly time.

Nio saw Commissioner Lin approaching and opened the door to announce him. As Lin passed through and Shi-Rong rose respectfully from the table where he was writing, Nio closed the door, but this time he remained inside the room, curious to hear what they said. Neither Shi-Rong nor Lin appeared to notice him.

‘Tomorrow morning? You are sure?’ Lin asked sharply.

‘I am certain, Excellency. Two of my dragon boats have shadowed them all the way. The headwinds are still slowing the barbarian warships, but by dawn we’ll see them from the promontory. Captain Smith is the commander, but my men believe Elliot is on board.’

‘You have done well.’ Lin paused a moment. ‘I was wrong to offer Elliot a compromise over the murder. I was wrong to negotiate with him at all. His actions have shown his true nature. He told me that British captains could never sign the bond. And now we know this was a lie. He despises truth. He despises the law. He’s just a pirate, and we shall act accordingly.’ As he turned to leave, Lin glanced at the table. ‘What were you writing?’

‘I was copying a poem, Excellency, by the great Yuan Mei.’

‘Good.’ Lin nodded. ‘Whenever possible, in quiet moments, we should attend to calligraphy. This is how a busy servant of the emperor restores his balance and good judgement.’ He looked at Shi-Rong thoughtfully. ‘After this business is over, you should return to your studies and take the exams again. You are capable of holding high office one day. But the examination system – quite rightly – is the only path that leads there.’

After the commissioner had left, Nio could see that Shi-Rong was moved.

Soon after dawn, with the wind pressing his back, Shi-Rong stood beside Commissioner Lin on the promontory and gazed through his brass telescope at the choppy grey waters of the gulf.

On the left, near the site where the opium had been destroyed, lay Admiral Guan’s fleet, ready for action; a little farther away, the convoy of British merchant ships, waiting to be allowed up to Whampoa; and in the distance, he could clearly see the Volage and the Hyacinth coming slowly up the gulf towards them.

Lin put out his hand for the telescope, gazed through it for a minute, then turned to Shi-Rong.

‘Go to Admiral Guan with this message: If the barbarians want to talk, tell them we do not negotiate with criminals. My suggestion about the murderer is nullified. They must hand over the real murderer at once. No British ship will trade until its captain has signed the bond and submitted to our laws. Take Mr Singapore the interpreter with you.’ He paused. ‘If the barbarians attack, the admiral has permission to destroy them. That is all.’

‘Excellency …’ Shi-Rong gave him a hopeful look. ‘May I remain on board the admiral’s ship – so he can send me back for more instructions?’

‘You wish to join the action.’ Lin gave a faint smile. ‘You may stay if you are not in the admiral’s way.’

Nio was waiting with a small dragon boat. It did not take long to reach the admiral’s war junk. Having gone up the side with Mr Singapore, he delivered his message. To his delight, the admiral agreed he could stay aboard.

‘Pull into the shore and wait,’ Shi-Rong called down to Nio. ‘I’ll signal when I need you. If there’s a battle,’ he added, ‘you’ll have a good view.’

There was no question, Admiral Guan was a splendid figure: a true Chinese warrior of the old school. Still handsome at nearly sixty, holding himself ramrod straight. He had a big strong face with a thin, drooping moustache and his eyes were wise but fearless. His courtesy was well known, and he treated the young mandarin as a fellow gentleman. ‘You hope to see a little action, Mr Jiang?’

‘If there is action, my lord, I wouldn’t want to miss it,’ Shi-Rong replied.

‘Don’t hope for too much. I’ve sixteen fully armed war junks and a dozen fire boats as well. The British would be foolish to take us on.’

Just then Shi-Rong caught sight of Mr Singapore standing sorrowfully on the deck, farther aft. He looked like a wilting flower. ‘Our interpreter is not so eager for battle,’ Admiral Guan remarked drily.

It was a couple of hours before the two British naval vessels came close enough to send a cutter, manned by three pairs of oarsmen, across to the admiral’s war junk. A young British naval officer came briskly on board and saluted, followed by a large gentleman who clambered up more slowly and who introduced himself, in quite good Chinese, as Van Buskirk, the missionary.

At a nod from the admiral, Mr Singapore then delivered, in his best English, the official message from Lin. The naval officer frowned slightly and replied that it would be difficult to offer any culprit for the unfortunate killing of the Chinese villager, since all the men involved had been sent away to England. ‘Nonetheless,’ he continued, ‘I will return at once with your message and come back to you again with further proposals.’ With a polite bow, he then withdrew.

‘What do you make of that?’ Admiral Guan asked Shi-Rong as the cutter was rowed away. ‘Surely there’s nothing to talk about.’

‘I’m wondering if our interpreter, hoping to keep the peace, may have softened the message.’

Admiral Guan stared bleakly at Mr Singapore, but said nothing.

When the officer and Van Buskirk returned an hour later, the admiral commanded Shi-Rong: ‘Tell the missionary exactly what Commissioner Lin said, word for word.’

As Shi-Rong did so, it was clear that Van Buskirk understood him perfectly, while Mr Singapore looked dismayed. The missionary then carefully delivered the message to the officer, in English. The officer winced slightly and then said, ‘Oh.’

But now it was Van Buskirk who spoke, in Chinese.

‘Will you permit me, Admiral, as an observer, to offer a word? Superintendent Elliot desires to reach an accommodation if he can. But the two naval vessels you see are under the direct command of Captain Smith, a fearless naval commander, like yourself. And if Smith thinks our ships are threatened, he will demand that Elliot permit him to fight.’

‘Is he a pirate, like Elliot?’ the admiral tersely demanded.

‘Elliot is not a pirate, sir.’

‘So you say.’ Admiral Guan indicated that he would hear no more.

After the delegation left, the remainder of the day passed without any movement from the British ships.

That evening, Mr Singapore approached Shi-Rong. ‘The admiral has no confidence in me,’ he said sadly. ‘And the barbarian missionary speaks Chinese anyway. I should offer my resignation and ask the admiral’s permission to withdraw.’

When Shi-Rong gave the message to the admiral, that worthy man only grunted. ‘He’s afraid there may be a fight,’ he said. ‘Tell him he’s not to leave. Permission denied.’

Later, as they ate together in the admiral’s stateroom on board, Shi-Rong asked the old commander what he thought would happen next.

‘If your enemy is strong,’ Guan answered, ‘he attacks. If he hesitates, it means that he is weak. Every Chinese commander knows this. The barbarians hesitate because they know that if there’s a battle, they will lose.’ He gave a nod. ‘But I will tell you something interesting: it is possible to win a battle without fighting.’

‘How is that done, Lord?’

‘I will show you,’ Guan told him, ‘in the morning.’

The sun was already up when the admiral made his move. Shi-Rong stood at his side as the entire fleet of twenty-eight vessels, war junks and fire ships combined, sailed out into the gulf towards the British merchantmen.

‘We’re going to place ourselves between the merchantmen and the naval ships,’ Admiral Guan explained. ‘From there we can send in our fire ships to burn them any time we want.’

‘But you won’t actually engage.’

‘Correct. The British warships will then be left with only two options. They must either attack us or withdraw themselves and the merchantmen.’

‘So you’re forcing them either to fight or to be humiliated. You can win a battle without firing a shot.’

‘Exactly.’

For the next quarter of an hour, as the Chinese fleet moved slowly down the gulf, neither man spoke. Gazing southwards through his telescope, Shi-Rong did not detect any movement on the part of the British ships. He did notice a single merchantman in the distance, making its way up the gulf towards them; but he couldn’t see what flag it was flying.

He was quite surprised when the admiral suddenly turned to him and remarked: ‘The emperor would not consider we are acting irresponsibly. Do you agree?’

It hadn’t occurred to Shi-Rong that the tough old admiral might be troubled by such doubts. He understood, of course. In the great bureaucracy of the Empire under Heaven, no man was likely to rise to high rank if he hadn’t mastered the gentle art of guessing the emperor’s intentions and protecting his back from his friends.

‘We are not attacking, Lord,’ he offered.

‘One could argue we’re provoking a fight.’

Shi-Rong thought for a moment and chose his words carefully. ‘Commissioner Lin was clear that Elliot has proved himself to be a pirate – and therefore should be treated as such.’

The admiral nodded, then fell silent. Looking through his telescope again, Shi-Rong could now see that the ship in the distance was flying a British ensign. He continued to follow its progress. ‘That’s interesting,’ he muttered. After a while, he turned to the admiral.

‘There’s a British merchant ship approaching, Lord. But it’s not heading for the other merchantmen. I think it’s heading straight for the Bogue.’ He handed the admiral his telescope.

Guan gazed for some time. ‘You’re right. So, yet another ship from Britain is ready to respect the law and sign the bond.’

And Shi-Rong was just about to agree when suddenly a puff of smoke was seen from the Volage, followed by a distant roar.

‘Did you see that?’ he exclaimed. ‘Elliot just put a shot across the merchant’s bow.’ He gazed in astonishment. ‘The merchant’s turning back.’

‘Good.’ Guan gave a sharp nod. ‘If that isn’t the act of a pirate, then I don’t know what is.’ He looked at Shi-Rong for confirmation.

‘Elliot is a pirate, Lord. He just proved it.’

They had dropped anchor at their carefully chosen station when the cutter reappeared. As before, it contained the young officer and Van Buskirk. Shi-Rong moved to the side, with Mr Singapore.

The messengers in the boat below didn’t even ask to come aboard and ignored Mr Singapore entirely. Van Buskirk called up to Shi-Rong in Chinese. ‘Captain Smith requires that you move away directly. You are threatening British merchant vessels.’

‘We have done nothing,’ Shi-Rong replied.

‘Will you move?’

‘No.’

Moments later, the oarsmen pulled away, back to the Volage.

Half an hour passed. Neither side took any action. Midday was approaching.

‘As I thought,’ said the admiral. ‘They are weak. They are weak.’

But at noon the British warships began to advance. And the admiral gave the order that his line of ships should come out to meet them.

There was nothing much to fear. As the Volage, followed by the Hyacinth, began to run up the Chinese line, Shi-Rong couldn’t imagine they’d get far. Two barbarian ships against sixteen war junks, not counting the fire ships.

The admiral’s war junk was larger than the rest. Its broad decks carried six cannon on each side; nearly two hundred mariners, armed to the teeth, waited there also. Above them, from the high deck at the stern, Shi-Rong and the admiral had a good view up and down the line of ships in each direction.

As the Volage came level with the first war junk, it was met with fire from the Chinese cannon, one bang after another, aimed at its sails and rigging. Then a huge volley of arrows flew like a swarm of flies into the sky and rained down upon the British decks.

The Volage was moving through the water faster than Shi-Rong expected. Evidently the cannonballs had not done enough to slow her down. Through his telescope, he tried to see the casualties from the volley of arrows. But although the Volage was going into battle, it seemed that her decks were nearly bare of troops. How did they propose to grapple and board?

Then the Volage fired a broadside.

Shi-Rong had never seen a British Navy broadside. It was nothing like the firing of individual cannon from a Chinese war junk. The whole side of the British vessel erupted with a flash, a cloud of smoke and a mighty roar like a thunderclap, as a dozen cannon fired in perfect unison. The guns were not aimed at the Chinese rigging or at the decks, but at the body of the ship and at her bowels, near the waterline.

Even from where he was, he could hear the crash as the Chinese vessel’s sides were smashed open and the screams of men torn to shreds by a typhoon of wooden splinters. As he stared in horror, smoke began to issue from the shattered junk.

The Volage had moved on; she left the next Chinese vessel, a fire ship, to the Hyacinth, who came in to deliver a smaller but perfectly directed broadside at the fire ship’s waterline. This time the thunderous crash was followed by a strange silence, during which the fire ship seemed to shudder. Then she began to list. She was foundering.

‘She will sink,’ said the admiral impassively.

Shi-Rong followed the Volage. She was still coming on rapidly, drawing opposite a war junk only a short way downstream of the admiral’s flagship. The Chinese ship fired three shots at the Volage’s rigging and damaged one of the sails. Yet the British ship came on regardless. The frigate was almost exactly opposite the war junk now. Could the British gunners have reloaded yet? The answer came moments later, as the Volage emitted another mighty broadside, with a huge roar.

And then, just for an instant, he thought that the world had come to an end.

The flash was so great it seemed to fill the sky with fire; the bang was deafening. Something, he scarcely knew what, hit him in the chest like a wave and almost knocked him down. The men on the deck below him suddenly turned black against the curtain of flame. Before his eyes, the war junk ahead was exploding like a bursting barrel. Smoke billowed out. Spars, shards, lumps of flesh, began to fall out of the sky and rain down upon the deck.

In the unearthly glare, the admiral’s face looked like a fierce Chinese mask. ‘Gunpowder,’ he growled. ‘They hit a magazine.’ He turned to Shi-Rong. ‘Come with me.’

As they descended onto the main deck, Shi-Rong could see that the mariners were shocked into silence by the explosion. To see men killed in battle was one thing, but to see an entire ship and all the men it carried explode into nothingness before your eyes was another.

‘The barbarians got lucky once,’ the admiral shouted. ‘Now we’ll teach them a lesson.’ To the gunners he called out: ‘Do not aim for the rigging. Aim for the body of the ship. Destroy their guns.’ And he placed himself in front of the main mast in the centre of the deck, to put heart into his men. To Shi-Rong he said: ‘Go to the first cannon and make sure they aim at the sides. If the first gun gets it right, the others may follow.’

The flagship had a dozen cannon, more than any of the other war junks. But that was still only six on each side, just half the firepower of the frigate. Every shot had to count.

The gunners didn’t seem to resent Shi-Rong. They tried their best. ‘We always aim at the rigging,’ one of them said apologetically. Indeed, they had some difficulty in positioning the cannon to fire at a lower trajectory. But as the prow of the Volage came level, they did get off a shot – and knocked off her figurehead. The gun crew let out a cheer. Shi-Rong looked back at the admiral, hoping he had seen. The next Chinese cannon hit the frigate’s side. The third crew failed to obey the order and fired high. Shi-Rong wasn’t sure where the other three shots went.

And now the British frigate was exactly level. Her length matched the flagship’s. She had entered a gentle upward roll, as though she were taking a breath, and now the line of cannon descended, and her guns roared.

The admiral’s war junk was stoutly built. But her sides were not made to receive a battering like this. Shi-Rong felt the whole vessel shudder as a dozen cannonballs struck her just above the waterline. He saw the British ship’s quarterdeck passing. A double bang from two of the smaller guns mounted there was followed by a huge crack as one of the cannonballs smashed into the main mast, just above the admiral. He ran across to make sure the great man was safe, only to find Admiral Guan, with a splinter wound in his arm that he ignored, coolly assessing the damage.

‘The mast’s only a little damaged,’ he remarked. ‘It’ll hold. I saw you hit the British ship.’ He gave Shi-Rong an approving nod. ‘The real question,’ he added quietly, ‘is how badly we’re holed, and how much water we’re taking in.’

As if in answer, the big war junk gave a slight but perceptible list towards the side where she’d been holed. The admiral pursed his lips. And he might have gone to inspect the damage himself if just then the Hyacinth had not appeared.

Seen from the British vessel, Shi-Rong realised, the exposed deck full of men presented a tempting target. After the shock they’d just received, the flagship’s gunners had hardly started to reload. The admiral and his crew could only wait, helplessly. The Hyacinth was coming in close. Shi-Rong saw to his horror that the guns were not pointing at the belly of the ship, but at the deck. One of the guns was pointing straight at him. He saw the flash and hurled himself to the deck as a sound like a thunderclap burst out. A moment later, the screams began. For the Hyacinth hadn’t fired cannonballs. It had fired grapeshot.

Grape: a canvas bag tightly filled with lead or iron balls, each ball the size of a grape. Fired by the navy at close range. The balls fanned out at once. Any sail, spar, or rigging in the grapeshot’s path was torn to shreds. Also humans.

From his lying position, Shi-Rong raised his head to look around. The carnage was terrible. He saw men cut in half. There were probably thirty men down, writhing in agony on the deck. The lucky ones were already dead.

He caught sight of Mr Singapore. The interpreter was tottering by the edge of the deck, one hand gripping the rigging. The other arm had been almost completely torn off and dangled loosely from his shoulder, which was spouting blood. He stared openmouthed towards Shi-Rong with a look of strange sadness before he fell over the side of the ship into the sea.

Admiral Guan was still standing by the big mast, immovable as a statue.

And then Shi-Rong felt ashamed. He hadn’t meant to throw himself down on the deck. It had happened without his even thinking. A survival instinct. But the admiral had not moved at all, and he was surveying the awful scene now with a stoic face.

Had the admiral seen him? Did he think him a coward? Had he disgraced himself, his family, shamed his father? Better he should have died than that. In agony of mind, he struggled up and found the admiral watching him calmly.

‘I am sorry, Lord …’ he began, but Guan cut him short.

‘Are you wounded?’

‘No, Lord.’

‘Good. Stand by me.’

And that was all the admiral said to him. As the two British ships continued up the line, their tactics remained the same, and there was nothing the Chinese crews could do about it. All hope of closing and grappling was gone. The British frigate was not a fortress full of men, but a floating gun battery; and the British Navy gunners were the best in the business. After the shock of seeing the huge explosion so early on, the men on the war junks realised that they were sitting targets. They loosed their arrows and fired their few guns, but always high at the rigging, for that was how they had been trained. And if many dived into the water to save their lives, it was hard to blame them.

But then, having reached the end of the line, the Volage and the Hyacinth came about and gave the gunners on the other side of their vessels some action. The Hyacinth, being smaller and nimbler, weaved her way up the line again, blasting the Chinese ships at point-blank range and sinking several of them.

Twice more the admiral’s flagship came under fire, once with cannon at the waterline, once with grapeshot to the deck. Each time Shi-Rong gritted his teeth, braced himself, and, though all colour drained from his face, stood fast beside the admiral. At least, he reasoned, if I am to die, they can tell my father that I died standing firm, beside Admiral Guan himself. And his only fear was that the admiral might also be killed, and no witnesses survive to tell the tale.

At the end of this second run, the British ships did not return, but sailed away down the gulf towards Macao, while the admiral, his flagship almost foundering, led his remaining vessels back to their former anchorage.

By late afternoon Shi-Rong, bearing a note from the admiral, was being conveyed by Nio and his oarsmen upriver to Commissioner Lin.

‘The question is,’ Lin said to him that night as he sat at his writing table, ‘what exactly can I say to the emperor?’ He gave Shi-Rong a cautious glance. ‘The report from the admiral is very brief, but he says that you will be able to give me a full and accurate account.’

‘Yes, Excellency,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘I can.’

It took him some time to recount all that he saw. And if he was careful to select the most promising information, he said nothing that was not true.

‘So, to summarise,’ Lin said, going through the list at the end, ‘Elliot refused yet again to sign the bond. Not only that, but he shot across the bow of a British ship that was coming, in a proper and lawful manner, to sign the bond and proceed to Whampoa.’

‘Thus proving that he is a pirate.’

‘Indeed. The admiral did not attack the pirates unprovoked. They attacked him. Their gun ships are formidable – this must be admitted – and they damaged some of our war junks. One junk was blown up.’

‘A lucky shot from the pirates, Excellency. They happened to hit a magazine. It was a huge explosion, but the admiral and his men did not flinch and continued to fire.’

‘We may say that throughout the engagement our men fought bravely, and that the admiral conducted himself with the utmost skill and coolness.’

‘There is no question, Excellency. I saw it all. I was at his side.’

‘Not only this, but our ships fired back with success, and even knocked the figurehead off one of the pirate vessels.’

‘Correct.’ Shi-Rong longed to say that it was he himself who accomplished this, but calculated that it would be even better if, in due course, Commissioner Lin were to learn it from the admiral himself.

‘After this, the barbarians retreated down the gulf.’

‘They did, Excellency. They seemed to be heading first for Macao.’

‘I think that will do.’ Lin looked up at him approvingly. ‘By the way, the admiral says that you were most helpful to him, and that you are to be commended.’

‘I thank him, Excellency.’ Shi-Rong bowed deeply. Might this mean that his name would go in the report to the emperor himself? Perhaps. But he knew he mustn’t ask.

‘I think this means war.’ Lin frowned. ‘The barbarian ships are fearsome.’

‘They fight in a different way, Excellency. They rely on their guns, and they carry many more of them.’

Lin was silent for a few moments. ‘Well,’ he said finally, ‘they’ll never get past the forts.’

Shi-Rong slept well that night. Whatever the terrors of the day and the weakness of the Chinese navy they had exposed, he had survived. And it surely had been good for his career.

The next morning, Lin told him to take a message across to the admiral. So he went to summon Nio to bring him a boat. But he couldn’t find the young fellow. He searched all over the fort. There was no sign of him. Somehow, in the night, Nio had disappeared.
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Read arrived in Hong Kong Harbour the day after Elliot. ‘I think you British are safe out here,’ he told Tully and Trader. ‘Lin won’t risk a fight with you at sea. But I don’t believe he’ll ever let you into Canton again. Joker and the Hong merchants think it has to end in war.’ He also brought a piece of good news. ‘There’s a Baltimore clipper sailing from Macao direct to London in three days. The captain’s promised me to take all our tea.’

‘Excellent.’ Tully thanked him. ‘I’ll send a letter to my father with her.’

Read had a short private conversation with Tully after this, but he didn’t dine on the ship, because he wanted to return to Macao at once. Just before leaving, however, he shook Trader by the hand. ‘We’ll keep in touch, my friend,’ he said. ‘I wish you well.’

It seemed an odd thing to say, and Trader wondered if it meant the American was going away on his travels again. But as Read was in a hurry, he contented himself with sending greetings to Mrs Willems. ‘And to Marissa, of course.’

‘I’m sending you to Calcutta for a while,’ Tully announced the following afternoon. ‘Not much happening here. No point your being cooped up on board for days on end. Stretch your legs for a bit. Work with my brother. Learn more about his side of the business. There’s a ship leaving here in two days.’

The prospect of some normal life on land was certainly tempting, but Trader felt guilty about the older man. ‘Perhaps you should go,’ he suggested.

‘Don’t like Calcutta,’ said Tully. It might have been true.
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April 1840

They came barrelling up the drive to the bungalow in a two-wheeled gig – a tumtum, as they called it in India – Charlie holding the reins, with John perched precariously beside him.

‘You idiots!’ Aunt Harriet cried. ‘You’re lucky you didn’t overturn.’

Trader laughed. ‘Especially with Charlie driving.’

‘Well, you’d better come in for tea,’ Aunt Harriet declared.

After tea, while Trader chatted with her husband, Aunt Harriet and Charlie went into the sitting room.

‘I’ve grown quite fond of young Trader during these last few months he’s been back,’ Aunt Harriet remarked. ‘But he looks a bit pale and thin. Peaky.’

‘This opium business is taking a toll on him.’

‘He’s not ruined, is he?’

‘I don’t think so. But it’s bad. Even if the government compensates the opium merchants, it’ll be a long wait.’

‘Is he still interested in that Lomond girl? She’s not taken.’

‘He’ll have to start making his fortune before he can pay his addresses there.’

‘He strikes me as a bit of a loner. Is he selfish?’

‘He’s a loyal friend. I can tell you that.’

‘Ambitious.’

‘Certainly. But part of him’s a dreamer, I think.’

‘Ambitious dreamer. They’re the ones that do best of all, quite often. Or worst, if they don’t succeed.’ Aunt Harriet considered. ‘I’ve got a feeling Trader’s going to be all right. What he needs,’ she said decidedly, ‘is a nice girl. One of us. Somebody we all like, to steady him and help him fit in.’

‘What about the money?’

‘Girls are usually brought out here to find rich husbands, of course. But I know one or two who are … not short of this world’s goods, as they say. Perhaps he should consider one of them. I could introduce him. He’s very handsome. And there’s something about him … a bit of the brooding romantic, the Byron thing … you know.’

‘Marry rich … Trouble is, I’m not sure he’d do it. Too proud, you see. He’d think it dishonourable.’ Charlie paused. ‘He’s not without vanity, either. He wouldn’t want to be called an adventurer.’

‘You know,’ said Aunt Harriet wisely, ‘why he wants the Lomond girl? Because he can’t have her.’

‘Probably.’

Aunt Harriet sighed. ‘Well then, I for one can only pray to the Almighty that the opium trade gets back on its feet again.’

Benjamin Odstock always seemed to take life easy. After his midday meal, he’d have a siesta. In the evening, he’d usually look in at one of the Calcutta merchant clubs. He never missed a good day at the racecourse and was quite in demand for dinners. And thanks to his social life and the voluminous correspondence he maintained with contacts in places as far apart as Singapore and London, Benjamin Odstock was extremely well informed.

So it came as quite a shock to John Trader when, as he entered the office the very next morning, that gentleman looked up from the latest pile of letters and grimly informed him: ‘The British government isn’t going to pay us.’

‘Our compensation? For the opium?’ Trader’s heart sank. ‘Do you know this for a fact?’

‘No. But it’s the only explanation.’

‘Tell me,’ said Trader in a low voice as he sat down opposite Odstock.

‘It begins when Jardine gets to London last autumn. He whips up the opium interest, which is quite large, and they start lobbying Parliament, the merchants, everyone. Soon all London’s heard how we’ve been robbed, how the British flag has been trampled on, and how the Chinese have committed atrocities against the innocent British merchants of Canton.’

‘They didn’t actually commit atrocities,’ Trader interposed.

‘They might have. Same thing. Do you want compensation or not?’

‘I do,’ said Trader.

‘Jardine gets an interview with the foreign secretary, Palmerston himself. Tells him the whole story, how we need the navy; gives him maps, everything. Palmerston listens. Then silence. Why is that?’

‘Perhaps he wants to verify the story.’

‘Nonsense,’ Benjamin retorted. ‘That’s not how governments work. And certainly not how Palmerston thinks.’

‘There’s opposition in London, then.’

‘There is. The bleeding hearts, the missionaries. That humbug Gladstone. Even The Times newspaper doesn’t approve.’ He shook his head. ‘But that’s not the point. The point is that the government’s weak. They may not even have a majority in Parliament. Trouble in the countryside. Bad harvests. And in the cities: Chartists and the like, wanting a vote for every man, God help us. Worse, there are problems around the empire, from Jamaica to Canada. And the threat of hostilities in Syria. Palmerston’s got a lot of other things to think about. And what’s worst of all?’

‘It has to be money.’

‘Of course it does. At the end of the day, it always comes down to money. And there, it’s very simple. There ain’t any. The Chancellor of the Exchequer says so. Baring’s been going around London telling anyone who’ll listen that there’s no money for anything. And although he’s a senior member of the government, I think he may be telling the truth.’

‘So the navy’s not coming, after all?’

‘I didn’t say that.’ Benjamin Odstock paused. ‘Something’s up. Recently, a British Navy vessel was ordered to leave Bombay for a rendezvous unstated. I’m hearing word of other navy vessels gathering in Ceylon and out at Singapore. And now our governor general, here in India, is quietly gathering regiments for some sort of expedition. No official word as to why.’

‘That doesn’t prove—’

‘Wait. There’s more. You know that Elliot and a good many of our people, including my dear brother, have returned to Macao. Lin’s threatened to kick them out again, but so far he’s done nothing. The emperor’s promoted Lin to governor, by the way. The point, however, is Tully writes to me that Elliot received a private letter from Palmerston. Contents secret. But Elliot was overjoyed. And soon after, what does he do? Starts looking for a fast clipper to take him up the China coast. All the way up to the ports that supply Peking. Now why should he – a well-qualified naval officer, remember – want to do that? You tell me.’

‘Reconnaissance.’

‘Exactly. Ships gathering. Troops. Elliot, in person, wants to inspect the coast without saying why.’ Odstock gazed at him. ‘Which means …?’

‘Good God.’ Trader stared at him. ‘We’re going to blockade the entire Chinese coast. That’s far beyond what Elliot planned.’

‘Planned?’

‘Just something he said to me once, in confidence. Please go on.’

‘Well, it’s typical Palmerston. You have to understand how his mind works. The man’s an imperialist. You think he can tolerate the way the emperor of China wants our ambassador to kowtow to him? Or that we’ve always been forbidden to trade at any port except Canton? Or – if he ever saw the damn letter – that Lin sends the British monarch a lecture about how to be obedient?’

‘Could it work?’

‘Oh, I think so. China needs trade. They need all kinds of materials, foodstuffs as well, copper and silver, of course – they’re desperate for silver – most of which come from other nations, through the many ports along the coast where we are not admitted. A blockade of all trade would hit them very hard indeed. And if there’s one thing the British are good at, it’s a blockade.’

‘All the same, declaring war on the entire Chinese empire … I’m amazed Palmerston could get Parliament to agree to it.’

Benjamin Odstock took a pinch of snuff. ‘He hasn’t.’ The stout merchant watched Trader’s look of astonishment. ‘Members of Parliament keep asking him what he’s up to, but he won’t tell ’em.’

‘Is such a thing legal?’

‘God knows. But he’s doing it anyway. The ships and troops are on the way. By the time Parliament finally finds out and complains, it’ll be too late.’

‘I’m shocked.’

‘Do you want your money back?’

‘Yes.’

‘Palmerston has given no indication to Jardine or anyone that he’ll consider making us good. Indeed, if he’s unwilling to cough up the money now, still less will he do so after incurring the huge costs of an expedition and blockade. But we’ll still get our money back in the end.’

‘From China itself.’ Trader nodded. Elliot’s original plan, but on a bigger scale.

‘That’s it. From the emperor of China – after he’s paid all our military expenses.’ He gave a nod of satisfaction. ‘Palmerston wants to uphold the dignity of the British Empire. But if he invests in a war with China, he’ll expect a financial return.’ He smiled. ‘After all, if the British Empire isn’t profitable, there’s not much point in it, is there?’

‘So all my hopes depend on the Chinese emperor,’ Trader said quietly.

‘They depend upon the British Navy,’ Odstock corrected him. ‘Much better bet.’

‘It could take years,’ said Trader.

‘True. But in the meantime,’ Benjamin Odstock continued, ‘we can still make money in the opium trade.’

‘We can?’

‘Is opium still being grown here in India?’

‘Yes.’

‘Opium’s like a river, my boy. A river of black gold. Nothing can stop it. The pent-up demand is huge. You can block one channel, but it will find another.’

‘That’s what my friend Read said. What channels are we talking about?’

‘Tully’s already supplying the dragon boats directly.’

‘I thought Lin had taken them over. Turned the smugglers into coastguards.’

‘And they’re turning back to smuggling again just as fast – for the right money. Some of them are probably working both sides of the fence. It doesn’t matter – well, not to us – so long as the opium gets through.’

‘So we really are pirates, aren’t we?’ remarked Trader a little sadly.

‘Those good old sea dogs back in Shakespeare’s day – you know, Sir Francis Drake and all that – they were pirates to a man. That’s how it all began. Besides, you forget one thing.’ He smiled. ‘We’re British pirates. That’s quite different.’ He patted his stomach, chuckled, and took another pinch of snuff. But then suddenly his expression changed. He glared at Trader. ‘You don’t want to become a missionary, do you?’ he asked fiercely.

John Trader thought of his cousin Cecil. ‘Absolutely not,’ he replied emphatically.

Aunt Harriet was supposed to be coming with them, but as her husband wasn’t feeling well that day, she elected to stay with him at the bungalow. So it was just Charlie and John Trader who went to the dance.

The social life of Calcutta was still carrying on at the end of April. By late May it would be getting uncomfortably hot, and most of the British would be leaving for the pleasant hill stations in the Himalayan foothills.

The ball was being held in one of the clubs. Naturally, the women were all resplendent in ball gowns, and the men were in white tie or military evening dress, but this dance was a friendly affair, where military men, government families and the better sort of merchants mixed together.

They’d no sooner arrived than Charlie caught sight of Mrs Lomond and Agnes sitting on one of the many sofas and chairs around the edge of the ballroom. Colonel Lomond was standing behind them. Charlie hadn’t known they’d be there, and he certainly wasn’t going to be pushy – a greeting later in the evening would have done perfectly well – but Mrs Lomond, seeing not one but two young men who could dance with her daughter, signalled that he should approach at once. The colonel, at the sight of Charlie, gave him a friendly nod. As for Trader, Lomond might have nodded to him, or he might not have. It was impossible to say.

And so they all danced. Charlie and Trader took turns to lead Agnes out. There was a quadrille, then a cotillion. When a waltz began, Colonel Lomond remarked that when he was a young man, no decent man would ask a respectable woman to dance such a thing.

‘Not even if she were his wife?’ Mrs Lomond asked, giving him the gentlest tap with her fan.

The colonel took the hint and led her out. Trader noticed with amusement that Colonel Lomond actually danced the waltz rather well.

But above all, Trader had to admire Charlie. His friend knew the form, and he was assiduous. He brought a constant stream of young fellows over to be greeted by or introduced to the Lomonds, so that Agnes had fresh partners for almost every dance.

As they all went in to dinner in excellent humour, he heard Colonel Lomond murmur, ‘Thank you, Charlie. Well done.’

Halfway through dinner, Charlie decided that, delightful as the evening had been so far, he wasn’t quite happy. It was Colonel Lomond’s fault. Not that he’d done anything so bad. It was what Lomond hadn’t done that irked him.

He hadn’t addressed a single word to John Trader.

It wasn’t obvious. If Trader said something, Colonel Lomond listened politely. If Lomond in turn said anything to the table in general, it could certainly be assumed that Trader was a recipient of the remarks along with everyone else. It was just that he had also addressed particular remarks to his wife, Agnes, and to Charlie himself. But not to John. Towards John Trader, Colonel Lomond maintained an air of coldness that was only just within the bounds of good manners.

Of course, it was partly Trader’s fault. He’d deliberately irritated the colonel that first time they’d met at the Bengal Military Club, when, after all, Lomond had been kind enough to give him lunch. He’d behaved badly. But it seemed to Charlie that it was time that there was at least some thaw in their frosty relationship. He owed it to his friend.

So turning to Mrs Lomond, and fully in the hearing of both Agnes and the colonel, he brightly enquired: ‘Did I ever tell you how Trader here saved my life?’

‘Really?’ Mrs Lomond smiled at both the young men. ‘You didn’t, and you must tell me at once.’

Trader looked embarrassed, and Agnes looked intrigued. The colonel didn’t look in the least intrigued, but there was nothing he could do except listen.

‘Well,’ said Charlie, ‘it’s how we first met. In London. I’d been dining with my father at his club and stayed quite late. To get to my lodgings, I had to cross Soho. Instead of hailing a cab, like a fool I decided to walk … And I was strolling down a street, quite alone, when all of a sudden, out of the shadows step two men, one with a cudgel, the other with a knife. And they demand my money. I hadn’t much on me, but I did have my father’s watch, a gold hunter that he’d given me when I was twenty-one. I didn’t want to part with that.’

‘So what did you do?’ asked Agnes.

‘Shouted for help at the top of my lungs,’ said Charlie. ‘I thought, if I can just hold them off for a minute, and help comes, I might have a chance. Stupid idea, really. But it was my lucky night. Around the corner a hundred yards ahead, at a run, enters our hero!’ He laughed. ‘To be precise, a young dandy in evening clothes, including a tall opera hat … which fell off as he ran. And carrying an ebony walking cane. Nor,’ Charlie continued with delight, ‘did our hero hesitate, not for an instant, at the sight of the two armed men. In fact, I’d say it spurred him on.’ He turned to Trader. ‘There’s a rather fierce warrior hiding inside you,’ he said. ‘Don’t think I never noticed.’

‘What next?’ Agnes wanted to know.

‘The men turn to meet the assault. I got my arms around the fellow with the cudgel. And the man with a knife comes at our hero.’ He smiled at them all. ‘What the villain with a knife doesn’t know is that Trader here is a first-rate swordsman. It took only a moment before the brute I was trying to hold threw me off. But by that time, the knife had gone flying through the air and its owner was backing away from Trader. As he saw his friend shake me off, however, he made a great mistake. He made a rush at Trader.’

‘Did Mr Trader hit him on the head with his stick?’ asked Agnes.

‘No, he did something cleverer, though more difficult,’ Charlie replied. ‘He executed a perfect thrust. It was so fast, I couldn’t even see it. The tip of his stick caught the villain precisely between the eyes. It made a crack like a rifle. Next instant, the man was down. Lucky not to be dead, actually. The brute with the cudgel took one more look at Trader and fled. Incidentally,’ he added, ‘it turned out these same two fellows had robbed and killed another chap like me, just the month before. So I was more than lucky that Trader answered my call.’ He stopped and gave them all a big grin. ‘That’s how we got acquainted.’

‘Well,’ said Mrs Lomond, ‘that was very exciting, I must say.’

‘Have you ever fought a duel, Mr Trader?’ asked Agnes hopefully.

‘No, Miss Lomond,’ Trader answered. ‘Farley calls me a swordsman, but all I really do – or used to do in London – was a bit of fencing. Just for sport and exercise, you know.’

‘Well, time to go back to the dancing,’ said Colonel Lomond.

‘We’re still eating, Papa,’ said Agnes.

‘So we are.’ Colonel Lomond turned and addressed Trader at last. ‘You’re not one of those fellows who carries a sword stick, are you?’

‘No, sir. Never owned one.’

‘I have always been of the opinion,’ Colonel Lomond continued, ‘that deceitfully concealing a weapon is one of the vilest things a man can do. No gentleman would ever walk the streets with a sword stick.’

‘He hasn’t got a sword stick,’ said Mrs Lomond with a trace of irritation.

‘Glad to hear it,’ said the colonel.

Agnes had just started to dance a waltz with Trader when she suddenly said she felt tired and asked if they might sit the dance out. As the others were all dancing, they had a sofa to themselves. Having sat down, she seemed to recover quite quickly. ‘Have you ever been to Scotland, Mr Trader?’ she asked.

‘Only once, in the summer, while I was up at Oxford. I liked it very much.’

‘I love Scotland, Mr Trader. I suppose the nearest I can imagine Heaven would be the family’s estate in Scotland. My uncle has it, of course.’

‘That’s easy for me to understand,’ Trader said. ‘Several of the merchants in the China trade have acquired estates in Scotland. Both Jardine and Matheson, for a start.’

‘And should you like to do that, do you think, Mr Trader?’

‘Yes. In fact, I hope to very much.’ He smiled. ‘But I must sound a note of caution. The prospect may be in my mind, but it is not imminent. I’m really in no position to do more than dream, at present.’

‘But you’d like to.’

‘I can’t think of anything better in the world,’ he said in all honesty. ‘What is it that you love yourself about Scotland, may I ask, as someone who really knows it well?’

‘Oh, the heather, in a way, I suppose. At home – for I do think of it as home – when I walk up onto the wild moors and look back at the old castle set in the trees … And there’s a stream, a burn, as we say in Scotland – the water’s brown, you know, from the peat and it has a soft tangy taste that goes so well with the sweet scent of the heather …’ And Miss Lomond, to his great surprise, continued on in this vein for nearly five minutes without stopping. He felt the soft breeze; he saw the reddish-brown stone of the old Galloway castle, the sheep and the shaggy little cattle on the high ground; he fished in the Lomond water, as they called the little river; and he talked quietly to the old gillie as her ancestors had talked to his forefathers for centuries … And by the time she was done, he was not only in love with Agnes Lomond, but with her home and her land and all the vast, settled security she represented – everything he lacked and all that he desired.

As he thought of his wretched financial condition, he couldn’t help looking a little sad. ‘Even in the China trade, Miss Lomond, gaining such a fortune takes many years. In the meantime, one lives in places like Macao, and so forth, you know.’

‘I understand that.’ Her wonderful brown eyes gazed with deep meaning over her fan. ‘None of us can have everything at once. But the best things are worth waiting for.’

‘I daresay,’ he said absently.

‘One must never give up hope, Mr Trader. Now that I know you’re such a valiant fellow, I don’t need to remind you.’

‘You think I shouldn’t give up hope?’ He looked at her earnestly.

‘No, Mr Trader.’ Again, she looked soulfully at him. ‘Please do not give up hope.’

And whether she meant this as a signal to him or just as general encouragement, or whether perhaps she was practising to see what effect she could have upon a young man, it would have been impossible to say. Perhaps she wasn’t sure herself. Trader took it as a signal.

‘Ah, there you are,’ said Mrs Lomond with a smile as she returned.

Charlie and John went back together in the carriage.

‘So what did you and Miss Lomond find to talk about?’ Charlie asked.

‘Scotland,’ said John.

‘She does like to talk about Scotland,’ said Charlie. ‘The only thing Agnes Lomond wants,’ he continued sleepily, ‘is to find a man like her father. With an estate, of course.’

‘Is that why she isn’t engaged already?’ asked Trader.

‘Not sure there have been any offers,’ Charlie answered. ‘The fellows here, you know, they don’t really want a wife who thinks she’s better than they are. And the wife’s got to be able to take to colonial life. Share the rough with the smooth. Roll with the punches. That sort of thing.’ He opened his eyes. ‘A fellow can be in love and all that. But at the end of the day, if he’s thinking about a wife, he needs a pal.’

‘I see what you mean,’ said Trader.

‘Do you know why they say Agnes Lomond is like a Scottish moor?’ asked Charlie.

‘No,’ said John.

‘Because she is cold and empty.’

‘Oh,’ said Trader, and laughed. ‘I’m duly warned.’

But he thought he knew better.
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Shi-Rong stared. It had happened so unexpectedly, he couldn’t be sure what he’d seen. Reaching for his spyglass, as they started to give chase, he peered through the small brass telescope for several seconds before he suddenly cried out, at the top of his voice: ‘Row faster, faster! As quick as you can.’

Behind him, the round eyes painted on the warship gazed lugubriously after him as though to say, ‘You’ll never catch them.’

Governor Lin had been so proud when he told Shi-Rong: ‘I have bought a British warship. Now that we own a barbarian vessel, we can inspect it thoroughly to see how it works.’

The idea had been sound enough, but the results were disappointing. For when they decommissioned the vessel, the British had been devious. ‘It seems that Elliot had all the cannon removed before he let it go,’ Lin had reported sadly. And a month later he confessed: ‘Our mariners cannot discover how the rigging functions. It is nothing like any boat of ours. I was very angry, but so far they have been quite unable to sail the vessel.’

A use had still been found for the discarded British ship, however. Having loaded it with his own cannon and painted huge eyes on the prow, in the style of a Chinese war junk, Governor Lin had moored it by a sandbar in the Pearl River, just downstream from Whampoa.

‘With the shore batteries on either side and this ship in the middle of the river,’ he declared, ‘it will be utterly impossible for the barbarian warships to threaten Guangzhou.’

Even so, not all was well in the gulf. ‘Despite your patrol boats, I hear that opium is being smuggled again in small vessels and even dragon boats,’ Lin had told Shi-Rong. ‘You must put a stop to it. I am counting on you.’

‘I shall redouble my efforts, Excellency,’ Shi-Rong had promised.

His boats were out patrolling the waters every day. Frequently he went with them himself. He had spies along the coast. He did everything he could think of. He’d caught a few smugglers, too. But he wasn’t satisfied.

And now here was a dragon boat he didn’t know, emerging from a creek not half a mile in front of him. Was it a smuggling vessel? It could be. And the fact that, as soon as they saw him giving chase, its occupants started paddling like fury to get away seemed to confirm his suspicion.

But it was what he’d seen through his brass telescope that really gave him a shock. For sitting in the stern of the dragon boat, apparently in charge of it, was Nio. He was sure of it. He’d seen his face, the telltale scar on his cheek. Why, even the way he sat and urged his men on proclaimed it was him.

Nio, his own servant. The one he had chosen, saved from gaol, kept at his side. Trusted. Even grown quite fond of him. Nio, who’d vanished so suddenly, so completely, that he’d wondered if the young fellow might have had an accident or even been murdered.

Well, it seemed he was very much alive. More than that. After all his kindness and trust, Nio had betrayed him. Gone over to the enemy.

Even then, a part of him wanted to greet the young fellow, glad at least that he was alive. But then another thought struck him. How would it look, as he brought the smugglers, bound and in cages, to the governor, if Lin recognised one of them as his secretary’s own servant, who’d been in their close company many times?

What will that say about my judgement, Shi-Rong thought, or my ability to control my own people? Disaster. It must not happen. But neither did he want Nio at large, to be recognised or brought in by somebody else. So when he caught up and the smugglers resisted – as they surely would – then Nio must die.

If need be, Shi-Rong thought, I must kill him myself.

[image: Image]

It was the second week of May. Soon the summer monsoon season would come to Calcutta. Already, people were starting to leave for the hill stations.

As John Trader entered Odstocks’ offices, he felt a sense of lassitude at the prospect of a boring day.

He was surprised, therefore, to hear a curious noise coming from Benjamin Odstock’s private office. It sounded as if the portly merchant was having a seizure. Alarmed, he rushed into the snug little room.

Benjamin Odstock was sitting at his desk. In his hand was a letter. And the strange gurgling sound Trader had heard was that of a man chortling with laughter. He stared at Trader for a moment as if he hardly saw him. Then, focusing upon him, he cried out: ‘The old devil! The old devil!’

‘What’s happened?’ asked John.

‘Ebenezer! My father. That’s what. The old devil. Look!’ He thrust the letter into Trader’s hand.

And as Trader began to read, Benjamin Odstock did the strangest thing. Notwithstanding the fact that he was a portly gentleman with snuff stains on his jacket, he placed his two fat little hands together, as if in prayer, and stuffed them between his two fat thighs, and grinned so happily that he looked like a schoolboy.

The letter was terse and to the point. It confirmed that the British government was sending an expedition to China, but that Palmerston still refused to give Parliament any information. Some choice words followed about the humbug of those who objected. As usual, the senior Mr Odstock listed the aches and pains from which he suffered and that made even the smallest conduct of business such a burden for him. And then at the end he added a further piece of information.


With all the uncertainty in the China trade, the price of tea has fluctuated greatly during recent months. On one day it touched one shilling a pound, on another as high as three shillings. The tea you sent in November has all been sold at close to the highest price. But in addition, acting for the partnership, I made numerous purchases and sales of tea contracts, which have yielded a further profit. I enclose a letter of credit which may be shared between yourself, your brother, and your junior partner also, if you deem that appropriate.



‘He’s sent us money,’ said Trader, trying to sound calm.

‘That’s right.’ Benjamin returned to his usual portly self. He gazed at Trader benignly. ‘Seventy-five thousand pounds, to be precise.’

‘Seventy-five thousand!’ Trader cried.

‘We don’t call our father an old devil for nothing,’ the merchant remarked.

‘Do I get some of that?’

‘Oh, I think so. As a matter of fact, you get the same as Tully and me. Twenty-five thousand.’

‘But … my partnership is ten percent. Surely …’

‘Tully’s very pleased with you. As it happened, that ugly business with Lin in Canton was a very good test. Showed us what you’re made of. You came through it very well. Steady under fire. Kept a cool head. Then you brought us that American to get our tea in, remember? When you came back from Hong Kong to Calcutta, Tully sent me a private letter, proposing we make you an equal partner, subject to my agreement. Timing left to my discretion. So there you are. I do agree, and this seems an excellent time.’

‘I don’t know what to say.’ Trader was thunderstruck. ‘It’s more than kind. I never expected …’

‘Good.’ Benjamin Odstock observed him for a moment. ‘Will that be enough to pay off your debt?’ he asked genially.

‘My debt?’ Trader went pale for an instant. Then to his embarrassment he began to blush. Had Read told Tully about it? ‘How would you know if I had any debt?’ he enquired.

‘It was obvious right from the start. Tully and I both guessed. Actually,’ Benjamin remarked cheerfully, ‘we enjoyed watching you sweat.’ He took a pinch of snuff. ‘Good for you to suffer a bit. Showed you had nerve. It also told us that you were really committed to our business.’

‘Oh,’ said Trader.

‘Is twenty-five thousand enough to clear your debt?’

‘Yes.’

‘In that case, you’re whole again. From now on, you’re an equal partner with us in Odstocks. As for the opium we lost, if we get compensated one day, that’ll be an extra windfall.’ He smiled. ‘Something to look forward to.’

‘I can’t believe it.’ Trader shook his head in wonderment.

‘Well, I’d say you’re out of trouble. As for making your fortune, we’ll have to see. If this expedition against the Chinese doesn’t work and the opium trade becomes impossible, I daresay Tully and I will take what we’ve already made and go home. You’ll have to trade as best you can.’ He gave him a friendly nod. ‘Personally, I’m betting on the British.’

‘So,’ said Trader fervently, ‘am I.’

For the next few hours, John Trader answered business letters, checked ledgers, and tried not to think about the future. Shortly after noon, however, he felt the need to stretch his legs and began to walk slowly towards the large nearby park that ran along the bank of the sacred Hooghly River.

Once he was in the park, the trees gave him protection from the midday sun. After a few minutes he came to a shady spot overlooking the wide waters where someone had obligingly set a stone bench. And there he sat down, gazed at the moving river, and allowed himself to think.

What did this sudden change in his circumstances really mean? His debt was gone. He could settle up with Read. His inheritance was intact again. In fact, he was now some thousands richer. And an equal partner in a small but respectable merchant house. Most fellows had to wait many years before they reached that position. He was ahead of the game.

‘I suppose,’ he remarked to the river, ‘that I could marry.’

Plenty of people in Calcutta would have thought him eligible. He’d be seen as a good bet, a ‘coming man’.

If I were Charlie, I’d marry a nice girl and be happy, he said to himself. But that was the problem. He wasn’t Charlie. Something else drove him on; he wasn’t even sure what it was. A quest for the unknown? A dream, perhaps. He continued to sit on the bench staring at the water. ‘Why do I always have to want more?’ he asked the river. And receiving no reply, he shook his head.

Then, into his mind’s eye, came the vision of a wild Scottish moor, a peat-brown burn, and a slim, graceful woman whose face was not clearly defined, but could only be Agnes; and behind her, in the distance, a Scottish castle.

Agnes. She wasn’t like the other girls. There was nothing wrong with them, but Agnes was set apart, a soul from another world. Agnes belonged in that mystic land where time was measured in centuries, and people knew who they were, and families were old as the echoing hills. And if he could obtain that for her, and she wanted to place her hand in his and lead him there and give herself to him, why then it seemed to him that he would have reached the holy grail itself.

Yesterday it had been only a dream. But today?

Two things troubled him. The lesser was the almost certain opposition of Colonel Lomond. Agnes might plead his cause. She certainly seemed to have given him the signal that she’d welcome his interest. But while it might be a tough fight with the colonel, he was prepared for that.

The second was more serious. For, as the colonel would no doubt point out, his fortunes still rested on the assumption that one way or another, the opium trade would resume. If it came to an end, he’d surely find a way to make a good living, but not the fortune needed to give Agnes the life she wanted. And above all things in the world, he desired to make her happy. I know the goodness of her soul, he thought. If she makes a commitment to love and cherish me, she’ll never let me down. But if I let her down, could I ever forgive myself?

Was it fair to press his suit when things with China were still so uncertain? On the other hand, if he waited too long, would he lose her?

‘I need to think some more,’ he murmured. He rose to his feet and began to move out of the park.

At the top of the park, he emerged into the district known as Dalhousie Square. It wasn’t a single square, but an entire area where the stately British government buildings were set well back from broad streets and open spaces. Few people were about just then. The noonday sun beat down from a clear blue sky on domes, towers, imperial temples. Nothing, it seemed, could disturb the solid peace of the place, as the mighty heart of British India took an afternoon snooze.

He was so occupied with these thoughts that he hardly noticed, until he looked up, that he had reached the Anglican cathedral of St John.

He liked the cathedral. There was something reassuring about its simple classical design, rather like St Martin-in-the-Fields, in London. Handsome, but not too large. Sensible. Anglican.

He hadn’t been in the cathedral for quite a while. And – whether to get out of the sun or from some hitherto-unrecognised spiritual impulse – he decided to step inside. It was almost cool within. He noticed an old woman dusting the choir stalls. No one else. He sat down.

For a minute or two he sat there, enjoying the peace. And since thinking about his situation had not yielded any conclusion, it occurred to him that perhaps he had been led to the church for a reason and that he should pray. But if he prayed, what would he ask for? He wasn’t sure of that, either.

Then he remembered something the chaplain had said when he was a boy at school. ‘It’s no good asking God for something you want, you know. Because it’s almost certain to be something quite selfish and of no importance to anyone but you. So when you’re in a quandary, don’t tell God what He needs to do. Just try to empty your mind – don’t think about wanting anything – and ask Him to guide you. And with a bit of luck, if you deserve it, He will. And it may turn out to be something you never thought of at all.’

So John Trader closed his eyes and tried to do as the chaplain had said. After all, he reasoned, God had been good to him so far today. He’d led him out of debt. So he placed his future entirely in the Almighty’s hands and asked only: ‘Send me a sign, Lord, and I shall know what to do.’

And after he had said a prayer or two, he came out into the bright sunlight of Dalhousie Square with a wonderful sense of well-being. I’ll go and share the good news with Charlie, he thought.

They stood in the big upstairs room at Rattrays. The big sash windows were open enough to let in some breeze, but not enough to disturb the papers on the desks. The Indian servant in the corner patiently worked the ceiling fan. Charlie’s two colleagues busied themselves with their work and pretended they couldn’t hear every word.

Not only was Charlie delighted for him, but he said something unexpected. ‘Aunt Harriet was right, then!’ he exclaimed.

‘What do you mean?’ Trader asked.

‘Just the other day she had a feeling – premonition, you might say – that you were going to be all right.’ Charlie shook his head in wonderment. ‘Rum thing. Woman’s intuition, and all that.’

‘Well, God bless her,’ said Trader with feeling. ‘Have you got anything to drink?’

Charlie grinned and went across to a cabinet at the side of the room. ‘We have the water of life, Glenlivet Scotch,’ he announced, and taking out a bottle and four glasses, he turned to his colleagues, ‘You’ll join us, gentlemen?’

The two young merchants rose from their desks and, abandoning all pretence that they hadn’t heard every word, congratulated Trader warmly while Charlie poured.

They were all happily toasting the hero of the hour when, from the street outside, came the sound of a band playing. Charlie went to the nearest window and glanced out. ‘We’ve even got a military band to celebrate the occasion,’ he announced. And sure enough, the sound grew louder as the small parade approached. ‘Last marching band of the season, I should think,’ remarked Charlie. ‘No parades in the summer monsoon.’

‘Take the salute, Trader!’ cried the two young merchants.

Trader moved to the window and glanced out. It was a small Indian troop. A couple of platoons and a band. Well turned out, playing well. Made one proud to be British. Some carriages were following patiently behind. No one was in much of a hurry that day.

Charlie turned to fetch the bottle and refill their glasses. Trader continued idly to watch the band.

Then he saw her.

Agnes and her mother were in an open carriage, the third in the little cavalcade behind the marching band. Just the two of them, a coachman, and a groom. No sign of the colonel. They had their parasols up, but he could see their faces clearly. They were talking to each other, smiling. His eyes rested on Agnes. His heart missed a beat.

And suddenly he knew. It was like a blinding flash of light. He’d asked for a sign. This must be it. Within an hour of his prayer, here she was, quite unexpectedly, right in front of him. Agnes was his destiny, the one he was meant to marry.

He’d asked for a sign. But he decided to ask for just one more, a tiny confirmation. The great sash window was not open quite enough. He’d raise it up farther so that he could lean out, call to Agnes and her mother as they passed. Even with the band playing, they should still hear him. He’d wave. And Agnes must wave back. That was all he asked. If she waved, he’d marry her. He was sure she would.

He grasped the bottom of the window and tugged it up. He heard Charlie ask if he needed help. The thing was damnably heavy. But he wanted to open it himself. That, it seemed to him, was part of the deal. He must pull it up himself. He heaved. It came up a little and stuck. He yanked the bottom to the left and right. It gave. He pulled. The big sash began to slide. Their carriage was almost level with him now. He heaved again. The heavy window shot up at last, with a crack he ignored.

And then, with a second crack, it hurtled down. A great eight-foot-high screen of wood and glass, running down without even a rattle, falling free, like a castle portcullis whose ropes have been cut, catching his hands, both of them, before he knew what was happening, and smashing them onto the sill below with such a mighty bang that he did not even hear the bones of his hands breaking.

Nor was he aware that the downward force on his hands had also thrust his head forward into the crashing window, shattering the glass so that shards and splinters flew into his handsome face.

It took Charlie, his two companions, and several servants a full five minutes to lever the window up enough to pull back his broken hands and bloodied face. And John Trader had fainted long before that.

Below, in the street, the band and the Lomond women had long since passed. Agnes had heard the crash, but had seen nothing, except that a sash window in a building had fallen.

Aunt Harriet had been looking forward to going up to the hill station that summer. But she really couldn’t leave Trader in the bungalow. Charlie had brought him there, quite rightly of course. That’s what friends were for. And the fact was, John Trader was still in a very bad way.

The surgeon had done a good job. Just how good remained to be seen when the bandages and casts were off.

‘There will be pain, of course,’ the doctor said. ‘If it gets too much, give him a little laudanum. Above all, he must rest.’

‘Will he make a full recovery?’ Aunt Harriet wanted to know.

‘With luck,’ the doctor replied, ‘he’ll be able to use his hands again. His face is not as bad as we’d feared. There’ll be a few little scars. But he’s lost one of his eyes …’ He shook his head.

‘He’ll be blind?’

‘Just in one eye. He can wear an eye patch. Like Admiral Nelson.’

‘I wonder if he’ll like doing that,’ Harriet said.

‘He’d better,’ the doctor replied bluntly. ‘The surgeon did his best, but I’m afraid it’s not a pretty sight. Never will be.’

More alarming, however, was his general state. ‘Infection’s always the greatest fear,’ the doctor said. ‘Normally I’d recommend you get him out of the monsoon season and up into the hills as fast as you can. But for the moment, I want to keep an eye on him, and he’s not ready to make the journey. I know I can rely on you for that.’

When Aunt Harriet apologised to her husband for their delay in going to the hills, he waved it aside. ‘Trader once saved Charlie’s life,’ he said cheerfully. ‘He counts as family.’

John had been installed in the bungalow for only an hour when Benjamin Odstock appeared. The merchant was more than grateful, begged them to let him know if they needed anything, returned the next day with presents for both of them, and called promptly every afternoon thereafter to check on the patient.

More surprising, however, the second morning after Trader’s arrival, was the appearance at the bungalow of a carriage containing Mrs Lomond and her daughter.

‘Charlie told us about the accident,’ Mrs Lomond explained, ‘so we thought we’d look in to find out how Trader was – before we go up to the hill station, you know.’

The patient was asleep when they entered the room.

‘I can hardly see his face,’ observed Mrs Lomond.

‘His hands are bandaged, too,’ said Agnes.

‘Will he be all right?’ Mrs Lomond asked.

Aunt Harriet told her what the doctor had said, though she glossed over the grimmer details about Trader’s eye.

‘I think you’re wonderful,’ said Mrs Lomond warmly. ‘A real friend in need.’ She seemed to hesitate. ‘I wonder,’ she went on, ‘as long as we’re still in Calcutta, if Agnes and I couldn’t come over each day and give you a bit of time off.’

The colonel wasn’t very pleased. ‘I don’t see why it’s our business,’ he grumbled. ‘And I’m not having Agnes left alone with that fella without a chaperone.’

‘Of course not,’ his wife replied. ‘I shall be with Agnes all the time. Harriet doesn’t really have to look after Trader, either, you know. She’s doing it because Charlie’s her nephew and Trader’s his friend. Everyone in Calcutta says she’s behaving awfully well. So I just think that since people know that you and Charlie’s father went to school together, and we like Charlie very much, if we don’t rally round and help Harriet before we go up to the hill station …’ She didn’t complete the sentence. ‘I’d just like people to say that the Lomonds had behaved awfully well, too.’

‘You’re quite right, my dear,’ the colonel had to concede. ‘Just don’t leave Agnes alone with Trader, that’s all.’

It was clear, from the first afternoon, that they had done the right thing. ‘It’s our Christian duty, Agnes, don’t you think?’ her mother had said. And indeed it was. ‘You must do these things even if you’re bored,’ her mother continued. ‘It’s very good training for later life.’ But Agnes was hardly bored at all.

They weren’t really there to nurse the patient, of course. Aunt Harriet had two particularly reliable servants to do the actual nursing, when she wasn’t doing it herself. The two Lomonds were there to give Trader a bit of company – and indeed, to provide some conversation and moral support for Harriet, too.

For part of the afternoon, Aunt Harriet took a little nap or walked in the garden. A couple of times she called for the carriage and went on social errands in the town. Meanwhile, the Lomonds chatted with John, if he was awake, or played a game of cards, if Aunt Harriet’s husband came in to join them.

When they played cards, Agnes was given a special role. Trader could see perfectly well with his good, uncovered eye, but he had difficulty, fumbling with his thickly bandaged fingers. Her job was therefore to hold his cards for him and play his hand as directed, which everyone agreed she did very competently.

And then there were the visitors: Charlie, Benjamin Odstock, other young men whom Charlie and Trader knew. It was all quite entertaining.

There was something else that Agnes noticed. They’d all come to cheer the patient up, and there were the usual jokes and banter. But, subtle though it was, she detected a hint of deference in their manner. When she asked her mother about it, Mrs Lomond agreed. ‘He’s a coming man,’ she said. ‘I was talking to Mr Odstock about him, and he told me that Trader’s the best young merchant he’s ever seen.’

‘So what do you think of John Trader?’ her mother asked Agnes that same evening.

‘He’s very handsome,’ Agnes answered.

‘Do you think he’s interested in you?’

‘He says he likes Scotland.’ Agnes’s face brightened.

When Agnes talked to young men about Scotland, it seemed to her that she was only being practical. It was just to let them know: Scotland was what she wanted. If a young man could get safely past the stern presence of Colonel Lomond – who wasn’t such a fool as to be forbidding to possible suitors, so long as he liked them – he still had to reckon with Scotland. Not everyone wanted to finish up on a big estate in the north, even in the event that they could afford it. As one young fellow remarked: ‘I’m not riding in that steeplechase. The jumps are too high.’ Agnes realised this. But Scotland was what she wanted.

‘Scotland isn’t everything, you know,’ her mother said quietly, but she left it at that.

After a week, the doctor took some of the bandages off Trader’s face. ‘A few small cuts,’ he remarked, ‘but give it a month and you’ll hardly see they were there.’

He pronounced himself satisfied with the damaged area around the lost eye and rebandaged it. As for Trader’s hands, he rebandaged them, too, and said he’d inspect them again in a few days.

Aunt Harriet went out that afternoon, leaving the two Lomonds in charge. Propped up on pillows, Trader talked with them for a while, but then he felt sleepy and decided to nap. So Mrs Lomond went out to take a turn in the garden, leaving Agnes alone, with strict instructions to call her at once if there was any need.

While Trader slept, Agnes sat in a big armchair near the window and read a book. After a while she dozed off herself – she wasn’t sure for how long. She woke with a guilty start, went over to the bed, and gazed at Trader. He was still asleep.

His face was in repose, his dark hair falling over the bandage that covered his eye, his lips just open. He looked like a poet, she thought, contemplating some distant landscape in his mind. Scotland, perhaps. She moved a little closer.

His white shirt was partly open. She became aware of the wispy dark hairs on his chest and the scent of his skin. She knew that his body was slim and strong, yet lying in bed like this, hands encased in bandages, he looked strangely vulnerable. He was the patient and she, almost, the nurse. The idea gave her a curious sense of power. She didn’t know why.

A few moments later, her mother came back.

It had been a great surprise to John when the Lomonds had appeared at the bungalow. To have Agnes there, keeping him company each afternoon: he could hardly believe it had happened. And every day, it seemed to him, she became more lovely.

He noticed little details about the elegant way she moved or sat, or even how she spoke certain words. Sometimes he would feign sleep and then, through half-closed eyes, gaze at her wonderful hair, or the way the sunlight caught her silhouette against the window. Above all, he was struck by her patience, her kindness. It seemed to him she was an angel.

But why had she come? Of course her mother had brought her. But was there more to it than that? Though he’d fallen in love with Agnes at first sight, she’d given him enough encouragement to make him think he might have a chance. And now here she was, when he’d been knocked about quite badly and lost an eye, visiting him every day and looking after him. Was it an act of charity, like visiting the local hospital, or simply kindness to a friend? Or was she deliberately putting herself in his path – and with her mother’s permission? Were these visits a way of giving their friendship a chance to develop into something more? Might she truly care for him already?

Not that she’d show it too much. No girl wants to throw herself at a man. She’d wait for him to make the first move.

And he was ready to make it, but for one thing. It was only fair to her, he thought. He must get well first. Make sure he had the use of his hands. Make sure that, when all the bandages were off, she knew what she’d be getting.

‘You are so good to me,’ he said before she left that evening. ‘Dear Agnes, you’ve given me a reason to get well.’ It was as good as a declaration.

She must have understood that he needed to get well.

When word came that the arrival of the monsoon was imminent, Colonel Lomond announced that they should go up to the hill station immediately.

‘I need two days to prepare and pack,’ Mrs Lomond told him. In the meantime, at the particular request of Aunt Harriet, who needed to find a replacement, Agnes stayed at the bungalow to help. She arrived to take up her station at noon. Soon afterwards, Aunt Harriet went out to interview two sisters who might be able to take her place.

She read to John for half an hour or so, but he seemed out of sorts and closed his eye to rest. Having nothing else to do, she sat out on the veranda with a book.

It grew hotter during the afternoon. The air felt heavy and humid. Twice Agnes looked in on John and sat with him for a while. The second time he seemed uncomfortable, fretting the bedsheets as he slept; but she put this down to the weather. A little before teatime, a wind arose. It shook the fronds of the trees, but did nothing to cool the garden. She looked up at the sky. It was still blue. The clouds passing swiftly overhead were white.

Aunt Harriet returned. And they were all sitting down to tea when the doctor arrived. Offered tea, he declared that he’d like to see the patient first and disappeared into the bedroom. After a little while, he asked Aunt Harriet to come to help him change the hand bandages and dressing.

When they came down to tea, they both looked grave.

‘Infection, I’m afraid.’ The doctor pursed his lips. ‘You must keep him cool, as far as possible. He may become feverish. If he’s really burning up, apply cold compresses. That’s really all we can do. I’ll return first thing in the morning.’

The monsoon rain arrived with a roar that evening. It beat upon the ground in such a deluge that it turned the garden into a pond within minutes and drummed upon the roof with fury, as if it meant to hammer its way through and drown all the inhabitants within.

Agnes sat in a chair with her shoulders hunched. Aunt Harriet said, ‘Just what we need. It’ll cool things down.’

Then they both got up and went into the bedroom where John lay. How he could be dozing with the rain making such a mighty din, Agnes didn’t know. They agreed that Agnes would watch John that night and Aunt Harriet would take over in the morning.

The rain continued until dawn, when Aunt Harriet relieved her. But Agnes was still awake when the doctor came to dress John’s wounds. He had brought an ointment with him. ‘It’s a remedy against infection,’ he announced. ‘Iodine and potassium. I developed it myself. Nearly always does the trick.’ He smiled. ‘Once the fever breaks, he’ll be on the mend.’

Agnes slept fitfully that morning. When she finally rose, the wind had died down and the heat was worse. A sickly, humid torpor seemed to have enveloped the house. Aunt Harriet had installed a servant to work the fan in the sickroom.

When Agnes woke late in the afternoon, the doctor had already visited again and gone. A light breeze had arisen, so Aunt Harriet had stopped the servant from working the fan, opened the windows and allowed the air to circulate through the sickroom.

John was lying quite still. He was awake, but he didn’t seem to want to talk. As the evening set in and Agnes lit a small lamp on a table in the corner, his face looked gaunt in the soft light it cast. Standing by the window, she could smell the scent of the pale jasmine in the garden. ‘Do you smell the jasmine?’ she asked, but he did not reply.

It was half an hour later that he gave a little shiver. She went to the bed and felt his brow. It was burning.

Her first thought was to call Aunt Harriet. But she stopped herself. Aunt Harriet had looked so tired when she handed over John’s care to her. There was a pitcher of water, still cold from the well, in the corner. She poured some water into a basin and soaked two cloths. Raising John’s head, she put one cloth behind the back of his neck. The second she laid on as much of his forehead as she could and held it in place there. It seemed to do some good. But a quarter of an hour later, she had to do it again.

Half an hour after that, she went quietly down to the larder to refill the pitcher. She also got fresh cloths.

And so, for the next several hours, she kept up her lonely vigil. Each time she managed to cool him down a little, he soon seemed more feverish than ever, and she was frightened and wished she was not alone.

It was nearly midnight when he became delirious. He mumbled odd words, of no significance, so far as she could tell. She wondered whether she should wake Aunt Harriet after all.

And she might have done so, if he had not suddenly cried out: ‘I’ve killed him.’

‘John? What is it?’

‘Killed him … Killed him … Murder … Got to hide.’

‘Killed who, John?’

‘Run … Run … Hide.’

‘John?’

‘I’ll be hanged … Hide …’

She stared at him. What could it mean? She almost forgot about Aunt Harriet. Was it just a nightmare? It must be a nightmare.

Again she cooled him down. She pulled the sheet back to expose his chest and abdomen to the air. She even wished it would rain.

He was really burning up now. There was no point even in calling Aunt Harriet. What could Aunt Harriet possibly do that she couldn’t do herself? She knew she mustn’t be afraid of the fever, as long as it didn’t get too high. But she suspected that high point might be very close. She swabbed his chest with cool water, as well as his brow. He’d fallen silent. Was that a good sign or a bad one?

And then he spoke again. Softly this time. ‘Agnes.’

‘What is it, John?’

‘Agnes!’ This time it was a sudden cry. ‘Agnes! Oh, Agnes.’

‘Yes, John. It’s Agnes.’

‘Oh.’ His eye opened, staring up, but not seeing her. ‘Oh, Agnes. Give me your hand.’

So Agnes gave him her hand. ‘Everything’s all right,’ she said. ‘I’m here.’

‘Ah.’ A gentle smile crossed his face, as though he had seen an angel. ‘That’s all right, then.’

And a few minutes later Agnes realised that the fever had broken.

The following day, as she sat in the carriage with her mother, on their way to the hill station, Agnes was rather sleepy. Even if she had wanted to talk, she wouldn’t have raised the subject with her father.

So it wasn’t until after breakfast, on their first day up in the hills, when she and her mother were alone, that she told her about the strange way that Trader had cried out in his sleep. ‘Could he really have murdered someone, do you think?’ she asked.

‘Oh, I doubt it very much,’ Mrs Lomond said. ‘He was just having a nightmare, that’s all. When people have nightmares, it’s hardly ever about something that actually happened, you know. I should put it out of your mind, if I were you.’ She gave her daughter a curious look. ‘Does it matter to you, Agnes?’

Agnes didn’t answer. She didn’t tell her mother about the way Trader had called out her name. For some reason she didn’t want to. After all, he had as good as told her that he was in love with her. She was pretty sure that was the truth, not a fantasy like the nightmare. And she wasn’t sure what she felt about it.

No man had ever told her he loved her before.
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It was the start of July. Colonel Lomond was looking forward to a quiet afternoon, undisturbed. He’d arrived at the hill station to join his wife and daughter a week ago, so he’d had several days to unwind. The weather was cooler, the air was clean and a mix of sweet and tangy scents wafted in the breeze.

Lomond loved the cottage – for so the English called their country retreats in the hills. Its architecture was a plain and simple colonial Georgian. Had the walls been clapboard instead of cream-painted stucco, it might have come from any village in New England – with the exception of the roof, of which the colonel was very proud. For this was constructed of the corrugated iron – the colonel called it tin – already in use in Australia and New Zealand, and just now making its appearance in British India. Lomond had supervised the work personally and had ordered the tin roof painted green. It blended pleasantly with the lawn and the rhododendrons, which gave structure to the cottage’s hillside garden.

His wife and Agnes were out in the garden now. Colonel Lomond had retired to the small room he called the library, but which was really his private den. He had sat himself in a big chair, stretched out his long legs and lit a pipe when to his irritation the head house servant appeared to announce that a visitor had arrived. His frown relaxed into a smile, however, when he heard, ‘It is Mr Farley.’ And a few moments later, still holding his pipe in his left hand, he strode outside with his hand outstretched to welcome the young man.

‘I hope you don’t mind my calling on you without warning, sir,’ Charlie said.

‘Of course not, my dear boy. Delighted to see you.’

‘I just arrived two days ago at my aunt Harriet’s cottage, and as you’re only a couple of hours away, I thought I’d come over. She sends you her best wishes.’

‘Very kind of her. I hope she’s well?’

‘Absolutely.’ Charlie gazed down the slope. ‘You really have a splendid view up here, with those waters in the valley.’

‘My wife says it reminds her of the English Lake District.’

Charlie nodded, then glanced towards the distant Himalayas. ‘Bigger mountains, though.’

‘This is true.’ Lomond smiled contentedly.

It was just then that Mrs Lomond and Agnes emerged from the lower lawn. But they were not alone. And now Lomond’s face fell.

‘I brought Trader with me,’ Charlie explained. ‘He’s been convalescing with Aunt Harriet after his accident. I hope it’s all right.’

Colonel Lomond did not reply. He stared at Trader.

John was dressed in a short tweed coat. His right hand had evidently recovered, for he held a walking stick. But his left hand was still bandaged and he wore it in a sling. Over his missing eye he wore a large black patch. The effect was rather romantic.

If Trader had been an officer, Lomond would have confessed that he looked rather dashing. But he wasn’t an officer, so Lomond was damned if he had to confess any such thing at all. The ladies appeared to find him handsome, though. The colonel closed his eyes, as though this would make the young merchant disappear, and wondered if he could retreat to his lair with Charlie for a smoke. When he opened his eyes, he was horrified to see that Trader had detached himself from the ladies and was advancing straight towards him in a purposeful manner.

‘Colonel Lomond,’ he began, ‘I wonder, sir, if I might speak to you in private.’

Five minutes later, Colonel Lomond stared at Trader bleakly. His great desire, if not to reach for the nearest weapon and shoot him, was to throw Trader out of his house. But the damnable fact was, he really couldn’t. Worst of all, the loathsome young man knew it.

Assuming Trader was telling the truth – and Colonel Lomond would most assuredly satisfy himself as to that – the young man actually possessed, at this moment, more money than he had himself. A circumstance the colonel had no intention of letting Trader discover.

The offer therefore was not a bad one. Still more to the point, there hadn’t been any others.

‘Have you spoken to my daughter about this?’ he finally forced himself to enquire.

‘Certainly not, sir. I came to ask you first whether I might pay my addresses.’

‘I see.’ That was proper, at least. If true. ‘And have you any reason to think she would welcome your advances?’

‘I cannot say. You must understand, sir, that until my circumstances recently changed, as I have explained, I did not feel in any position to marry, and I was most careful not to behave towards your daughter or anyone else in a manner that might suggest such a prospect. In general converse, however, we found so many things in common that I believe she might consider me.’

‘I shall speak to her myself. So will her mother. You understand that detailed enquiries will have to be made into your circumstances. And your character,’ he added firmly.

‘Of course. I believe you will be satisfied. No one has ever impugned my character, sir, and I should defend my honour if they did.’

A swordsman had spoken. They both understood. It could be bluff, of course. Still, at least he talked like a man.

There remained one embarrassing issue. Lomond told himself it would be a test of Trader’s sincerity. ‘One day Agnes will inherit something. In the meantime’ – Lomond was obliged to confess – ‘her dowry will not be large.’

‘Whatever it is, large or small, it will be received with gratitude,’ Trader replied politely.

Colonel Lomond surveyed the battlefield and considered the campaign still before him. ‘I have one concern of a more general kind, however,’ he continued. ‘Even though you have been made an equal partner and cleared your debts, the China trade remains uncertain. I’m speaking not only of the compensation for the lost opium, but of the continuance of the whole business with China. Everything will depend on the outcome of the hostilities which are clearly coming. I should like to see that issue resolved before any marriage. Even if all else is in your favour, therefore, you may have to accept a long engagement.’

A play for time. How would the enemy react?

‘For Agnes, sir, I will wait as long as I have to.’ It was said with surprising fervour.

The colonel gazed at him. Either the fellow was a devil of an actor or he was actually in love. He hadn’t thought of that.

When they emerged, under strict instructions that he was not to reveal his intentions yet, Trader was allowed to rejoin the ladies while the colonel signalled to Charlie that he wanted to talk to him. The moment they were alone in the library, Lomond turned on him. ‘Your friend wants to marry my daughter. Did you know?’

‘He hasn’t said so in so many words, sir, not even on our way up here, but I did suspect it. When he said he wanted to see you alone …’

‘I’m glad he saved your life and all that, but I don’t like him.’

‘I know, sir. So does he.’

For a long moment Colonel Lomond was silent. ‘If only it was you,’ he said at last.

‘I should think you wanted something better than me, sir,’ Charlie replied amiably.

‘Oh, you’re all right,’ said Lomond affectionately. ‘I just wish to God,’ he cried plaintively, ‘that I could have a son-in-law that I actually liked.’

‘He’s a strange fellow,’ Charlie answered, ‘but even if you don’t like him, you might come to admire him. I think he’s going to succeed, far beyond what I could ever do.’

‘I don’t like the opium trade.’

‘Her Majesty’s Government is quite determined it shall continue, sir. We’re about to fight for it.’ Charlie paused. ‘The thing about the opium trade is the amount of money to be made. If I may say so, it’s no secret that Agnes likes Scotland. The big opium men are already buying up Scottish land. In ten years’ time, I can see Trader setting himself up on a substantial Scottish estate.’

‘I know all that,’ said Lomond quietly.

‘Might I ask what Agnes feels for my friend?’ Charlie ventured.

‘Don’t know yet.’ Lomond gazed at him earnestly. ‘Is there anything else that I ought, as her father, to know about this man?’

Charlie considered carefully. ‘No,’ he said finally. ‘Nothing important.’

They all had a walk together – except Colonel Lomond, who’d retired to his lair. Mrs Lomond pointed out the many delights of the view. Trader could name some of the mountains in the distance. How the devil did he know that?

When they returned, the servants had set out a table on the lawn, prepared for afternoon tea, under a large parasol.

Mrs Lomond sent word to her husband that tea was ready, but the servant came back with a message that the colonel would join them later.

Over tea, they talked of this and that until Mrs Lomond turned to Trader and in the kindest way enquired, ‘I know that you were orphaned at an early age and that you had a guardian. So what was your childhood like?’

John Trader allowed himself to lean back a little in his chair and, as though recalling pleasant days, smiled easily. ‘I suppose the loss came so early in my life that I felt it less than I might otherwise have done. It’s not very interesting, I’m afraid, but I was fortunate enough to have a very calm and happy childhood.’ And he said a few words about his kindly guardian, his happy schools, and that sort of thing, while Charlie Farley watched in silence.
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John Trader was seven years old when he was sent away to boarding school. Nobody knew he was a murderer. Except his uncle Adalbert, of course.

It was a nice enough school for small boys, in the country. He’d been there only a month, however, when he got into a fight.

There was nothing wrong with that: boys were expected to fight now and then. One of the older fellows had shoved him because he was a new boy, but he’d banged his head against a tree, and it hurt. Fighting back against the bigger boy might have gone against the pecking order, but it showed pluck – anyone would have said so.

When little John Trader squared off against the older boy, he hardly noticed the pain, and he wasn’t afraid. He knew only a deep, black rage. And it must have been impressive, for when the other boy saw it in the little fellow’s eyes, he was so taken aback that he almost fled, except that he would have lost too much face.

And so they fought and John was knocked down – not once, but many times. Each time he got up to rush at the older boy again. And who knows how long this might have gone on if the headmaster had not suddenly appeared, seized John by the ear, and hauled him to his study.

There was a thin dark cane on the headmaster’s desk with a curled handle. When John saw the cane, he trembled a little, because he had never been caned before. But he made up his mind that no matter how much it hurt, he would not cry. And he was just gritting his teeth in preparation when he was told to sit down.

The headmaster was a comfortable man in his fifties. He’d risen to the rank of major in the army of the East India Company, and he’d seen plenty of the world before he’d returned to England, started a family, and bought the school.

‘Got yourself into a fight with a bigger boy, eh, Trader?’ he said peaceably as he observed the little fellow. ‘Now, are you calm enough to listen to me like a sensible fellow?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘You have a terrible temper. I saw it. Takes you over. One day it could destroy you. I’ve seen good men have their careers broken, lose everything, because they couldn’t control their tempers. Makes you do things that you wish you hadn’t afterwards. But by then it may be too late. Can you understand that?’

‘I think so, sir.’

‘It’s not easy losing your parents. I lost mine years ago. But there’s nothing we can do about it.’ He paused and saw the boy bow his head. ‘All right now. For their sake, young Trader, I want you to make a success of your life. So I want you to promise me that no matter what happens, from this day to the end of your life, you will never lose your temper again. Will you do that?’ He paused. ‘Well?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Shake my hand. This is a pact between us, Trader, that may never be broken.’ He held out his hand, and John shook it.

John Trader had been five when his parents were drowned, returning from a visit to France. His father had no family except the descendants of an aunt who had made an unfortunate marriage, and whom he had never met, nor even corresponded with. Nor was there anyone on his mother’s side to take the little boy in, except his mother’s widowed uncle.

Uncle Adalbert was a retired lawyer without children of his own. He’d never much cared for Archie Trader, the stockjobber his niece had married.

The stone-gabled house in the west of England to which Uncle Adalbert had retired lay under a bare chalk ridge on its northern side, with miles of dark woodland, into which he never walked, to the west. Along the narrow lane to the east lay a small village, into which he seldom went, either.

Uncle Adalbert had done his best. He’d hired a governess to teach the little boy to read and write and look after him generally – a cheerful, ginger-haired young Scotswoman whose name, which Uncle Adalbert sometimes forgot, was Miss Grant. He’d tried not to show that John’s presence in his house was a severe inconvenience to him. Obviously the child was far too young to eat his meals in the dining room, but he’d take him for short walks and talk to him a little, however stiffly; and he began to make enquiries in the neighbourhood to discover if there were any other children of John’s age with whom, he supposed, his great-nephew might like to spend some time.

Occasionally, passing along the passage outside the boy’s bedroom, he would hear the little fellow softly crying. He did not venture in to comfort the child. Men didn’t do that sort of thing, so far as he knew. Tears were natural enough, of course, considering the boy had lost both his parents. But after a time – he couldn’t help it – he became somewhat resentful of the fact that the boy did not seem happy in his house.

Once a week Miss Grant would bring John into Uncle Adalbert’s small library, where he could show the old man the progress he was making. On the whole these performances went well, and though it wouldn’t have been appropriate to spoil the boy with praise, Adalbert would give him an approving nod and thank Miss Grant for her good work. But if occasionally John stumbled on some word or answered his great-uncle’s simple questions incorrectly, requiring his guardian to reprove him, Adalbert sometimes noticed a trace of sulkiness or even hostility in the child, which, if he were not so young and orphaned so recently, might have called for severity. Miss Grant had a pleasant way of coaxing John along, however, and rather than risk losing such a good governess and have the trouble of finding another, Adalbert kept his thoughts to himself. He did once ask Miss Grant if she thought the boy might be a little moody, but she assured him that John gave her no trouble at all.

‘You may be strict with him, should it be necessary,’ he said to her kindly, and left the business in her hands.

He was rather proud of himself when in due course some other children were found with whom, under the eye of the governess, John could play, as children liked to do. And he soon found that these visits could be timed to coincide with one of the long walks he took on the nearby ridges or upon a day when he had to be away.

One of his duties as guardian was to look after the boy’s inheritance until he should come of age. This he did assiduously, going up to London every few months to interview the men of business who invested the capital and to inspect the two houses, let to tenants, that the estate also owned. When he first took the inheritance in hand, he had observed that the late Archie Trader had already doubled his niece’s dowry and invested very successfully himself as well, so that, given another twenty years, he might have built up quite a handsome fortune for his family – a circumstance that only confirmed the old lawyer in his poor opinion of the stockjobber, that he should have put all this at risk for an unnecessary journey to France.

It was after one of these visits to London, where a tenant in arrears had already put him in a bad temper, that Uncle Adalbert returned home in the evening to be met at the gateway by the kindly Miss Grant, who was looking apologetic. ‘I’m afraid,’ she confessed, ‘that boys will be boys.’

If she thought this was a good opening, however, she had still failed to understand her employer,

‘What is the matter, Miss Grant?’ he asked tersely.

‘Cricket, I’m afraid. The other children were teaching John how to play. I was watching them, and we were well away from the house. It turns out that he has an excellent eye, and he’s extraordinarily strong for a little fellow his age. The very first time he was to bat, he was bowled an easy ball, and he hit it, quite magnificently …’ She looked at him hopefully, hoping this tale of prowess would mitigate the news that was to follow.

‘What of it, Miss Grant?’ Adalbert cried impatiently.

‘I never imagined he could hit it so far, but I’m afraid it went through a window on the second floor,’ she added eagerly. ‘It’s entirely my fault, of course,’ she said firmly.

‘Where are these children?’ he demanded.

‘They all went home. There’s just me and John here now.’

Perhaps if John had looked penitent, perhaps even if he had smiled, run up to him, and asked forgiveness, Adalbert might have reacted differently. But as the lawyer came across the lawn to where the boy was standing, holding the offending cricket ball, he noticed only that the child was looking at him sullenly.

And it came into the lawyer’s mind that he was being put upon. His life had been thrown into disorder, he was being obliged to spend precious days in London dealing with disagreeable and dishonest tenants, and now this boy, who showed no gratitude, no family affection, but only looked upon him, his long-suffering benefactor, with insolent sullenness, was quite content to break the windows of his house like a rioter or a revolutionary.

‘Are you sorry for what you have done?’ he asked menacingly.

‘Yes, Uncle.’ He was lying, of course. He was hardly even taking the trouble to look as if he was sorry.

‘If this is how you and your friends behave, then they need not come here anymore.’ He did not really mean it, but he wanted to shock the boy. He did not understand that to the child, it meant that he was to be denied all his playmates forever.

No words. Only that sullen look again. The lawyer decided to try to shame him.

‘What would your dear mother think if only she were here today?’ That seemed to have got through. He saw the boy’s face pucker up, as if he were about to cry. But still, for Adalbert, it was not enough. ‘Neither your behaviour nor your sullen looks come from your mother,’ he observed coldly. ‘No doubt you get them from your father, whose thoughtlessness has killed your mother and left you an orphan in my unfortunate care.’

‘Oh, sir!’ Miss Grant’s cry of shock might, in a moment, have made the lawyer turn. But he never had time to do so.

What took place happened so fast that it took all three participants by surprise. For suddenly, his little face smitten with pain and then suffused with rage, the boy grasped the cricket ball and hurled it with all his force at his great-uncle. And whether John’s aim was devastating, or more likely as the result of sheer chance, the ball struck the old man smack in the middle of his forehead between the eyes. Reeling from the shock of the missile, he fell backwards even before his knees had time to buckle. And there he lay, openmouthed, staring up from the grass at the sky, quite motionless.

Seeing him obviously unconscious, Miss Grant ran into the house crying for water and leaving John alone.

Slowly the boy went forward. His great-uncle’s face looked strangely grey. There was no sign of life at all. He had killed him.

And then came the awful realisation. Every child knew what happened to murderers. They will hang me, he thought. He did not wait even for kindly Miss Grant. He turned and ran.

When Miss Grant came back with a pitcher of water and began to mop Adalbert’s brow, she noticed that the child had vanished, but assumed he had run into the house. By the time the groom had saddled up and ridden off for the doctor, Adalbert was starting to come around. Miss Grant and the cook helped him to his bedroom, where he lay down with a cold poultice on his head.

Only after this did the governess discover that her charge was nowhere to be found.

She searched in the house and in the grounds, down the lane to the village, and at the houses from which his playmates had come. No one had seen him. The groom arrived back with the doctor, who pronounced that Adalbert would have a large bruise for many days, but that his skull did not appear to be cracked. ‘He must have absolute peace and quiet. If there is any change in him, send for me at once. Otherwise I shall come by again in the morning.’ When she told the doctor about the boy’s disappearance, he instructed her not to trouble Adalbert with this news for the time being. ‘There is nothing he can do about it in his present condition,’ he pointed out. ‘The boy will reappear soon enough, because he will be hungry.’

She sent the groom up onto the ridge and told him to remain on lookout until sunset. Meanwhile, she went into the woods and searched as far as she could. But darkness fell, and John did not appear.

She went out into the woods again that night with a lantern and must have walked two miles and more, calling his name. Unable to sleep, she was up again before dawn, walking through the trees. Soon after breakfast, she went to the village and organised a search party.

It was only at noon, after telling her that the patient was clearly on the mend, that the doctor allowed her, in his presence, to tell the old man about John.

Adalbert received the news coldly. ‘The child is evil,’ he remarked, his voice suggesting that if the boy disappeared permanently it would be no bad thing. ‘The answer, however,’ he added with a sniff, ‘is simple.’

When the governess heard it, she gave a cry of dismay, for it sounded barbaric. But the doctor was entirely in agreement. ‘I know where they can be procured,’ he said, ‘but they may not be here before tomorrow.’ And kindly Miss Grant could only pray that they would not be needed.

At first, the little boy had been very much afraid. He’d heard Miss Grant calling him, even caught sight of her from his hiding place, and he had wanted so much to run into her arms, for the kindly Scotswoman was the nearest thing he had to a mother. But he knew that he must not, for if he did, she would take him back to the house and then he would be hanged for murder. After she had gone, he walked on until he came to a tiny stream, tinkling through the bracken, where he drank some water.

The July night was warm, but it was very dark. He listened for any sound of creatures and heard a soft footfall that, he supposed, might have come from a fox. But after a time he was so tired that he curled up and fell asleep.

At dawn, he realised that he was very hungry. He wondered whether, if he kept on, he might come to any cottages where he could beg some food. But that would be no good. They’d want to know who he was. They might even have been told to look out for him. Could he steal some food? Little chance of that. Most cottagers kept a dog. If he walked for long enough and came to a town where no one would notice him, he could buy something to eat, if he had any money. But he had no money.

All logic told him he must go home. But then, suddenly forced to grow beyond his years, the determined little boy came to a decision. He would rather die out here in the woods, free and on his own terms, than be thrown in prison and hanged by people who had control over him.

So it was, at the age of six, and based upon a childish misunderstanding, that John Trader became the man he would be for the rest of his life.

But he was still very hungry. Hoping that something might turn up, he wandered through the woods, farther and farther from Miss Grant and the gabled house. Early in the afternoon, he came to an orchard where apples were growing, some of which were ripe enough to eat. That put something in his stomach, at least. A little later, he found wild blackberries and gorged himself upon them. By the time he fell asleep that evening, he was seven miles away from his great-uncle’s house.

They found him at ten o’clock the next morning. The bloodhounds, that is. He was walking across open ground by a big wheat field, and he was very tired. The baying sound the bloodhounds made as they approached was frightening, but when they reached him, he found himself bowled over by two friendly, floppy-jowled dogs who seemed just as pleased to see him as their handler, a burly fellow with big brown whiskers who told the hounds repeatedly that they were good boys.

Only minutes later he was clasped in the arms of Miss Grant, who hugged him as closely as if she really had been his mother.

He wasn’t punished. For several weeks his life resumed exactly as usual, except that Uncle Adalbert was away a good deal and spoke to him little when he was there, and that Miss Grant sometimes looked sad.

Then in September, after parting tearfully from Miss Grant, he was sent away to the little boarding school in the country.

Uncle Adalbert never came to see him there, but parents did not come to see their children in those days, so he felt no deprivation. Nor did he see the old lawyer in the holidays, for Adalbert had found a family with whom he could live in a big house near Blackheath. At least he always supposed that Adalbert had found them, and if the local doctor had obtained their name and if Miss Grant had been sent to inspect them, he never knew of it. They were a jolly family, with a lot of children, and he was happy spending the school holidays there. By the time, at the age of twelve, he went to the big boys’ school at Charterhouse, he thought of the Blackheath family as almost his own.

He would have liked to see Miss Grant again, but he never did, though his memory of her remained quite vivid. He did not forget the incident with Uncle Adalbert, either, but he thought about it less each year. As for his parents, they became, in his mind, more like the memory of a memory. And if sometimes, in his bed at night at school, he would have liked to weep, he never did so, even silently, but let his mind drift down into a dark subterranean world, whose hidden streams did service for his tears.

He kept his promise to his first headmaster and never lost his temper again. Sometimes a black mood came over him and he found it difficult to work, but he kept these moods under control.

Uncle Adalbert might still consider that his niece’s son was a potential murderer, but he died just before John completed his schooldays, so that young Trader entered the adult world believing, along with everyone else, that he was a pretty decent sort of fellow on the whole.

He also came of age with a tidy fortune. Uncle Adalbert had tended his inheritance with scrupulous care, and though it did not provide more than a decent private income for a bachelor, that was better than most fellows of his age were blessed with. Of his great-uncle’s fortune he received not a penny. Adalbert had left everything to his old Oxford college, with the injunction that a fellowship was to be endowed, in his name, for the study of law. He left, together with the accounts concerning his inheritance, a note informing John that his father had some distant cousins, named Whiteparish, resulting from an unfortunate marriage, with whom neither of his parents had wished to have any communication. He advised John to follow their example. That was all.
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As the months of July and August passed up at the hill station, Agnes Lomond decided that on the whole, she was excited.

Though the family lawyers were in Edinburgh, there was a highly respectable firm of solicitors in Calcutta who had connections with them, and whom her father used from time to time for local matters. As instructed, they had been discreet and assiduous in their enquiries about Trader. And so far at least, the results were promising.

‘His bank references are sound. Odstocks gave him a glowing report,’ her father told her. ‘Everything he told me about his circumstances turns out to be true. That’s what really matters.’

‘So do you like him better now, Father?’

‘You’re the one that’s got to like him,’ he replied. But there was a trace of humour in his voice that told her that he was not totally opposed to the match.

And did she like him? Her father had indicated that Trader might visit once a week; and he’d done so, usually with Charlie.

They were happy afternoons. Trader was handsome. And now with his black eye patch he had a piratical look that was quite exciting. He was charming. Her father did his best to be civil. The cheerful presence of Charlie always made things easier, of course; but even when he wasn’t there, Trader made himself not only agreeable but interesting.

Once they talked about Canton and the dangers of the siege.

‘The dangers were exaggerated, I’d say,’ Trader said, ‘mainly to get support from Parliament. If you mean, “Could the Chinese have killed us all?” the answer would be yes. Their numbers are huge. But the fact that we’re all alive shows they didn’t want to. The danger was from the crowd getting out of control. That could have been the end of us, certainly.’

On that occasion, after tea, her father had taken Trader into the library for a private talk about the military situation. And Agnes was pleased that after Trader had departed, her father had remarked: ‘Well, he’s no fool. I’ll say that for him.’

One day, having tea with Agnes and her mother, he talked about Macao and the pattern of life there. ‘It’s a pretty place and the climate is kind. But it’s small. No big clubs and racecourse like Calcutta. One needs to realise that,’ he had said. And Agnes knew that he was gently warning her not to expect too much.

‘I quite understand,’ said Mrs Lomond firmly. ‘Is the English community pleasant?’

‘Yes, they are,’ Trader replied. ‘There’s quite a mix: British, American, Portuguese, all sorts of people, really. The social life isn’t grand, but it’s very agreeable.’ And he proceeded to tell some stories – nothing scandalous, but amusing – about the goings-on there.

‘I know someone who lives at Macao,’ Mrs Lomond remarked suddenly. ‘Mrs Barford. I write to her sometimes.’ She watched him as she said it.

‘Mrs Barford?’ His face broke into a smile, and he answered her easily. ‘I know her well. She was very kind to me when I first arrived. Please send her my greetings when you write.’ He looked her straight in the eye. ‘She can tell you all about me, the good and the bad.’

‘Will you write to her?’ Agnes asked her mother after Trader left.

‘I already did,’ her mother replied with a smile. ‘Months ago, when Trader first returned.’

‘Why?’

‘One of the duties of a wife and mother is to discover everything she can about the people her family may encounter. You’ll do it yourself, if you’re wise.’

‘Did she write back? What did she tell you?’

‘That Trader had a reputation for being handsome, charming, a bit moody, but clever. He also had a mistress in Macao. Half Portuguese, half Chinese, something like that. Rather beautiful, apparently.’

‘Oh. How should I feel about that?’

‘If you’ve any sense, you should be glad,’ her mother replied. ‘I should think your Mr Trader is an accomplished lover – just as your dear father was when I married him, I’m happy to say.’

‘You never told me things like that before.’

‘I’m telling you now.’

‘Is the woman still there?’

‘Sensible question. No, she left the island and is not expected to return.’

In these private conversations with her mother, only one thing concerned Agnes a little. ‘I wish he were better born. After all, I am a Lomond. And your family’s old as the hills. I’d be marrying beneath me.’

‘Trader’s a gentleman,’ her mother said.

‘Not the way Father is.’

‘One can’t have everything, you know. A lot of girls in your position would be very pleased to secure Mr Trader. If you want a big place in Scotland, he’s probably your best chance of getting it.’ Her mother sighed. ‘You may just have to wait, that’s all.’

‘What will I do in the meantime?’

‘Have children,’ her mother said firmly. ‘With luck you’ll have the place in Scotland while they’re still at school.’

‘Paid for with trade.’

‘That’s right.’

‘The opium trade.’

‘Do you want the place in Scotland or not?’ her mother asked tartly.

‘Oh yes,’ Agnes murmured, ‘I do.’

She was never entirely alone with him, of course, but when they all went out walking, her mother and Charlie would sometimes go on a little ahead and not look back. And she and John Trader would talk softly of Scotland and the estate they would have one day, God willing. She sensed a gentleness in him and a love of the country that pleased her very much; and she imagined him as the country gentleman she would shape him into once the unfortunate if necessary business of making money in the China trade was done.

It was the end of summer when Trader came to call for a final time before he returned to Calcutta. The Lomonds were also due to return, but ten days later. Trader came alone this time. He was already sitting and chatting to her mother in the garden when Agnes came out to greet him. As she approached, she noticed something different about him. The sling was gone, and his left hand was free of its dressing.

She saw her mother give her a look that seemed to say ‘All’s well.’ Trader rose politely from his chair. Her mother called out: ‘John has his other hand back, all healed, thank God!’

And so it was. One could see a scar or two, but that was all.

‘I’m so glad,’ said Agnes.

She sat down.

‘That only leaves the eye,’ said Trader. ‘Bit of a mess, I’m afraid. But I wear the eye patch, of course.’ He smiled apologetically. Agnes noticed he’d gone rather pale.

Then he took the eye patch off.

The doctors had done their best. Perhaps a London surgeon could have made a cleaner job of it. But the shards of glass had done terrible damage as they cut through his eye. One great cicatrix carved its way down from his eyebrow to his cheek. Two others crossed it at different angles. Across the socket where his eye had been, the flaps of skin had been sewn together like crazy paving.

He put the eye patch back on. Agnes stared. She hadn’t seen it before.

And received a look from her mother that would have stopped a bolting horse dead in its tracks.

‘Of course,’ said Mrs Lomond – she sat very straight and calm – ‘when one’s spent so much of one’s life with the army and seen so many people with the most terrible injuries, one realises how grateful one should be to have only one. You have good health, all your limbs, every advantage.’ She smiled. ‘And the eye patch looks rather dashing, you know. I suppose, to a woman, it’s a sign that someone’s a man rather than a boy.’ She turned to Agnes. ‘Don’t you agree?’

Agnes bowed her head. There could be no mistaking her mother’s meaning. This, she was showing her daughter, is how to be a lady. From a duchess on a great estate in England to a colonel’s wife in some remote hill station in India, it was all the same. Grace under pressure. Considering the feelings of others. Good posture was always a great help. That’s why girls were taught not to droop.

‘I do,’ said Agnes, collecting herself as best she could.

‘John was telling me that Charlie wants him to take part in a play he and his friends are getting up,’ her mother calmly resumed. ‘He was asking me what I think.’

‘Charlie and I are supposed to be a pair of officers, one always drunk and the other always sober,’ Trader explained. ‘The trouble is, we both want to be drunk.’

‘I really don’t know,’ said Agnes, and forced a smile.

‘Are you good at being drunk?’ asked Mrs Lomond.

‘Charlie’s had much more practice,’ he answered promptly.

‘Perhaps you should take turns,’ Mrs Lomond suggested. ‘You could be drunk one night, he the next. Or is there to be only a single performance?’

‘What a good idea,’ said Trader. ‘Why didn’t we think of that? There will be two performances, by the way.’

And so they continued, as tea was served, and Agnes pretended to listen.

She understood. He’d known he must show her his eye. He couldn’t hide it from her until they were married. But why did he have to wait so long?

Because he hoped that if he waited, she’d come to know him first, come to love him for himself, so that she wouldn’t mind the eye. He’d waited in hope that she would love him. Damn him. If only she had loved him, it would all have been all right.

When Colonel Lomond joined them, Trader remarked to him apologetically that he’d showed the ladies his eye. ‘Bit of a mess, I’m afraid, sir.’

‘Let’s have a look,’ said the colonel, as if it were a bee sting. So Trader lifted the eye patch again. ‘It’s healed, I see,’ Lomond remarked. ‘Won’t give you any trouble now. I shouldn’t give it a thought, if I were you.’

After Trader had gone, and Agnes and her mother were alone, Mrs Lomond gave her a nod of approval. ‘You did very well, Agnes,’ she said. ‘I was proud of you.’

‘Mother, I can’t!’ her daughter suddenly cried. ‘That awful hole where his eye should be. I had no idea. It’s hideous.’

For a moment Mrs Lomond was silent. ‘You must,’ she said firmly. ‘It’s not so important. And you certainly won’t think about it after you’ve been married a while.’

‘How can you say that?’ Agnes wailed.

‘My child, I’m sorry to say this, but it’s time that you grew up. When you marry someone, you commit to love them, honour and cherish them. We love our husbands for their character, including their faults. I don’t mean great wickednesses, but the small faults we all have. And we love each other in body as well as soul. And the body isn’t perfect, either, but we love it because we love the person. You’re really quite fortunate. John Trader is a very handsome man. He has one blemish. Not a very large one, I may say, as these things go.’ She paused. ‘So you must love that blemish, too. For his sake. That is your gift to him. By doing that, you’ll earn his love and his gratitude. It will actually be a bond. If you can’t, you will have an unhappy husband. And then you will be unhappy, too. And in my opinion, you won’t deserve to be happy.’

A silence fell between them.

‘Mother, I don’t think I can,’ said Agnes finally. She thought, and slowly shook her head. ‘It’s so …’ She stopped. ‘I don’t want him to touch me …’ she blurted out.

‘You’ve had a shock,’ said Mrs Lomond calmly. ‘Just wait a few days, take time to get used to the idea, and I promise you it won’t seem so terrible after a little while. If you truly cannot get over it, then perhaps you shouldn’t marry. It’s not fair to him, apart from anything else. But I advise you to consider very carefully. You may not get a better offer. Or any offer.’

‘I don’t know what to do.’

‘For a start,’ said her mother frankly, ‘you might think about him, instead of yourself.’

‘That’s easy to say.’

‘My child, you’ve been brought up a Christian. If you were to talk to the vicar about this, I’m sure he’d tell you to pray, and he’d be right. So I suggest you think about what sort of wife you want to be, and then say your prayers.’ She gave her daughter a look of admonishment. ‘I don’t want to hear anything more about this today.’

Agnes went into the house in great unhappiness. Before retiring to her bedroom, however, she passed the door of the library, where her father was writing a letter. And thinking she might get some support from that quarter, she knocked and entered. ‘Papa.’

‘Yes?’ He looked up.

‘I know you’ve always had your doubts about Trader.’

‘I’m getting used to him.’ He gave her a shrewd look. ‘Why?’

‘I’m not sure I want to marry him.’

‘I see.’ He laid down his pen. ‘Is it something he’s done?’

‘No, Papa.’

‘Might this have anything to do with his eye?’

‘Yes. I can’t …’

‘Can’t what?’

‘I can’t bear the sight of it … I can’t … Oh, Papa …’ She looked at him beseechingly.

But her father had had enough. ‘Am I to understand,’ he began quietly, ‘that a daughter of mine’ – his voice began to rise – ‘wants to reject a very fair offer of marriage’ – he drew breath before continuing his crescendo – ‘just because her future husband happened to lose an eye? Do you suppose,’ he fairly shouted, ‘if I’d been wounded in action when you were a little girl, lost a limb even, that your dear mother would have taken one look, upped sticks, and bolted? Well?’ he roared. ‘Do you?’ He banged his fist on the table so hard that the pen jumped up as though to stand at attention. And in a voice that might have been heard in the Himalayas along the horizon, he bellowed, ‘How dare you, miss? Who the devil do you think you are?’

And greatly frightened, Agnes fled; she threw herself on her bed and wept. And later, as her mother said she should, she tried to pray. And the nights following.
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June 1840

Shi-Rong read his aunt’s letter again. There could be no mistaking its meaning.


Your father wishes me to tell you that he is well. Since he has an indisposition at present, he has asked me to write this letter for him. We are none of us getting any younger, of course. Please come to see us when Commissioner Lin can spare you. I am to say that it is your dutiful service to the emperor and the lord Lin that gives your father his greatest pride and joy.



His father was sinking. Perhaps not fast, but evidently he was too weak to write for himself. His aunt wanted him to come home to bid the old man farewell. His father wouldn’t hear of it. And the message the old man had sent was not to remind him of his duty. It was to absolve him. To tell him not to reproach himself if he could not come, for his father would rather he stayed where he was and served the emperor, as his father had always told him to do.

It was correct. But it was also kindly.

He was doubly glad that he’d sent his father a letter just a week ago, full of good news.

For Lin was more pleased with him than ever. His dragon boats had been notably successful. Just recently, they’d intercepted some British longboats on an illegal patrol, out in the gulf. The barbarians had been routed and their leader, an officer named Churchill, apparently from one of their noble families, had been killed.

Might he go to see his father now? He longed to do so. How would Lin take it if he asked? He was just pondering this question when a messenger arrived.

The fellow was trembling. He thrust a report into Shi-Rong’s hand. And a minute later Shi-Rong was hurrying to the lord Lin’s chamber.

The great man received the report with complete calm.

‘You say a fleet of twenty-seven British warships has arrived at Macao? And you believe they have come to blockade us or to attack Guangzhou?’

‘Yes, Excellency.’

‘These pirate ships may be powerful on the open sea,’ Lin remarked, ‘but they can’t come upriver. Between the sandbanks and the shore forts, they’d all be destroyed. As for blockading us, what would be the point? The reason the barbarians are here is to sell their accursed opium. We know this. Doesn’t it occur to you that these ships with guns may also be carrying opium?’

‘They could be, I suppose.’

‘It may be,’ the commissioner continued imperturbably, ‘that they will try to smuggle opium in longboats from their ships. But your own dragon boats, my dear Jiang, have shown how easily we can deal with that sort of thing.’

All the same, having experienced the power of British naval gunnery, Shi-Rong wasn’t so optimistic. He’d seen what two British warships could do. What kind of havoc would be wreaked by twenty-seven?

‘What shall we do then, Excellency?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ said Lin. ‘Wait.’

The next day the great man was proved correct.

It was mid-afternoon, the Hour of the Monkey, when the fellow from Macao appeared. He was one of the most reliable of the small network of spies Shi-Rong still had on that island. Having questioned the man carefully, Shi-Rong went straight to Lin.

‘You were right, Excellency. It seems that Elliot is intending to sail northwards with the warships, up the coast to the island of Chusan. Then they’re going to blockade all the shipping to the mouth of the Yangtze River. They could even interrupt the grain supplies up the Grand Canal to the capital.’

‘I doubt that is their purpose. The British are ruled by greed, and their only aim is to sell opium.’ Lin gazed at Shi-Rong calmly. ‘Why is the rich island of Chusan famous for its fine houses and beautiful temples, Jiang? Because the corrupt mandarins on Chusan have never turned down a bribe from the opium smugglers. That’s where their money comes from.’

‘All the same, since the British ships have so many guns, Excellency, the emperor may want to tell Chusan to prepare,’ Shi-Rong suggested. ‘He might want to send reinforcements.’

Lin reflected. ‘I doubt there’d be time,’ he murmured. ‘But I shall write to the emperor tonight,’ he added, ‘and you may see the letter.’

It was the Hour of the Rat, the last hour before midnight, when Lin finally sent for him.

‘Kindly read what I have written to the emperor.’

Naturally, the letter followed all the proper forms. Lin referred to himself as ‘your slave’, ‘respectfully beseeching’ his ruler’s attention. Yet behind these verbal kowtows, Shi-Rong couldn’t help noticing, the commissioner’s tone was almost smug. Since the barbarians knew they had no hope of fighting their way to Guangzhou, he explained, and that any attempts at smuggling would be thwarted, they seemed to be going northward towards Chusan – presumably in hopes of selling their opium. If the authorities up the coast were equally vigilant, Lin suggested, with a trace of irony, the barbarian smugglers would have no luck there, either.

‘And if the barbarians succeed in selling their opium at Chusan?’ Shi-Rong asked.

‘Perhaps the emperor will send me to investigate the officials at Chusan. There is one honest and worthy man up there: my friend the prefect of Zhenhai. It’s a small port on the coast near Chusan. But the rest are criminals.’

‘I am still concerned about the British warships, Excellency,’ Shi-Rong persisted. ‘They could easily destroy any fleet of war junks they encounter and even enter the ports. Shouldn’t we warn the emperor more forcefully about this?’

‘If the defences of Chusan are inadequate,’ said Lin grimly, ‘and if they get a bloody nose, that’s their problem. Let them explain it to the emperor.’

‘I’ll arrange for your letter to go by the express messenger, Excellency,’ Shi-Rong said.

‘No need. Use the ordinary messenger.’ Lin smiled blandly. ‘As long as it’s on record that we informed the emperor.’

In the morning, however, Lin had one further instruction. ‘Write unofficially to my friend, the prefect of Zhenhai. Warn him about the warships. And ask him to send word of what’s happening up there. It’s always good to have information.’

Shi-Rong sent the letter that morning by a private messenger, hoping it would reach its destination quickly.

Over a month passed without any news. Shi-Rong wondered whether to ask Lin if he might visit his father, but decided against it. Still no word came. Finally, in August, a letter arrived from the prefect of Zhenhai.

The news was worse than he could have imagined. He rushed to Lin. ‘The British didn’t sell opium. They bombarded Chusan. They destroyed the defences in less than an hour. The whole island is theirs.’

‘Impossible. There are hundreds of thousands of people in Chusan.’

‘They all ran. But there’s more, Excellency. Elliot has a letter, from their minister Palmerston to the emperor himself.’

‘What impertinence! What’s in this letter?’

‘Outrageous demands, Excellency. The British want to trade freely with half a dozen ports; their ambassadors are to be treated as though their queen were the equal of the emperor. They demand the island of Hong Kong as their own possession. They say that you have used them very ill and demand compensation for all the opium they say you destroyed. The prefect of Zhenhai writes that they refuse to give back the island of Chusan until all their demands have been met.’

‘I can’t believe this. Do these pirates imagine they can turn the whole world upside down?’

‘The prefect of Zhenhai says they delivered this letter to him, but that it was so outrageous that he refused to forward it to the emperor and gave it back to them.’

‘Quite right. What followed?’

‘Elliot is continuing northwards. To Beijing itself.’

At this astounding news, Commissioner Lin fell silent, and remained so for some time. ‘Then I am destroyed,’ he said at last. ‘Leave me alone, Mr Jiang.’

Shi-Rong did not see his master until the following night, when he was summoned to join the great man for his evening meal.

‘You will wonder why I spoke as I did last night,’ Lin began. ‘You no doubt think that the emperor will censure me for not warning him sufficiently by express messenger about the strength of the barbarians, and that he will blame me for Chusan.’

‘I fear so, Excellency.’

Lin smiled grimly. ‘But in fact you are wrong. The emperor does not care about Chusan.’

‘Does not care …?’ Shi-Rong asked in astonishment.

‘Consider the vast size of the territories over which the emperor reigns,’ Lin explained. ‘Even if he went out every year to inspect his empire for himself, he could never see it all, not in a lifetime. And if there is trouble in a distant province, the empire can always absorb the shock. It can be dealt with at leisure. Sometimes the trouble just goes away.’

‘And Chusan?’

‘The business of Chusan is shocking. But even Chusan is still a thousand miles away from Beijing. The men in charge there will be dismissed. They may be executed. Then someone will be sent to sort it out. The empire will carry on.’

‘But if the trouble gets too close to Beijing …?’

‘A totally different matter. The emperor loses face. That cannot be tolerated. The barbarians must be removed at once, whatever the cost. For that, the emperor would sacrifice me, if necessary.’

‘But you did everything that the emperor wished in Guangzhou.’

‘True. But the barbarians’ letter says that they have come because I mistreated them. If sacrificing me will cause them to go away, then the emperor must sacrifice me. And I accept that. It is necessary.’

‘I cannot believe the emperor would be so unfair.’

‘There is one other factor against me. If the emperor receives Elliot’s letter, it will be from the hands of the governor of the Beijing coastal region, to whom Elliot will surely give it next. Do you know that governor?’

‘I know he is a Manchu noble.’

‘A marquis, to be precise. His ancestors were Mongol – he claims descent from Genghis Khan – and they were given their title a few centuries ago when they joined the Manchu. The marquis was eased through the examinations, like many Manchu nobles. Then he got accelerated promotion. Undereducated and overpromoted, I’m afraid. Some years ago, conducting an investigation, I was obliged to censure him to the emperor – a fact he has not forgotten.’

‘So he’ll try to get his revenge.’

‘I fear he’ll succeed. He may be incompetent, but he’s cunning.’

‘Isn’t there anything we can do, Excellency?’

‘Not much,’ said Lin. He smiled sadly. ‘I’ll try to save you, Jiang,’ he added, ‘if I can.’
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A red December sun hung over the evening water when Nio, standing in the stern of the dragon boat, was rowed towards the big British warship anchored in the Roads of Macao. He was wearing a Chinese archer’s hat with a peacock feather stuck in it, which made him easily recognisable to his British merchant friends. Nio the smuggler was a useful fellow. But he wasn’t smuggling today.

Nearly six months had passed since the British naval fleet had set off for Chusan in June. Now the British warships were back again. And that was good for him.

As Nio saw it, the only way he could make money now would be if the British could restore the opium trade. Other watermen might have hired themselves out to work for Shi-Rong one day and a British opium merchant the next. But since he’d walked out on the young mandarin – and especially since the day when Shi-Rong had chased him and nearly caught him – Nio had been under no illusion about his choices. There was only one way for him to go at present – the British way.

And today he was going to do more for the British than he had ever done before. He was about to have a private meeting with Elliot himself.

When they reached the British ship, his boat pulled alongside, a rope ladder was thrown down, and Nio went up alone. He was immediately conducted to a large panelled cabin where several men, mostly in naval uniform, were sitting on one side of a long table. In the centre of the men he recognised the tall figure of Elliot. At one end of the table sat a young man in a tight-fitting dark coat and white neckband – a missionary, no doubt, to act as interpreter. For although Nio had picked up some pidgin English by now, the occasion was too important and too formal for that.

They offered him a chair. Elliot smiled, to put him at his ease, then turned to the young missionary: ‘Mr Whiteparish, if you please.’

‘You are known to us as a reliable person,’ Whiteparish began. ‘We understand that you worked for Commissioner Lin last year, and that you may have information that could interest us.’ His Cantonese was far from perfect, but it was clear enough. ‘If we are satisfied with your answers, you will be paid twenty silver dollars. Do you accept?’

‘I do.’ When he worked for Shi-Rong, Nio had been paid the same as the men employed in the patrol boats: six dollars a month. Twenty dollars was a lot of money for a single day’s work.

‘Firstly, then, we had understood that Commissioner Lin was dismissed by the emperor in October, and that his place would be taken by the marquis, with whom we have been negotiating in the north. The marquis arrived here ten days ago. Yet we hear that Lin is still in Guangzhou. Do you know if this is true?’

‘Certainly.’ Anyone in Guangzhou could have answered this. ‘Lin received word he was dismissed in mid-October. He packed up his household and vacated his quarters. But then he was told he should stay, to serve the marquis who was taking his place. So Lin took up quarters in the guildhall of the salt merchants. He’s still there. The marquis has been to see him, but otherwise Lin keeps himself to himself.’

‘What do you know about the patrol boats?’

‘I worked for Mr Jiang, the official who organised them.’

‘The marquis has told us that, as a sign of good faith, he is disbanding the patrols. Are they being disbanded?’

‘They are,’ said Nio firmly.

Elliot said something to the missionary, and Whiteparish turned to Nio again. ‘What do you know about the shore forts and their defenders?’

‘I was present when Mr Jiang and Commissioner Lin inspected them. I saw everything.’

When Whiteparish translated that, the officers at the table all leaned forward keenly. ‘Tell us about the defenders.’

‘They are the best troops the emperor has. Manchu bannermen, highly trained. Half of them are archers. The others are musketeers.’

‘Did you see the musketeers drill? What can you tell us?’

‘They are well trained.’ Nio hesitated. ‘It seemed rather slow …’

‘Describe the drill as exactly as you can.’

That was easy enough. His memory of that day up at the fort was vivid. He could give them pretty much the entire drill. As Whiteparish translated, Nio heard one of the naval officers exclaim, ‘Good God! Matchlocks. Even the best Manchu bannermen – they’re still using matchlocks!’

They asked him more questions: Did the granite forts have roofs? Could they be approached from the landward side? They asked for other details, all of which he was able to answer well enough. They seemed pleased, even delighted. Then came questions about the guns. How many were there in the battery he saw? Were the guns old or new? Did they work? Had he seen them fire?

To all of these, he was able to give accurate answers. The questions came to an end. At a nod from Elliot, one of the officers handed him the silver dollars. Whiteparish expressed their thanks. Nio rose and bowed.

And then he sat down again. ‘There is something else I could tell you,’ he said calmly.

‘What is that?’

‘If it is useful information, will you give me another twenty dollars?’

‘Bloody cheek!’ exclaimed one of the officers. But Elliot motioned him to be silent and nodded to Whiteparish. ‘If the information is good,’ said the missionary.

‘I noticed something about the cannon. I asked the gunners about it, and they said it didn’t matter. But I am a smuggler, and I was imagining how I would get past the battery if it was firing at me. I think I could easily do so.’

‘Why?’

‘Because the guns are all fixed. They cannot be pointed up or down or from side to side. They can only fire directly in front of them, always at the same place.’

Elliot stared at him in disbelief. So did all the officers.

‘Are you certain of this?’ asked Whiteparish.

‘I swear it.’

There was a short silence.

‘We could test it,’ somebody said.

‘If you have lied,’ said Whiteparish, ‘we shall find out and be very angry.’

‘If you assault the fort,’ said Nio calmly, ‘take me with you. If I lied, shoot me. If I told the truth, give me a third twenty dollars.’

Even the officer who had been angry laughed this time.

‘We may do just that,’ Whiteparish translated.

But they gave him the second twenty dollars.
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If Shi-Rong had respected his master when the commissioner was in favour, his admiration became even greater when Lin fell. While he was noble in office, nothing showed the man’s dignity more than his manner of leaving it. Having shifted his quarters into the handsome merchants’ guildhall, where Shi-Rong was honoured to join him, Lin quietly occupied his time practising his calligraphy, engaging in correspondence with local scholars and writing to his friends in Beijing and other places.

Shi-Rong was glad to join his master in some of these pleasant literary exercises while they both awaited the arrival of the marquis.

‘I’d send you home to visit your father,’ Lin told him, ‘but it’s better for you to stay. I have already mentioned to friends in Beijing the good work you’ve done for me. I can promise you nothing, of course, but if any offers of employment should arise, you’ll need to be here on hand.’

So the rest of October passed and most of November.

‘The marquis is taking his time to get here,’ Shi-Rong once remarked.

‘Perhaps we should be glad,’ answered Lin.

When the marquis finally did arrive, late in November, he went straight to the governor’s house and installed himself there. Though numerous people were summoned for an interview, he didn’t ask for Lin at all, making no attempt to see him.

Lin understood at once. ‘He’s investigating me. Calling witnesses. Gathering evidence. When that’s done, he’ll interview me. Standard procedure. Then he’ll write his report and send it to the emperor.’

‘What do we do after that?’

‘The marquis will be very busy. He’s got to deal with the British. As for me, I wait here and give the marquis any help he wants, as the emperor commanded. In due course, the emperor will decide whether to recall me to Beijing or send me into exile. Or execute me.’

And what, Shi-Rong wondered, in that last event, would happen to him?

The marquis appeared one afternoon without warning. He and Lin were closeted together for over an hour. Then, to Shi-Rong’s surprise, they sent for him.

‘This is young Mr Jiang,’ Lin said easily as Shi-Rong made his lowest bow. ‘He’s studied the locality, understands Cantonese, and he’s the most efficient secretary I’ve ever had.’ He turned to Shi-Rong. ‘The marquis needs a secretary who knows the terrain here. You’re the obvious choice. You will serve him as you have served me, and do your duty to the emperor.’

The marquis was watching him carefully. He had high Mongol cheekbones, no doubt like those of Genghis Khan, and his eyes were cunning. But there, Shi-Rong guessed, any likeness to his all-conquering ancestor ended. His face was soft. He was running to fat. He looked like a man who lived well and whose principal plan was to keep doing so.

‘I represent the emperor here now. You must serve me without question.’ His voice was gentle, but Shi-Rong didn’t like to think what might happen to him if he disobeyed. ‘You will report to me this evening.’

Shi-Rong bowed, and the marquis departed.

As he went to prepare for his removal to the governor’s house, Lin told him: ‘Leave some of your things here. That will give you a good excuse for coming to see me.’ And when, an hour later, Shi-Rong presented himself to bid a temporary farewell to his master, Lin gave him some final instructions.

‘You must make yourself useful to the marquis – more than that, indispensable. You must do everything he wishes without question. Make sure he is informed about the local conditions before he takes any action. You may even give him your honest advice, if he asks for it. But be careful. If I am sent away, or worse, he will be the key to your survival and your future career. This is my gift to you.’

‘I owe you my life, Excellency.’

‘It would appear, my dear Jiang, that I have lost my game with the marquis. But the game may not be over yet. Therefore I ask you to do one more thing for me.’

‘Anything, Excellency. Consider it done.’

‘Report to me, daily if possible. Tell me everything the marquis does.’

The first thing the marquis had done, the very next morning, was to disband Shi-Rong’s patrols. He made Shi-Rong do it himself. It took two days for Shi-Rong to complete the task. The crew were not happy. Each man was losing six dollars a month. Shi-Rong himself was horrified.

But when he looked in on Lin to give him the news, his former master was delighted. ‘Splendid, my dear Jiang. He weakens our defences. I shall put this knowledge to good use.’

The next day was worse.

‘My report on former governor Lin is complete,’ the marquis announced briskly as soon as Shi-Rong appeared. ‘But it needs to be organised and written up more elegantly. You have until tonight. Then it will be sent to the emperor by the express courier.’

All day, therefore, Shi-Rong laboured at this miserable task. Was he helping to compose his mentor’s death warrant? Dare he alter any of it, soften a word here or there, point out that Lin was, in fact, following the emperor’s instructions? And what if it were discovered that he was the one responsible for such an impertinence? There were terrible stories of former emperors executing officials who submitted unwelcome reports. One of the Ming emperors had sawn a man in half for doing so.

It was just as well that he did not tamper with it, for at the end of the afternoon the marquis insisted upon reading the whole report in front of him. Apparently satisfied, he dismissed Shi-Rong for the evening.

But what should he do about informing Lin? His old master would surely want to know exactly what the charges against him were. He wondered whether to go to Lin’s lodgings under cover of darkness, but there were always people about in the salt merchants’ guildhall who’d see him. Even if the marquis wasn’t having him followed, he’d probably hear of the visit and guess. There was nothing to do but wait for a better opportunity.

So he was quite astonished the next morning when the marquis received him kindly, told him to sit down and remarked: ‘These must have been disagreeable tasks for you, Jiang.’

Shi-Rong hesitated, saw the shrewdness in the Mongol nobleman’s eyes, and decided it was wiser to tell the truth. ‘Yes, Excellency.’

‘And have you informed Lin of the contents of my report?’

‘No, Excellency. I have not.’

‘Not yet. But you will. You are aware, however, that apart from the charge that he mishandled the British, which led to all this trouble – a charge he knows all about anyway – I have accused him of nothing else. His honesty and efficiency are not questioned.’

‘I noticed, and I am glad of that, Excellency.’

‘Make a copy of the report and give it to Lin, when you next see him. With my compliments.’

‘Excellency.’ Shi-Rong, astonished, rose and bowed low.

‘You must be furious about the patrol boats,’ the marquis remarked cheerfully.

‘You are aware that I built the patrols up, Excellency. It would be foolish to deny that it was painful for me to disband them.’

‘An honest answer.’ The marquis nodded. ‘And you probably think it’s a bad idea.’

‘I’m sure Your Excellency did it for a reason.’

‘I did. Sit down again.’ The marquis gazed at him thoughtfully. ‘The emperor’s immediate object has been to remove the British barbarians from the vicinity of Beijing. After that, we must persuade them to give back the island of Chusan.’ He paused a moment. ‘So ask yourself: How can we do it? I’m sure you know the ancient tactic known as loose rein.’

‘If destroying your adversary is difficult, soothe him instead.’

‘We have been using it for two thousand years, ever since the Han dynasty. It’s the same technique used to tame a wild animal. Control the barbarians with kindness. Give in to some of their demands, and make them want to be our friends. This is not weakness. It merely requires two qualities that the barbarians seldom possess: patience and intelligence.’

‘Your strategy is to coax them to do what we want.’

‘Lin affronted the British. We remove the affront. We’ve already persuaded them to sail most of their warships back to the gulf here. Your dragon boats harassed them, so we’ve removed the dragon boats, too. Soon we’ll offer them more concessions, in return for their vacating Chusan. They won’t get everything they want, of course, but they need to trade, and this operation is costing them money.’ The marquis smiled. ‘Accommodation will be reached.’

A day later, the marquis had offered the British five million dollars for the opium they lost. A week after that, the marquis told Elliot: ‘Your queen will be recognised as a sovereign equal in status to the emperor, and her representatives treated as such.’ And when Elliot demanded to be given Hong Kong, the marquis mildly stated: ‘I can’t promise that at this moment. But as our kingdoms become better friends, I could see the emperor giving it to you in the future. What he won’t do is give it to you while you occupy Chusan. You must admit, that wouldn’t be reasonable.’

All these things Shi-Rong discreetly reported to Lin. But one thing puzzled him, and finally he ventured to ask the marquis: ‘Are you sure, Excellency, that the emperor will actually grant the British these concessions?’

‘The art of being a negotiator is not only to persuade your adversary to see your master’s point of view,’ the marquis explained. ‘It may also be to persuade your master to be reasonable. If I can show both sides that progress is being made, I can broker an agreement.’

‘And if not?’

‘The policy of loose rein can lead to two outcomes. One may convert the adversary to sweet reason. But failing that, we lull them into a sense of security, and when their guard is down, we strike.’

‘So the emperor expects you to convert the British or …’

‘Destroy them.’

‘Can we do so, Excellency?’

‘Patience, Jiang,’ the marquis said. ‘Patience.’

The following morning they prepared a memorandum to the emperor to bring him up to date with the British talks. ‘They’ve really nowhere to go,’ the marquis cheerfully wrote to the emperor. ‘A concession or two from us, and we shall wear them down.’

The next afternoon, a curt note came from Elliot. He had waited long enough. British trading must be allowed to resume at once, and he wanted several ports opened to them up the coast as well.

‘What shall we do?’ asked Shi-Rong.

The marquis smiled. ‘There is nothing better to engender good feeling than a banquet,’ he replied. ‘Send him word that I should like to discuss matters very soon, and I am making preparations for a feast we can all enjoy.’

But days went by, and Elliot did not reply.

At first they didn’t see the Nemesis. It was hidden behind some sailing ships. Shi-Rong was standing beside old Admiral Guan, on a small hill just upriver, from which they had an excellent view of the first two forts between which the British ships must pass.

Shi-Rong glanced up at the admiral’s face. How splendid the old man was. Even the British sailors admired Guan, he’d heard, for his gallantry. ‘Some of our local peasants think the admiral’s descended from the Chinese war god,’ he’d told the marquis. ‘He looks the part,’ the marquis had agreed.

The marquis had been taken aback, a week into January 1841 as the barbarians reckoned it, when Elliot, having lost patience, had suddenly appeared with his fleet and made straight for the mouth of the Pearl River. But by the time Shi-Rong asked if he might go to join the admiral to see the action, the new governor had quite recovered himself. ‘The pirates can do nothing against the forts,’ he said. ‘The admiral’s battle plan is excellent. The British will be begging for terms by tomorrow.’

Now, looking through his brass telescope at the approaching British ships, Shi-Rong remarked to the admiral: ‘You have prepared a trap for them.’

‘I try to learn from my mistakes,’ Guan replied. ‘So tell me what I’ve done.’

‘In the first place, you’ve run a big chain under the water, at the upstream end of the forts. The British won’t be able to see it, but it’ll catch them while our battery cannon pound them to bits.’

‘Good. What else?’

‘You’ve kept a fleet of war junks up here. But I imagine they’re out of range of the British guns.’

‘A tempting target, if the British could come close enough. But they can’t.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Shallows. Even if the British finally get past the chain and head towards my ships, they’ll enter shallow water, and there they will run aground.’

‘Clever.’ And Shi-Rong was just thinking how lucky he was to be there when he saw something strange. Two of the leading British ships were peeling apart to reveal, astern of them, a vessel unlike any other he had seen. It had a funnel belching smoke of some kind where the central mast should have been. On either side of the ship were huge paddle wheels. And strangest of all, the entire vessel appeared to be made of iron. ‘What in the world is that?’ he cried, and handed his spyglass to the admiral.

Guan gazed through the telescope in silence. ‘I don’t know,’ he said at last.

This was the Nemesis.

The iron ship didn’t make the first move, but one of the two warships in front of it did. Sailing into the entrance of the river, it passed in front of the guns of the nearest fort. At once a cannon roared. Then another, then a third. The first two cannonballs fell just short; the third clipped her rigging. She took no notice at all. Again and again the Chinese cannon fired. Most of the shots now went over the British vessel. Just before reaching the hidden chain, having established the range of the fixed Chinese cannon, and as if to say, ‘Thank you very much,’ the ship neatly put about.

‘I think the British must know about the chain,’ said Shi-Rong.

This was hardly surprising. There were at least a hundred unemployed watermen in the gulf who would gladly have told them for a silver dollar.

Now the other wooden warship took up a safe position farther downstream and fired a trial shot. ‘It’s shooting at the fort!’ the admiral exclaimed in astonishment.

The first ship also fired a trial shot. Both, from their different angles, were aimed at one corner of the battery’s granite wall. At their second attempt, the gunners of both ships found their mark. The granite wall was not breached, but Shi-Rong could see that it was damaged.

And then the bombardment began. Steadily, taking their time, with well-trained accuracy, the British smashed the gun embrasures one by one. Other ships, including the iron Nemesis, joined in. More than once – Shi-Rong wasn’t sure from which ship they came – mortar shells were lobbed over the walls into the battery, where they exploded with devastating effect.

‘I didn’t know they’d do this,’ Admiral Guan said humbly. Shi-Rong could see there were tears in his eyes. But there was nothing the admiral could do. Not now.

Nor was there anything Guan could do when boatloads of British marines pulled rapidly ashore, ran around the sides of the forts, and fell upon their defenders from above. It was a massacre.

They destroyed the fort on the opposite side of the big river in the same way. Then they smashed the pilings that held the great chain across the river and began to move upstream towards the war junks.

‘They cannot reach them,’ the admiral cried out. ‘They cannot!’ And he would have been right – if all the British ships were made of wood.

But now, as Shi-Rong watched in horror, the Nemesis came into her own. Like a metal monster from another world – a world of iron gods, where even the winds that filled the sails of ships counted for nothing – the Nemesis could ignore the riverbed, too. For the iron ship’s draught was so shallow that it passed clean over the underwater sandbanks as it headed straight for the war junks moored helplessly ahead.

And then, like a dragon breathing flame, it sent out a thunderbolt.

Neither Shi-Rong nor the admiral had even seen a Congreve rocket. They had no idea such a thing existed: a rocket carrying explosives. When a Congreve rocket hit its target, it produced an explosion that made the most powerful mortar shell look like a firecracker. And fate had decided that the first rocket the Nemesis fired that day should find the war junk’s magazine.

The shock of the explosion was so great that even standing on their vantage point onshore, Shi-Rong and the admiral were literally blown off their feet. When the smoke cleared, there was nothing left to see of the war junk or its crew. Hull, masts and men were all gone, atomised. In the place where they had been, there was just a gap.

And it was while Shi-Rong was staring openmouthed at this vision from a new world that two runners came racing across the hillside towards him.

‘Mr Jiang,’ one of them called. ‘You’re to come with us to Beijing at once.’

‘Beijing? What do you mean? Who says so?’

‘The emperor.’

‘The emperor? Why? Are you sure? I’ll have to prepare.’

‘You do not understand,’ one of the men cried. ‘The emperor wants you at once. You’re to leave with us right now. Immediately!’

When Genghis Khan had designed the imperial postal service that his heirs had brought to China, his edicts were carried across the vast empty plains of Eurasia by Mongol messengers. The toughest horsemen who ever lived, they rode night and day without stopping, their bodies tightly bound in cloth to hold them in one piece, throwing themselves onto fresh horses at each staging post, often riding several days without sleeping, before handing over their letter to the next rider in the great relay.

In the southern parts of China, these arrangements had been modified to suit the terrain. Through the lush valleys of rice paddies and in the mountain passes, runners might carry the emperor’s letters. But the principle was the same.

And Shi-Rong was to be treated like a piece of urgent mail.

At first, when he left Guangzhou, swift runners carried him in a bamboo litter. That wasn’t so bad, except that at each staging post, where new runners were provided, the litter did not rest for longer than it took Shi-Rong to attend to the calls of nature. If he was given a little food, he had to eat it on the road. Day and night he travelled, sleeping as best he could in the litter while it swayed and jerked its way along. Soon he was wretchedly stiff and short of sleep.

And cold. For the mild January weather of the southern Gulf of Canton was a world away from the bitter cold of the northern plains into which they were travelling. After three days winter clothes were found for him at one of the staging posts. With relief, he put on soft fur-trimmed leather boots, a long, padded Manchu coat and a thick felt Manchu hat. Initially these kept out the cold. But a damp snow was falling as they went through the mountain passes, and the snow seemed to cling to him, waiting to seep into any tiny crevice it could find.

It was after they’d crossed into China’s northern plains, however, that his torture really began. For now he was expected to ride.

The temperature was now below freezing. The breeze cut into his face like a knife. The ground was hard as iron. The horizon seemed endless. And the Mongol horsemen expected him to keep up with them.

He’d been used to riding since he was a boy. But not long journeys like this. Mongol horsemen covered a hundred and fifty miles in a day. They told him he was slowing them down. By the end of the first day he was badly saddle-sore.

The next day he was in agony and bleeding, and so tired that he twice fell off his horse. When he complained at the next staging post, the official in charge told him: ‘We were ordered to bring you with all possible speed.’

‘Did they say,’ he asked, ‘that they wanted me alive?’

He was allowed to sleep for three hours, and when he awoke, he found they had rigged up a sort of hammock for him between two pack-horses, into which he was strapped and covered with blankets. This way the couriers could continue their journey day and night, transferring his hammock to fresh horses at the staging posts, and he could sleep or not as he liked.

Finally, after thirteen days of ceaseless travel, haggard, bruised, sore in every joint, with a vicious rash that made him wince when he sat, Shi-Rong saw the mighty walls and towers of Beijing ahead in the distance and knew that this part of his ordeal was about to end.

But what new ordeal lay ahead of him? That was the question. For he still did not know why he was here.

They took him to an official guesthouse just outside the Forbidden City. He was allowed to bathe, was given clean clothes and was fed. The mandarin in charge was polite, but Shi-Rong noticed that there was a guard at the outer gate of the house. Whether he would have been stopped if he tried to go for a walk, he didn’t try to find out. He was told that someone from the palace would come to prepare him in the morning. In the meantime, he’d better get some sleep.

And he was about to turn in when his door opened and, to his great surprise, he found himself face-to-face with old Mr Wen, his former tutor. ‘Mr Wen! Master.’ Shi-Rong bowed low to the old scholar. ‘This is such an honour. But how did you know I was here? Or that I was coming?’

‘We have all been expecting you,’ said Mr Wen.

‘We?’

‘The lord Lin has many friends and admirers in Beijing. I am proud to be one of them. You do not know why you are here?’

‘I know the emperor sent for me, honoured teacher. But I don’t know why.’

‘Let me explain, then. Ever since he was dismissed, the lord Lin has been writing to his friends here, especially myself. And we have busied ourselves in his cause. We know you have been working for the marquis and reporting to Lin, and that the marquis has been undoing all the good work that the lord Lin – and you yourself – had accomplished. And that the marquis has made promises to the British without authorisation. Frankly, some of us here even wonder if the barbarians are bribing him.’

‘I don’t think so, honoured teacher.’

‘Be that as it may,’ Mr Wen continued, ‘it does no harm to the lord Lin’s cause if such things are whispered.’

Shi-Rong frowned. He was quite surprised to discover the old scholar could stoop to this kind of deviousness. Mr Wen saw it, but was quite unabashed.

‘Our words have reached the emperor. He likes the marquis, but he fears that he’s misleading him. He wants to find out what is really going on with these barbarians down in Guangzhou. When the lord Lin wrote that you would be the perfect person to give the court an honest account of what is really happening, we were able to arrange that this suggestion was placed before the emperor.’

‘I see.’

‘You must be pleased to have the chance to repay the lord Lin for his many kindnesses to you.’

‘Mr Wen, do you believe that Lin could be reinstated?’

‘No. The emperor would lose face. But he could be saved punishment.’

‘What am I to do?’

‘Tell the truth. It’s simple. The marquis has disobeyed the emperor, and he’s running our defences down.’ Mr Wen paused. ‘On my way here,’ he continued, ‘I heard a rumour that we’ve just suffered a big defeat in Guangzhou. Do you know anything about that?’

‘It’s true.’

‘There you are, then. This is the marquis’s fault.’

‘It may not be as simple as that,’ said Shi-Rong wearily.

‘Just remember where your loyalty lies,’ said Mr Wen, and left.

A palace eunuch of about his own age came to collect him in the morning. He tut-tutted over Shi-Rong’s condition, treated his saddle sores with ointment and dressed him in the correct court dress for his modest rank.

‘Now you must listen very carefully,’ he said, ‘because etiquette is everything. It can mean success or failure. Even life or death. I am going to tell you everything you need to know – exactly how to enter the emperor’s presence, how to kowtow to him, and how to speak to him.’

So Shi-Rong did his best to concentrate as the eunuch told him all that he must do. But the truth was that he heard only half of it.

Then the eunuch led him through huge red gold-studded gates into the Forbidden City, across its vast spaces, and into the golden-roofed palace in the sky where the Son of Heaven dwelt.

The private audience room wasn’t nearly as big as he’d imagined, hardly larger than the central hall in his father’s house. It contained a throne on which the emperor sat. Shi-Rong was conscious of several officials flanking the throne, but he wasn’t sure how many, because his eyes were cast down.

As required, he knelt and bowed down, carefully touching his head on the floor three times. Having slowly risen to his feet, he knelt down and did the same thing again. Again he rose to his feet, and for the third time knelt and knocked his head on the ground three times more. This was the kowtow of the three kneelings and nine head knockings, the ultimate show of respect.

But having done this, he suddenly realised that he couldn’t remember what he was supposed to do next. Was he supposed to rise? Or if not, should he look up at the emperor when he answered questions or keep his eyes on the floor? He knew that when the emperor travelled in his yellow carriage, no one was allowed to look at him, upon pain of death. So he decided to play it safe and remain prostrate, facing the floor, until they told him to do otherwise.

They didn’t.

‘Is it true that the marquis has told the barbarians we will pay them five million dollars for the opium confiscated by Commissioner Lin?’ It was one of the officials who addressed him.

‘This slave declares that it is true,’ he answered respectfully.

‘Why did you disband the patrol boats?’ The same official.

‘It was this slave who set up and organised the patrol boats for Governor Lin. Then I was ordered by the marquis to disband them.’

‘Did he say why?’

‘He told this slave that it was to show the barbarians that we could be their friends, not their enemies.’

‘Did the marquis tell the barbarians that they could have access to other ports besides Guangzhou?’

‘He indicated that it could be discussed.’

‘Did he say they could have the island of Hong Kong?’

‘This slave heard him say that such a thing could not even be discussed.’

‘Are you certain?’ This was a different, softer voice. It was the emperor, he was sure of it. Shi-Rong hesitated.

‘Your slave heard him say that the request was out of the question, that it was against all reason, especially when the barbarians still occupied the island of Chusan.’ He was so certain that this was the exact truth that, involuntarily, he gave a tiny nod.

‘Not quite the same as a no, is it?’ said the emperor. Again Shi-Rong hesitated. He was there to defend Lin, to whom he owed everything. But whatever faults the marquis possessed, he’d treated him well. Shi-Rong actually felt a little sorry for him. It seemed that the emperor sensed what was in his mind. ‘You should say what is in your mind,’ he continued.

‘Your slave believes that the marquis’s intention was to keep the barbarians talking. He wished to wear them down, either so they could reach an agreement or so that he could strike them when they did not expect it.’ Again he gave a nod.

‘That is all very well,’ said the emperor, ‘but isn’t it true that the barbarians continued to insist on their demands?’

‘It is true, Majesty.’

‘What was the marquis planning to do next?’

‘He told your slave that he was inviting them to a banquet.’

There was a silence. Then, presumably at a sign from the emperor, another official addressed him. ‘There is a rumour that the barbarians have mounted a new attack. Is it true?’

‘It is true.’

‘It doesn’t seem they wanted to come to the banquet, does it?’ The emperor’s voice, still soft, but dry.

‘Can you tell us what happened?’ asked the official.

‘Yes. Your slave was present. The barbarians bombarded the two forts at the mouth of the river, then attacked with troops. The forts fell. After that, a strange ship made of iron went upriver a little way. Our war junks lay up there protected by sandbanks, but the iron ship went across the shallows and destroyed most of the war junks with cannon and other projectiles.’

‘Perhaps this ship has some sort of armour on its sides. If it was made of iron, surely it wouldn’t have floated.’ The emperor’s voice. ‘I am surprised Admiral Guan gave in so easily.’

‘Your slave asks permission to comment.’

‘Do so.’

‘The admiral is most valiant, Majesty. I have been under fire with him. This was not the admiral’s fault. He was overwhelmed.’

Nobody said anything for a moment. Then another voice spoke. ‘May I make a suggestion, Majesty? Admiral Guan’s preparations were extensive. His courage is not in doubt. But it would seem that in his desire to appease the barbarians, the marquis has deliberately weakened our defences. Clearly, Admiral Guan has not been supported. I submit respectfully that it is time for a person with more martial spirit and moral resolution to support the admiral and to teach these pirates a lesson, once and for all.’

Whoever this man was, Shi-Rong thought, it was clear that he was used to speaking his mind before the emperor. What a fine thing it would be to have such a position. The man had even dared to speak up for Lin – for although he had not mentioned Lin by name, it was clear, when he spoke of the need for a man of moral resolution, that he had Lin in mind.

There was only one problem: he was wrong. Shi-Rong was sure of it.

Neither Admiral Guan nor Lin could have stopped the barbarian gunners, let alone the iron ship. Nobody who had witnessed the attack on the forts could fail to see this. The British had better weapons and greater skill. They’d had no difficulty in destroying the forts at all. They could do the same thing to all the forts up the river all the way to Guangzhou.

The emperor spoke. ‘First Lin tells me the pirates can do nothing; then they take Chusan. Then the marquis tells me he will control them down in Guangzhou, and they smash his defences to bits.’ His soft voice sounded plaintive. ‘Does anyone tell the emperor the truth?’ Nobody spoke. ‘Have you told me the truth?’

It took Shi-Rong a moment to realise that the question was directed at him. He began to look up, then checked himself.

‘Your slave has truthfully reported everything he saw and heard,’ he said, keeping his eyes on the floor.

The emperor sounded sad. ‘Well, I daresay you have. Is there anything else that I should know?’

Was there anything? Just the fact that neither he nor his advisers in the room had any understanding of the situation. The British warships were not a nuisance that could be swept away. Along the entire coastline of his empire, they were a force superior to his own. But did he dare say it?

He thought of Lin, whom he loved and whom he was here to defend. Could he tell the emperor that Lin’s moral strength was irrelevant? He thought of the old admiral, whom he respected. Could he tell the emperor that the gallant old warrior was of no use to him? Above all, could he really say to the emperor’s face that he and all his counsellors were labouring under a delusion?

‘Your humble slave submits that Your Majesty has all the information known.’ It was true, in its way.

A light touch on his shoulder told him that he should now withdraw.

Mr Wen came to visit within the hour. Evidently Lin’s friends in the meeting had already talked to him. He seemed very happy. ‘You made an excellent impression,’ he cried. ‘The case against Lin is looking much weaker now. And the wind is certainly blowing against the marquis.’

‘And the admiral?’

‘He’ll be told to redeem himself. A small demotion until he does. They liked that you spoke out for him. They thought it courageous. Well done.’

‘And what about me?’ Shi-Rong asked. ‘What happens to me? I work for the marquis, to whom I have to return. He isn’t going to be so pleased to see me, is he?’ He paused. ‘Do you think Lin planned this all along – got me a job with the marquis, made me tell him everything the marquis did, and then wrote to you to suggest I be summoned to the emperor to give evidence?’

‘If he did, he had every right. He was owed your loyal service.’

‘I’m not complaining,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘but what shall I do?’

‘First you will stay in my house for at least two weeks, because the journey here has made you ill.’

‘Has it?’

‘That is what I shall tell everyone. Then you will return to Guangzhou. Very slowly. It will take you at least two months. By the time you get there, I suspect that the marquis will be dismissed. If so, Lin and the rest of us will find you employment.’ He smiled. ‘While you recover in my house, you can study with me for your next exams. My servant Wong will be delighted to look after you again. It will be quite like old times.’

That evening Mr Wen gave Shi-Rong a herbal drink to make him sleep, and it was well into the next morning before he awoke.

There was a dusting of snow around noon that continued for a couple of hours. While it was snowing and Wong busied himself with the housekeeping, the two men played a game of Chinese chess. The old man was skilful in moving his chariots, Shi-Rong perhaps cleverer with his cannon; and though he lost an elephant early on, he was able to hold out until the snow had stopped before Mr Wen finally defeated him. Soon afterwards the sky cleared, and they stepped out into the small courtyard.

Mr Wen’s courtyard had many happy memories for Shi-Rong. How often, in summer, they had sat out there, discussed the great poets and practised their calligraphy. Only one thing had changed since he’d gone away. In the north corner there now stood a curious pale stone, taller than a man. It was limestone, of the kind known as karst. Its twisted shape was naturally pierced with openings – some were holes that went clean through; others like curious cave entrances led to who knew what interior worlds within. ‘They call them scholar stones, you know,’ old Mr Wen said proudly.

‘A very fine one, too,’ Shi-Rong remarked. ‘It must have cost you a fortune.’

‘It was a gift.’ Mr Wen smiled. ‘A pupil of mine from years ago. He has risen quite high and become very rich. He brought it to me as a present, for starting him on his career. He said a wealthy merchant gave it to him. A bribe, I expect.’

‘It was good that he showed gratitude.’

‘Yes. He might find a job for you, come to think of it.’

The sun was still shining. The sky was crystalline blue. They put on snow boots and went for a walk, just as far as the Tiananmen Gate. The sun was gleaming on the high tiled roofs; the huge snow-covered space was shining white; the red gates looked so cheerful. Not for nothing was it called the Gate of Heavenly Peace.

‘There’ll be a full moon tonight,’ said Mr Wen.

Shi-Rong had already retired to his room before the moon appeared over the courtyard wall. Despite the cold, he opened the door and stood there for some time as it mounted into the clear night sky. In the courtyard the scholar stone gleamed, bone-white in the moonlight, its cavities like sockets in a skull. Whether the stone was friendly or not he couldn’t decide, but the silence at least was peaceful. Finally, made sleepy by the cold, he closed the door and lay down on his bed.

It was nearly midnight when the dream began. He was standing just inside the door of his room. Opening it, he looked into the courtyard. Everything seemed to be just as before. Yet he had a feeling that he had heard a sound, very faint, like an echo, though what it was he could not tell.

Then, looking at the moonlit scholar stone, he saw it was his father.

How pale he was, how thin and drawn his face, as though the flesh was already retreating from the bone. But it was his eyes that were truly terrible. For they stared at him with an anger he had never seen before. ‘What have you done?’

‘Father.’ He bowed low, as a son should. And he would have gone forward to receive his blessing, but he was afraid.

‘What have you done? Did I not tell you to serve the emperor faithfully?’

‘Yes, honoured Father. I have done so.’

‘You have not. You have lied to him about the barbarians. You did not warn him of the danger. You are like a scout who deliberately leads his general into an ambush. That is treason.’

‘I told him as much as I could.’

‘You lied to the Son of Heaven.’

‘Everybody lies to the emperor,’ Shi-Rong cried.

‘Even if that were true, it is no excuse.’

‘It was not so easy …’

‘Of course it was not easy. Virtue is not easy. Honourable conduct is not easy. That is our tradition, the thing for which our education prepares us – to do the thing that is not easy. Have you turned your back upon all the teachings of Confucius?’

‘I do not think so.’

‘Then you have not understood. When Confucius was asked how to cure the many ills of a corrupt government, what did he say? Perform the sacrifices correctly. What did that mean? That if your conduct is incorrect in small things, it will be incorrect in great things. Honesty and right conduct begin in the home, then in the village, the town, the province, the whole empire. The conduct of the emperor, who makes the great yearly sacrifices to the gods, must also be correct. Otherwise his whole empire will be rotten. Everything must hang together. One weak link breaks the whole chain. This is what Confucius understood. Yet you turn your back on everything I have passed down to you. You have disgraced me. You have disgraced your ancestors.’

Anguished, Shi-Rong fell on his knees and kowtowed to his father. ‘Forgive me, Father. I will make amends.’

But his father only shook his head. ‘It is too late,’ he said in a sad voice. ‘Too late.’

‘My dear Jiang,’ said his old teacher when he saw Shi-Rong’s face in the morning, ‘you look as if you’d seen a ghost.’

‘I slept badly,’ said Shi-Rong.

‘Go for a walk,’ Mr Wen suggested after Wong had served them breakfast. ‘It’s cold, but it’s a beautiful day.’

After breakfast, Shi-Rong took his advice. For an hour he wandered the old city’s streets. He came upon a small Confucian temple and went in to meditate awhile. It was nearly noon before he returned.

When he reached Mr Wen’s house, he was met by Wong, who told him: ‘Mr Wen has received a letter, Mr Jiang. He wants to see you.’

Shi-Rong found his old teacher in the little room where he kept his books. He was looking grave.

‘Is there news from the lord Lin?’ Shi-Rong asked.

‘No.’ Wen shook his head. ‘From your aunt. She had sent a letter to you in Guangzhou, but it must have arrived after you left.’

Now Shi-Rong knew, with an awful certainty, what the news must be. ‘My father.’

‘He has died. Almost a month ago, it seems. Peacefully. With words of great affection for you just before he departed. You have been a good son to him. He was proud of you.’

‘No. He is not proud of me. Not anymore.’

‘I do not understand.’

‘I saw his ghost last night. I thought it was only a dream, but it was not. He is very angry with me. I have shamed him and my ancestors. He told me so.’

‘You must not say such things.’

‘But it is true, Teacher. It is true. And he was right.’ Shi-Rong sank to his knees in shame and put his face in his hands.

For a long moment Mr Wen was silent. ‘You will have to go home, you know. It is your duty. You cannot work for the marquis anymore, or for anyone, until the period of mourning is over.’

‘I know,’ said Shi-Rong.

‘Perhaps it’s just as well,’ said Mr Wen. ‘It’ll keep you out of trouble.’
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Cecil Whiteparish had been standing on the waterfront at Macao on a quiet day in March in the year of our Lord 1841, looking at the ships in the Roads, when no less a person than Captain Elliot came walking swiftly towards him, and to his surprise hailed him and declared, ‘My dear Mr Whiteparish. The very man I was looking for. I need your services as an interpreter again.’ Elliot paused. ‘How would you like to visit Canton?’

‘Is it safe now?’

‘The river is clear almost up to the factories at Canton, where I hope British trade will soon resume.’

Since the January day when Elliot’s squadron and its iron ship had smashed the Chinese forts at the top of the gulf, the British advance up the Pearl River had continued. The marquis had called for truces, but it was soon obvious that he was only playing for time, and Elliot pressed on regardless. Day after day, mile after mile, the British had destroyed every battery, rampart and garrison. Chinese casualties had been large, British minimal.

‘We missionaries act as your interpreters, Captain Elliot, because we’re loyal Englishmen. But since this whole business is to support the opium trade, as a man of God, I can’t pretend to like it.’

‘And you know very well,’ Elliot assured him, ‘that I hate it, too. But remember, the government’s true mission is much larger. We intend to coerce the Chinese to behave like a civilised country – open at least five ports, including Canton, to general trade, with British consuls in each port, perhaps an ambassador at the court. Englishmen will be able to live freely in those places. And there will be Christian churches there, for the Chinese as well. Your desires and mine are the same.’

‘That is the end. But the opium trade is the means.’

‘I’m afraid so, yes.’

‘I must serve the government, I suppose,’ Whiteparish said, ‘but I hope I shan’t be asked to do this again.’ He sighed. ‘I regret the loss of life,’ he said sadly.

‘So do I,’ said Elliot. ‘I was especially sad when that gallant old admiral Guan was killed at one of the forts we stormed. But I’m afraid that’s war.’ He paused. ‘There’s been another casualty, of a kind. The marquis has lost the emperor’s confidence.’

‘Demoted?’

‘Carted off to Peking in chains, two days ago, under sentence of death. Lin saw him off, apparently. There’s irony for you.’

‘Where does that leave negotiations?’

‘The marquis ceded Hong Kong to us, evidently without the emperor’s authority. But we’ve occupied it, and we certainly won’t give it back. He also promised six million dollars for the lost opium – also probably without authority. But we’ll force the Chinese to give it to us, you may be sure.’

‘The conflict’s not over, then.’

‘Not quite.’ Elliot nodded. ‘And that, my dear Mr Whiteparish, is where Her Majesty’s Government needs you. I’m going on a secret expedition. I have a good pilot. You’ve met the fellow. They call him Nio. He gave us information about the gun batteries – entirely accurate, too. Now I need an interpreter.’

‘I see.’

‘There may be a little action, but nothing to worry about.’ He smiled. ‘We’ll be on the Nemesis.’

They’d entered the great network of waterways that lay west of the gulf, a world of mudflats as far as the eye could see. The Nemesis, carrying a contingent of marines as well as its crew, and towing a couple of longboats astern, chugged its way northwards through the watery landscape. Every so often, the channel forked confusingly, but their pilot never hesitated.

‘Nio may be a rogue,’ Elliot observed, ‘but he knows these waterways like the back of his hand.’

‘The place seems empty,’ Whiteparish remarked.

‘According to Nio, it isn’t. As well as a town, there’s a lot of small forts up here. So I thought I’d better reduce them now. Once we’ve got control of the whole river, we don’t want trouble developing in the rear.’

When they reached the town, Elliot’s assertion that they had little to fear seemed to be borne out. This was no mere village. Whiteparish guessed the place might house thirty thousand souls. Archers on the bank loosed arrows at them, though most bounced off the ship’s iron sides. But two stout war junks barred their path. The moment the Nemesis opened fire with its guns, however, and surged towards them, they fled.

‘They’ve never seen an iron warship before,’ Elliot remarked with a chuckle.

‘Iron dragon,’ said Nio.

‘The town’s not important,’ Elliot explained. ‘Exposed on the water like that, we can knock it about whenever we like. It’s the forts I’m concerned about.’

They began to encounter these during the afternoon. They were not large. Most had mud walls and batteries of cannon. In each case, the iron ship’s cannon soon blasted these defences to bits, and the marines were able to run ashore and spike their guns without suffering casualties. In several places, parties of soldiers appeared and waved antique spears, shouting abuse. But they wisely kept out of the marines’ musket range.

At the end of the afternoon they came upon a small fort where the commander asked for a parley. He was quite a young man, with an intelligent face. Coming aboard the Nemesis, he explained that his father owned much of the local land. He looked at the ship’s armaments with great interest. ‘I have heard all about this iron ship,’ he explained, ‘but I wasn’t sure it was true.’

‘Tell him he’d better surrender,’ said Elliot.

‘He says he quite agrees,’ Whiteparish reported. ‘It would be foolish to do anything else. But he asks you to oblige him so that he and his men can save face. His cannon will fire a few shots at us, but they will be blanks. Could we please do the same? Then he will surrender.’

‘Sorry,’ said Elliot. ‘No time for such nonsense. Surrender at once.’

With a sigh, the young man did so, though he did quietly say one thing, which Whiteparish wasn’t going to translate until Elliot insisted on hearing it. ‘He says you have better cannon, but a smaller brain.’

‘Probably right,’ said Elliot cheerfully. ‘Spike his guns.’

When the ship anchored a few miles upstream that night, Elliot posted a watch; but nobody disturbed them.

They came upon a bigger fort midway through the morning. It stood on a natural platform of raised ground, commanding a bend in the waterway. It was twice the size of the forts they’d seen the day before, with big ramparts of packed mud.

‘I’d say they’ve twenty cannon in there,’ said Elliot, ‘and a couple hundred men. Maybe more.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘If I’m not mistaken, we can station ourselves a quarter of a mile downstream, and their cannon won’t be able to hit us.’

He was right. For the next hour the guns of the Nemesis methodically pounded the fort. A gaping breach opened up in the wall. They launched a Congreve rocket into the breach, saw it explode, heard the screams that followed. Then, carefully, they proceeded upstream until they were directly opposite the fort. Three of the Chinese guns fired, but their shots went too high. With quick precision, the gunners on the Nemesis fired back, and the Chinese guns fell silent. They launched another rocket and again heard awful screams.

‘Poor devils,’ remarked Elliot. He called the lieutenant of marines, a smart, fair-haired fellow of about thirty. ‘Take the sergeant with you.’ He indicated a big moustachioed veteran. ‘Storm the fort. Offer them quarter, and once they’ve surrendered, spike their guns.’ He turned to Whiteparish. ‘Can you tell him what to say?’

In a few words, Whiteparish told the lieutenant how to call for surrender and offer quarter in Cantonese, and made him repeat it back to him twice.

The Nemesis was so close to the bank now that they didn’t need the longboats. Running out planks, led by the young officer and the big sergeant, the marines raced across them and up the undulating grass slope towards the smoking fort.

The defenders weren’t giving up. From the breach and from the damaged walls came a hail of arrows and several musket shots. Fortunately, the uneven ground gave the marines some cover from which to return fire. The cannon on the Nemesis roared again. But still the Chinese resisted.

‘Plucky fellows,’ said Elliot, with a nod of approval.

Some of the marines were peeling off to one side now, working their way unseen towards the breach. At the same time, the lieutenant shouted out the message Whiteparish had given him for the Chinese troops. Twice he shouted. They could not have failed to hear. But it had to be admitted, the message had become horribly garbled.

Whiteparish glanced at Elliot, then at Nio. ‘Will they understand that?’

Nio shook his head.

‘Damn,’ said Elliot. ‘I’m afraid this is going to be bloody. But I must have that fort.’

The lieutenant got on top of the grass bank, shouted his incomprehensible message once more, and was rewarded with a musket ball from the wall above that only just missed him.

‘Prepare for mortar fire,’ Elliot ordered. ‘Exploding shells. And get another rocket ready.’ He glanced at Whiteparish. ‘Can’t risk my marines. Too many defenders.’

‘What’ll you do?’

‘Blow the Chinese to bits, I’m afraid.’ He turned and called out: ‘Ready, Master Gunner?’ And he was about to give the order to fire when Cecil Whiteparish did a foolish thing.

He never even thought about it. Almost before he knew what he was doing, he’d run across the plank and was racing up the slope. Reaching the lieutenant, he leaped up onto the grass bank and bellowed in his best Cantonese: ‘Surrender now! Our general promises you will not be harmed. Save yourselves!’

And he might have said more, but a huge force struck him in the back and flattened him upon the ground just as, above him, a musket ball hissed by.

Then a voice spoke in his ear. ‘Sorry about that, sir. Can’t have you getting shot.’ It was the burly sergeant. ‘Head down, sir.’ Another musket ball hissed by.

He allowed himself to be dragged back to relative safety. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘Sorry I didn’t deliver the message very well,’ the lieutenant said cheerfully. ‘They heard you all right, though, loud and clear. Maybe it’ll work.’

But it didn’t. Perhaps the Chinese defenders were too proud. Perhaps they didn’t trust the barbarian’s word. Whatever their reasons, they continued to shoot, loosing a few arrows and even getting off another cannonball.

Whiteparish saw the marine lieutenant glance back to the ship. Evidently Elliot had sent him a signal. ‘Please don’t move this time,’ the lieutenant said. ‘There are going to be a lot of explosions inside the fort. Then we’re going to rush them.’

And it happened just as the lieutenant said. And after the great and terrifying noise, the lieutenant and his men left him on the grass, and there were shouts and shots and screaming up ahead. And then it became quieter.

Nobody noticed him as he clambered into the fort. He climbed first over rubble, then over bodies, heaps of them, four or five deep, slippery with blood. Were all the defenders dead already? He did not know. Inside, the scene was terrible. In one corner of the place, a dozen Chinese prisoners were huddled, under guard. They at least would live. But the rest of the space was littered with something far worse than corpses.

The cannonballs and explosives had done their work. So had the hand-to-hand fighting. There were body parts – here a hand, there an arm or leg – from men who had been blown to bits. Then there were the living, men with gaping wounds, several with entrails half out, some screaming, others already sinking into silence. Most of them seemed to be half naked. And in the middle of them all, the lieutenant with a pistol and the large moustachioed sergeant with a cutlass. They moved among the twisted figures on the ground calmly and methodically. Some of the wounded they judged might live; those whose case looked hopeless and whose agony was too great to bear, they killed quickly. It was only common decency that made them do it. He realised that. But he had never seen such horrors before. Soon, he knew, a sickening smell would be added to this terrible scene. He would not wait for that.

Once when he was a boy, he had met a man who had been at the great Battle of Waterloo, and he had asked him what it was like when the battle was over. But the man had only shaken his head. ‘Oh no,’ he’d said, ‘I cannot speak of that.’ Now he knew why.

The thought crossed his mind: should he not go and give comfort to the dying? But what comfort could he give to those who did not even know the true and Christian God?

Instead he staggered out of the fort again and, once he was out, bent double and threw up.

It was the sergeant who came upon him. ‘Sorry you had to see it, sir. We don’t like to leave them like that, you know.’

‘I understand.’

‘They’re only heathens, aren’t they, sir? That’s a comfort, I suppose.’

Back on the Nemesis, Cecil Whiteparish stood, his head bowed. ‘It’s my fault,’ he said to Elliot. ‘If I’d gone across with the marines at the start …’

‘I wouldn’t have let you,’ Elliot said firmly. ‘Besides, when they did get the message, they still ignored it.’

‘God forgive me,’ said poor Whiteparish.

An hour later, as the Nemesis continued northwards through the marshes, Whiteparish, still deep in his own thoughts, was surprised to find himself addressed by the pilot, who had been watching him attentively.

‘You are a holy man,’ Nio said.

‘I suppose so,’ Whiteparish replied without conviction.

‘I know the British worship a god, but that is all. What is he like, your god?’

For a few moments Whiteparish said nothing. He didn’t really want to talk. He didn’t feel very worthy. But it was his duty to answer the question. After all, as a missionary, that was what he was there to do. So he told the Chinese smuggler the rudiments of the Christian faith, which made him feel a little better. And when Nio seemed to take an interest and asked him more, he gave him further details. And perhaps grateful to make up for his sense of failure, he found himself telling Nio everything he knew about his loving Lord.

And when he was finally done, Nio looked thoughtful for a while. ‘This Jesus, did he have brothers and sisters?’

‘Some think he had, others say not.’

‘Was Jesus the Son of Heaven? Like the emperor?’

‘His father was the King of Heaven. Better by far.’

‘I hope so,’ Nio said. He thought for a moment. ‘Would he have killed all those people in the fort?’

‘No,’ said Whiteparish firmly. ‘He would not.’

Several minutes passed before Nio spoke again. ‘You are a good man,’ he said.

‘I wish I were.’

‘I think you are,’ said Nio.

Cecil Whiteparish did not answer, but he wondered: had his words about his faith been in the least adequate? Had some seeds fallen on good ground? Might they one day bear fruit?

He could not tell.
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At first, it seemed to Nio, he was contented enough. If something in his heart troubled him, he ignored it.

He was a free agent. His feelings about the Manchu hadn’t changed. He didn’t want to go back to the daily uncertainty of the pirate’s life. But the British seemed to trust him. They were still prepared to pay him very well. And there was plenty to do.

By the last week of March, the opium trade was in full swing again. The British had returned to their waterfront factory at Canton, though the great walled city overlooking them remained in imperial Chinese hands.

But neither the British nor the emperor intended to leave things as they were – which meant that the British needed spies.

Nio was perfect. Not only did he hear everything in the streets, but he had soon bribed two different servants in the governor’s yamen, his administrative office, to give him information. Together with all the news that merchants like Tully Odstock heard through their Chinese counterparts in the Hong, Elliot was well informed.

Each week, Nio went to the missionary hospital beside the factories – supposedly to seek help with a pain in his elbow that Chinese medicine had failed to cure – and made a detailed report to Cecil Whiteparish, who then conveyed the information to Elliot.

After reporting, Nio would usually stay to talk with the missionary – the good man, as Nio thought of him – and Cecil would tell him wonderful stories of Christ’s sayings and his miracles. Nio was especially impressed that the Christian Son of God had walked on water. And despite the fact that in the eyes of the law he was just a traitor reporting to his foreign paymaster, Nio drew spiritual nourishment and solace from these talks.

‘There’s going to be more trouble,’ Nio informed Whiteparish the first day he reported. ‘The emperor’s furious about the loss of Hong Kong. As for the compensation money, he just won’t pay. He wants the British trapped in the Gulf of Canton and annihilated.’

‘How does he think he’ll do it?’

‘Extra troops. A lot of them, from several provinces. They’re on their way already. And to command them, no less a person than General Yang.’

‘Who is he?’

‘A hero of the old wars against the steppe barbarians. And the province will be governed by one of the emperor’s royal cousins.’ A signal that the place was now the court’s top priority.

But when the new troops began to arrive in the city, Nio soon reported back: ‘They look half starved. Some of the companies are in rags. They’re from distant provinces and can’t speak a word of Cantonese. Most of them don’t even seem to know where they are.’

‘And their officers?’

‘Drinking and whoring. They only show up on payday. As for General Yang, he’s over seventy and deaf as a post.’

‘Anything else?’

‘Yes. He believes the British are using black magic. If so few of the barbarians can defeat so many Chinese, he says, there can be no other explanation.’

All through April, Nio brought reports of fresh arrivals of troops and cannon. One day in early May, in a secluded inlet near the city, he saw a small fleet of fire ships being prepared. Presumably they could be used against the flotilla of British vessels out in the gulf. This he also reported.

By the third week of May the heat in Canton was growing intolerable. The merchants at the factories, making up for the time lost in the spring, continued their urgent business of selling opium and buying tea, as if the world of trade would never cease. But Nio noticed that the ordinary people of Canton, those who could afford it, were quietly leaving the city.

His informants at the governor’s yamen told him that something big was brewing. And then, one afternoon, Nio discovered a cannon hidden in the yard of a disused warehouse near the factories and realised that it could easily be dragged out onto the waterfront to fire at British ships.

The next day he saw Whiteparish. ‘Where is Elliot? And where is the iron ship?’

‘The iron ship is down at the Bogue. Elliot’s on it.’

‘They’d better come up fast and take the people in the factories off. I think General Yang’s about to attack, and he’s going to take over the waterfront.’

Two days later, the Nemesis and a flotilla of British warships came up the Pearl River to the factories. Somewhat disgruntled, the merchants allowed themselves to be evacuated.

By nightfall, the flotilla was out in the waters below the city.

So most people were asleep when, at two o’clock in the morning during the ebb tide, all hell broke loose on the Pearl River.

Cannon, dragged onto the waterfront, suddenly roared. Fire ships, chained together in pairs, were floating towards the anchored British vessels. The assault was huge and seemed well organised. The Chinese navy was good at fire ships, after all.

It didn’t take Nio long to bribe a guard to let him up on the city wall. The night scene before him was spectacular. The roars and flashes from the cannon, coming from so many directions, were confusing, but Nio could see what the fire ships were doing. The British vessels, tall, ghostly shapes in the half-distance, had been caught unawares. Most were still at anchor or trying to get under way as the flaming hulks bore down upon them. Only the Nemesis was moving about and firing its guns. More fire ships were appearing. Some war junks were training their cannon on the British vessels. He even thought he saw the Nemesis take a hit. Were the British going to be defeated for once?

‘I believe we’ve got them,’ he cried excitedly. He said it without thinking, and nobody heard.

It was only as the minutes passed that he noticed something odd. Perhaps, he thought, it was the dark. The fire ships were still advancing, but they seemed to be moving more slowly. A couple of the British ships had weighed anchor; one of them had got a grappling hook on to a fire ship and was dragging it off course. He stared into the blackness. And then, as a good waterman, he suddenly realised … and let out a groan. ‘The fools,’ he wailed.

The ebb tide that was supposed to carry the fire ships towards the British was almost over. They’d sent the fire ships out too late.

And so it proved. Through the rest of that short night and as the first hint of dawn appeared, he watched the great fire offensive slowly disintegrate. With the change of tide, some of the fire ships were even carried back to the waterside suburbs of the city, where flames soon broke out amongst the wooden houses. Finally, as dawn sent a faint grey light over the futile remains of the action, Nio made his way down from the wall.

He felt a sense of disgust. Before, when the British attacked the forts, the Chinese weapons were no good, their gun batteries useless. They were bound to lose. But last night, the Chinese could have won. Why did they lose? Because they were foolish. They lost face. And although his own interests lay with the British now, he felt a sense of shame.

So he was glad, two hours later at the governor’s yamen, when one of his informants told him: ‘It wasn’t General Yang who sent in the fire ships last night. He didn’t even know. It was his boss. The emperor’s cousin. He’s the one who gave the order and sent them at the wrong time.’ A Manchu. That explained it, Nio thought. No Han Chinese would do anything so stupid.

By chance, Cecil Whiteparish was the first one to recognise Nio in the small sampan coming towards them. There was still so much confusion along the waterfront and in the river that few people would have noticed one vessel more or less. But when he caught sight of Nio, Whiteparish smiled and waved at once. And by the time Nio reached the Nemesis, he had Elliot at his side, ready to receive the news.

Nio’s report was precise and to the point. The fact that General Yang didn’t even know about the plan of attack was interesting.

‘It sounds as if their command’s in disarray,’ Elliot remarked to Whiteparish. ‘I believe we can finish this entire business in short order. I shall call on Canton to surrender.’

Whiteparish looked at the city’s massive walls. ‘But surely, it’s not like a fort. We can’t knock down and storm those walls. Besides, there may be a million people in there. If it came to house-to-house fighting, we’d just be swallowed up.’

‘I didn’t say I wished to take the city. And I certainly wouldn’t destroy it, even if I could. We came here to trade with Canton, not ruin it. I just want them to surrender.’

‘How will you do it?’

‘Look over there.’ He pointed. ‘Do you see that small hill a few miles away, with a pagoda on it? It’s right on the city’s northern wall. If I could get some cannon up there, they’d command the entire city. We could easily hit the governor’s yamen, for instance. And an impressive body of troops as well. Enough to frighten the Chinese. My guess is that if we’re bombarding from here, to the south and they see us about to bombard and attack with a first-rate regiment on their north as well, they’ll offer terms in no time.’

‘But how will you get the cannon to their destination? You can’t drag them for miles across the marshes, surely?’

‘No. I need to bring the cannon and the troops up close to that hill by ship.’ He looked towards Nio. ‘Ask him if it can be done. Are there inlets, water channels we could use? I’ll wager he knows.’

So Whiteparish asked Nio. And Nio remained silent for a time, apparently thinking, then shook his head.

‘Tell him there’ll be a big reward,’ said Elliot.

But still Nio sadly shook his head. ‘I don’t know those channels,’ he replied.

‘I think he’s lying,’ said Elliot. ‘He’s always been helpful in the past. Why has he clammed up now? I could have him flogged, I suppose, if I must.’

Whiteparish gazed at Nio. ‘Let me talk to him,’ he said, and took Nio to one side. ‘You think we’re going to kill many people, don’t you?’ he murmured. ‘Like we did at that fort. Ordinary Chinese. Your people.’

Nio said nothing.

So Whiteparish explained that Elliot had no intention of killing the people or destroying the city. ‘It’s just a blockade. We might shoot at the governor’s yamen. Something like that. But when the defenders see our cannon and our troops, they’ll give up. We’ve proved it many times. This is Elliot’s plan. Nothing else.’

And at last Nio said, ‘I know you are a good man. Do you promise me this is true?’

Whiteparish paused for only an instant. After all, he’d said nothing that wasn’t true. This was Elliot’s plan. ‘Yes,’ said the missionary earnestly, ‘I do.’

‘I will be your pilot, then,’ said Nio, ‘and show you the way to the pagoda hill.’ He seemed sad. He didn’t ask the price.

Whiteparish could only thank God that the siege of Canton had been over in just a few days. People had lost their lives, of course, but there was no great massacre. Once the cannon began pounding the governor’s yamen from the top of the pagoda hill, the governor soon gave in.

Thank God that so many innocent Chinese lives had thus been saved. That was the main thing. But there was something else as well.

He’d given his word to Nio that his people would not be destroyed. And Nio had trusted him.

And what was Nio? A poor Hakka boy. A spy for hire. A drug smuggler. Probably a pirate, too. But he was not without honour. He’d initially refused to take them to the pagoda hill in order to save his people. If I’d betrayed his trust, Whiteparish reflected, I’d never have forgiven myself. Indeed, he realised, I probably care more for his good opinion than I do for that of my own cousin John Trader.

The deal that Elliot had agreed with the governor was very simple. ‘I’ve stopped the bombardment,’ he told Cecil, ‘and agreed to withdraw all our warships and troops from Canton. In return, Canton will pay us six million silver dollars. At once.’

‘So Canton is paying the opium compensation?’

‘Certainly not. The emperor has forbidden that. The money is being paid by the city on condition that we cease hostilities and remove our troops. It’s an old Chinese practice, you know, paying tiresome barbarians to make them go away.’

‘But it’s the same amount of money the British demanded for the opium.’

‘Mere coincidence.’

‘The British merchants will get the money, though.’

‘Oh, I daresay. But the point is – from the Chinese point of view – that the emperor’s orders have been obeyed. He has not lost face.’

‘So our warships and troops will all return home?’

‘Oh no. I still have many demands that have not been addressed. I expect to attack up the coast again shortly. But that is not the concern of Canton.’

‘What about the opium trade?’

‘It was not mentioned at all.’

‘It will continue?’

‘Nobody has said that it will not.’

Whiteparish thought for a few moments. ‘So where does this leave us?’

‘It leaves Canton exactly where it was before Lin came to confiscate the opium.’ Elliot gave him a seraphic smile. ‘Where it leaves China is quite another matter. By the way, I have something for you. For Nio.’ He handed Whiteparish a small bag of coins. ‘Tell him it’s my thanks for showing us the way to the pagoda hill.’

Emptiness. Nio felt only emptiness now. When he’d first run away from home, it had seemed an adventure, a life of freedom with the smugglers in the gulf, a chance to make money. And now he had money, well over a hundred silver dollars. So why should he be depressed?

He was older and wiser. Perhaps that was all. It had been one thing, as a boy, to resent the distant Manchu rulers in Beijing; but it had still been a shock to discover that China’s mighty empire could be humiliated by a handful of barbarians. He had only contempt for the Manchu emperor now. And the Han Chinese, and the mandarins like Shi-Rong, were scarcely better.

It seemed to Nio that the best Chinese man he’d met in the gulf was Sea Dragon. A pirate, of course, who’d been quite ready to kill him. But a pirate who never gave the members of his gang away. Died under torture. Kept his honour. A true Chinese hero, in his way. A man in a thousand.

What about the British barbarians? The missionary was a good man. But the British were not his people, and they never would be.

So what was left? What was he? With whom was he to live? I am a Hakka, he reminded himself. I belong with them. But for some reason even this didn’t seem enough.

One evening, a couple of days after the settlement was agreed, he heard a commotion outside his lodgings near the factories. The summer monsoon had begun, but there was only a light rain falling as he hurried outside, where he found a small crowd of people. Several of them were shouting angrily, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

‘What’s happened?’ he asked an older man.

‘It’s the barbarians,’ the man explained. ‘Out in the villages. They’ve raped some women,’ he said with disgust.

‘That is terrible,’ said Nio.

‘There is worse,’ said the fellow. ‘They’re attacking the dead.’

‘To the cemeteries,’ someone cried. ‘Protect the ancestors.’

And most likely they’d all have gone out there and then if the monsoon had not chosen that moment to burst and the rain to fall so heavily that it made the expedition impossible.

The storm continued for two days. During that time, Nio learned exactly what had happened. A party of British soldiers, a little drunk, had gone for a walk and blundered into one of the many cemeteries in the surrounding countryside. For some reason, they were curious to see how the Chinese were buried. They ripped open a grave. Then another.

Such a thing would have been sacrilege in Britain, too. But in a land where the entire population visited their ancestral graves for the Qingming Ancestors Day after the spring equinox each year – often travelling great distances to do so – it was a horror past all telling.

The local villagers had seen them and intervened with force. Fighting broke out. A village was attacked. Within the hour, the whole area was up in arms, and only the heavy rain had saved the drunken soldiers’ lives.

It was the first clear morning after the rain when Nio heard that an army was approaching the city’s northern wall. Along with several hundred others, he went up to see what it meant.

The army – there was no other name by which to call it – was huge, more than ten thousand men. Judging by their dress and the horses they rode, the leaders were mostly members of the local gentry, accompanied by men bearing spears and bows and arrows. These must be the old local militias. But there were also huge crowds of peasants carrying more rudimentary arms – clubs and sickles or no weapons at all.

The army showed its unity in two ways. Throughout its ranks were improvised black flags, whose combined effect was frightening. But more significant to Nio were the banners that every militia contingent seemed to carry. For each banner bore, in bold Chinese characters, the same simple legend: Righteous People.

The countryside had risen. And they declared to the people of Guangzhou that they had come to relieve the city from the barbarians who defiled their ancestors and everything that was holy. Having arrived, they waited, ready to fight, but uncertain what to do.

Some time passed. A fellow about his own age, who’d been standing beside Nio, turned to him and remarked: ‘We should never have let this happen.’

‘What should we have done?’

‘Killed the barbarians, of course.’

‘They have better weapons,’ Nio said.

‘I know that. But look at the numbers. All we had to do was let them land, come into the city, make them welcome, then kill them. At night when they’re asleep. A million of us, to a few hundred of them.’

‘And their ships?’

‘Same thing. Row out to them in the dark. Hundreds of sampans. Swarm on board. It’s all in the numbers.’

Just then, from the northern city gate, four riders appeared. Three were city prefects. The fourth was a British officer. They rode out to the army. Some of the gentry rode to meet them and confer.

‘What do you think they’re saying?’ asked Nio’s companion.

‘I should think the prefects are telling them that the barbarian troops are already starting to leave. A few more days and they and all their ships will be gone. They’re telling them to disperse.’

‘Why’s the barbarian officer there?’

‘To confirm it’s true, I suppose.’

‘Or to make sure our prefects do what they’re told. They’re all traitors.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘You’re on the barbarians’ side then, aren’t you? Another traitor.’

‘No.’ Nio gazed across at the peasant army with its banners. ‘I’m just a peasant from a village down the coast.’ He paused and nodded, as much to himself as his companion. ‘I’m one of the Righteous People.’

‘I doubt it,’ said the other, and moved away.

But I am, thought Nio. He knew it now. That’s what he was. Or at least what he wanted to be – whatever form it might take. One of the Righteous People.
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The marriage was set. It was agreed up at the hill station. With the fall of Canton and the payment of the six million dollars, it seemed clear that John Trader’s fortune and the opium trade in general were as secure as such things can ever be. Or perhaps Colonel Lomond was just getting bored by the long engagement. Whatever the reason, the marriage would take place in October.

‘As I’ve no family, I’m afraid the guest list will be rather one-sided,’ Trader remarked to Mrs Lomond. Charlie Farley would be his best man, of course. Aunt Harriet and her husband would be coming. Quite a few former colleagues and friends from Rattrays would be on the list. There were a number of people he knew in Macao whom he could invite, though whether any of them would be able to come all the way to Calcutta was another matter. Both the Odstock brothers were coming. That was good. And then there was Read. He’d sent an invitation for Read to Tully Odstock, asking him to give it to the American.

In mid-September, back in Calcutta, he got a letter from Tully telling him that Read’s invitation could not be delivered.


Our friend Read has gone on his travels again. I believe he plans in due course to return to America. But his departure was a little strange in one respect. I don’t know if you knew – I certainly did not – but before leaving, he told me that he’d received word in early May that his wife had died in America, leaving him a widower, or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, a free man.

He has taken another wife. I’m not sure where he married. Not in Macao, certainly. But it seems he has married Mrs Willems’s niece, the girl called Marissa. Wherever he and his wife may be now, therefore, Read will not be at your wedding. But I look forward to it.



So it seemed he’d been right to wonder about Read and the girl. But he had to admit that as he was going to be living with Agnes Lomond as his wife in the small community of Macao, it was probably just as well that, even if Marissa were ever to return there, she’d be safely married to Read.

On a sunny day in October Trader was walking along the Esplanade. It was only a week to go before he was to be married, and he was in love, and it seemed to him that God was in His Heaven and all was right with the world. He passed the mighty portals of the Bengal Military Club, and even that stern building seemed to look on him with a friendly gaze.

The day before, Agnes had told him about a children’s charity that she and her mother favoured, and he was thinking about the contribution he would make, in his name and Agnes’s, as a surprise wedding present to her. Something strikingly generous. God knows, he could afford it. And he was so busy with this thought that he did not notice the person coming towards him, who was equally busy with his own thoughts, so that neither of them observed the other until it was too late.

Cecil Whiteparish hesitated, thought rapidly, and then rightly concluded that there was only one decent and Christian thing to do. ‘Good morning, Cousin John,’ he said politely. Friendly but cautious.

‘Morning.’ Trader did his best to smile. ‘What brings you to Calcutta?’

‘I’m spending a month with the London Missionary Society. They have an office here, you know.’

‘Ah. Then back to Macao?’ He’d realised that at some point, once he and Agnes were living in Macao, she’d become aware of Cecil Whiteparish’s existence, but he’d thought he could deal with that when the need arose. Was there any chance, he wondered, that this visit to Calcutta might mean Whiteparish was being sent somewhere else?

‘Yes, back to Macao. At least for a while.’

‘Ah.’

‘I hear that I should congratulate you on your forthcoming marriage.’

‘Oh. Thanks.’ Trader paused, then said nothing more.

Cecil Whiteparish watched him. His expression seemed quite without rancor, perhaps a little amused. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said quietly. ‘I wasn’t looking for an invitation. Not my sort of party, you know.’ He smiled. ‘I wish you every joy in your marriage.’ He was quite sincere. Trader could see that. ‘Goodbye,’ said his cousin, and went on his way.

Early that afternoon, he sat with Mrs Lomond in her private sitting room. ‘I’m in a bit of a fix,’ he confessed, ‘and I don’t know what to do.’

‘And you’ve come to me?’ Mrs Lomond smiled. ‘I’m so pleased. We’re family now, you know. Families rally round. Tell me everything.’

So he told her, quite simply and straightforwardly, how Cecil Whiteparish had appeared in his life. ‘The only time I’d even seen his family’s name was in the note my guardian left me, and I’d actually forgotten it.’

‘Did you hate him?’

‘No. But we’ve nothing in common, and I certainly didn’t want him as a friend.’

‘Not one of us?’

‘I’m afraid not.’

‘Would you feel embarrassed if he was at the wedding?’

‘As the only blood relation I can produce?’ He paused. ‘I’m afraid your husband wouldn’t be too pleased.’

‘Funnily enough, you’re wrong. He’d roar that the man was a kinsman and that blood is thicker than water. He can get very tribal, you know.’ She smiled. ‘But I have the feeling that your conscience is telling you you ought to invite him. Am I right?’

‘It’s mean-spirited of me. I may as well admit it.’

‘You judge yourself a bit severely. By the way, you haven’t told me this young man’s profession. Does he have one?’

‘He’s a missionary,’ said Trader.

‘A missionary?’ She threw back her head and laughed. ‘My dear John, your troubles are over. You should certainly invite him.’

‘Really?’

‘Of course. Firstly, nobody wants to appear discourteous to a missionary. It’s very bad form. The fact you’ve got one in the family is all to your credit. Secondly, people expect missionaries to be a bit peculiar, you know. I remember one of old Lord Drumossie’s sons became a missionary. He was certainly peculiar, not a bit like the rest of the family.’ She nodded to herself. ‘This is good news, not bad at all.’

‘He doesn’t approve of the China trade. I just hope he doesn’t start in on that.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll make sure he’s kept on a tight rein.’

‘Really? How?’

‘My friend the vicar. I’ll ask him to keep a weather eye. He’s very wise.’ Her face suddenly lit up. ‘My dear, I’ve just remembered, he’s got a young curate. We’ll invite him, too. He will be given strict instructions that he is to look after the missionary and never leave his side. We shall all make them welcome. And even if he did tell some of the guests that he didn’t approve of the China trade, they’d hardly be surprised. Everyone will be happy,’ she concluded blithely.

‘Except possibly the curate.’

‘He will be doing something useful and good. That,’ Mrs Lomond said with firmness, ‘is what curates are for.’

So John Trader and Agnes Lomond were married, and it was a most successful event. The groom with his piratical eye patch looked very dashing. The bride was lovely. Later that year, they went to Macao, where they took a pleasant house above the port.

‘We won’t be here all that long,’ Trader told her. ‘My guess is that in a couple of years most of the British colony will be settled in Hong Kong. We’re starting to build there already.’

For the time being, however, Agnes found herself in a pleasant community where people lived the same sort of way that they did in Calcutta, but with a little less formality and rather more enjoyment. And if people found her a little reserved sometimes, they didn’t mind, because they understood that in due course, when John had made his fortune, she would be just what he needed.

They had a charming little villa high up the hill, with a wonderful view over the sea. Agnes had chosen all the furniture and decoration so well that, as she rightly said, ‘We might be up at the hill station, except for the sea.’

And those who had access to her boudoir noticed and thought it charming that on her dressing table, just behind the tortoiseshell hairbrushes that her mother had given her as a wedding present, stood the handsome miniature of her beloved husband that his friends had given him before he first left Calcutta for China. It was the last thing she looked at each night before retiring.

Of course, there were the months when John and Tully Odstock were away with all the other merchants in Canton. For trade was busy. But there was plenty of news to talk about.

If Canton was left alone, the British were by no means done with China. Having confirmed, without a doubt, that British arms could obtain what they wanted, the London government had recalled Elliot and sent out a sterner commander to complete the business.

Up the coast he went, in the spring of 1842, from port to port, smashing every defence. Some of the fighting was grim, especially in the summer, when John was back in Macao. On one of his occasional courtesy calls, Cecil Whiteparish brought them an especially significant piece of news.

‘We’ve taken a place called Zhapu. A very pretty little coastal town, I understand, with a fort garrisoned by Manchu bannermen – but these were the real old Manchu warrior clans, you know, who conquered China originally. They fought to the last man. Truly heroic. The point is,’ he continued, ‘the way is now clear. There are no more garrisons to take until we get to the forts on the coast below Peking itself.’

As Whiteparish was leaving, Trader remarked to him quietly, ‘It sounds as if that Zhapu business was pretty frightful.’

‘Yes. Women and children, too, though I didn’t want to say that in front of your wife.’

‘We’re fortunate, you and I, that we’ve never actually seen anything like that,’ Trader remarked.

And just for a moment it seemed that Cecil Whiteparish might have said something more. But he didn’t.

A few weeks later Agnes Trader gave her husband a healthy baby boy. He invited Cecil Whiteparish round, and they shared a bottle of champagne. It seemed the right thing to do.

And three days after that, Trader was able to tell his wife some joyful news. ‘Peking’s capitulated. Signed a treaty. We’ve got everything we wanted. Five ports open to us … Well, four, really – they’ve thrown in a little place called Shanghai to make up the fifth. But that’ll do. A British consul in every port. Hong Kong formally ceded, of course. And an indemnity, can you believe it, of twenty-one million dollars!’

‘That seems a lot,’ Agnes remarked.

‘I know.’ John gave a wry smile. ‘It almost makes one feel guilty.’
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1853

Guanji had been five years old when his mother showed him how to kill himself. All the preceding day, the battle between the Manchu bannermen and the British and Indian troops had raged along the shore. Not until evening had the barbarians dislodged the brave bannermen from the Buddhist temple near the waterfront. But by the next morning, the devils from the sea were advancing on the Zhapu garrison itself, and Guanji’s father had gone with the other men to defend the eastern gate.

The walled town of Zhapu formed roughly a square, divided into four by cross streets running north to south and east to west. The northeastern quadrant contained the garrison enclosure where Guanji lived. If the barbarians got through the town’s eastern gate, those in the garrison would be trapped with no means of escape.

‘Bring me those two knives from the table,’ his mother told him. And she had made him hold one of them against his neck, placed her hand over his, and gently guided the blade around his throat. ‘Just move the blade like that, and press hard,’ she said. ‘It won’t hurt.’

‘Yes, Mother.’

‘Now, you know where your Hangzhou uncle’s house is. Try to get there if you can. Maybe you’ll be safe there. But don’t let the barbarians see you. If they catch you, then use the knife and kill yourself right away. Do you promise me?’

‘I promise.’ His father’s elder brother. His name was Salantai – not that it mattered, since Guanji always called him Uncle from Hangzhou, which was where he had his business. The house where his uncle resided, however, was in a suburb outside Zhapu.

‘Is Father coming back?’

‘If he comes back, he’ll find you at your uncle’s.’

‘I want to stay with you.’

How pale she looked. When the mortar shell exploded, the roof had collapsed, and a falling beam had pinned her to the floor and crushed her leg. He could see a jagged bone poking out through the flesh and the blood forming in a pool beside it.

‘No!’ she cried. He could see that she was using the last of her strength. ‘Go now, Guanji. Before the barbarians get here.’

‘Are you going to kill yourself?’

‘Don’t ask questions. Do as your mother tells you. Go! Quickly, quickly!’

So he turned and ran.

Guanji’s memory of that day was like a dream. There were bangs, and shouting from the eastern gate like a distant echo. Yet the street was strangely empty as he ran away from his home. The wall of their neighbours’ house had been partly blown down, and between the wall’s jagged edges he could see in. They had a well in the middle of their yard.

The head of that family was an old man. Guanji did not know the old man’s name, but in his youth he had come to Zhapu from Beijing, so everybody called him Old Man from Beijing. His sons had gone out to fight, but he was standing there with his son’s wife and her three little children. The old man saw Guanji and stared at him blankly. He had a broad Mongolian face, but his brow and cheeks were creased with such deep vertical lines that it looked as if the skin had been put in a vice and compressed.

It seemed that the old man had also decided that the garrison was about to fall. For turning his gaze back to his grandchildren, he sadly picked up the first, a boy about Guanji’s age and dropped him down the well. Then he picked up a little girl and did the same. Their mother, a pretty young woman, had a baby in her arms. At a nod from her father-in-law, she climbed over the side of the well and they both disappeared.

Guanji stood there, watching. Old Man from Beijing gazed back at him. Guanji suddenly thought that maybe the old man was going to come for him, too, and he prepared to run for his life. But instead, Old Man from Beijing slowly sat down with his back to the well, and taking out a knife, he calmly drew it across his throat, almost absently, as if he were doing something else. Guanji watched as the red line began to spurt blood. Old Man from Beijing turned his eyes towards Guanji again. They looked sad. Then Guanji heard shouts at the end of the street, so he stopped looking at the old man and bolted.

The way to his uncle’s house led through a series of familiar alleys to a small side door in the garrison wall, guarded by half a dozen men. ‘We’re closing the door in a minute,’ one of the guards told him. ‘You won’t be able to get back.’

‘My mother sent me to my uncle’s house,’ he cried. Nobody tried to stop him.

Running westwards, he soon came to the big north–south street, from which he could see that the northern gate was still open. He ran out quickly before the guards there even had time to question him and took a small lane that led through straggling suburbs. His uncle’s house lay a mile away. Fortunately, he didn’t see any barbarians on his journey.

Years ago, when his uncle had got permission to live outside the garrison, he’d built up a pleasant family compound of small two-storey houses. The most important building, revered as a temple, though it looked more like a small barn, was the Harmony Hall, which contained the memorial tablets to the family ancestors. In a modest courtyard to one side were some strange little shrines. They were used only occasionally, at deaths and marriages, by the shaman priests – who still at such times would remind the Manchu clans of their ancient ways, when they lived in the northern forests and plains, above the Great Wall of China.

His uncle wasn’t home, but his aunt and her children were. Her daughter was fourteen years old, her elder son was twelve. The third child was a girl of about his own age. The baby of the family was a boy of three. When she saw him, his aunt didn’t look too pleased, but when he explained what happened, she nodded grimly. Then she noticed the knife he was carrying.

‘Give me the knife, little Guanji,’ she said. But he shook his head and backed away.

If the barbarians came and they all had to kill themselves, Guanji was going to use the knife the way his mother had shown him. When Old Man from Beijing had slit his throat, it didn’t look too bad. He didn’t know if his aunt was planning to drown her children. But he was determined about one thing. He didn’t want to go down any well. So he clutched the knife tightly and kept out of her reach. His aunt looked angry, but she was too preoccupied to insist upon it.

An hour passed. They saw smoke rising from the garrison. But nobody from the garrison came out their way; neither did the British barbarians. Finally his aunt told them all to go into the house. But she didn’t join them. She kept watch at the gate until, at the end of the afternoon, her husband arrived, having ridden as fast as he could from the city of Hangzhou.

There was no more fighting at Zhapu that night. In the morning, his uncle went out to assess the situation. He came back at noon.

‘The British have the garrison, and they’ll leave a small force to hold it. They’re not interested in anything else. Their object is Beijing. They want a treaty from the emperor.’

‘And the defenders …?’ his wife began before he signalled her not to ask.

He turned to Guanji. ‘Little nephew, you can be a very proud boy today. Your father died defending the gate to the last. He died a hero,’ he said firmly. ‘A Manchu hero!’ he cried to them all. ‘An honour to our noble clan.’

‘And my mother?’ Guanji asked.

‘She must have been in pain when you left her. You know her leg …’

‘Yes, Uncle. I saw.’

‘I think she ended her life just after you left. Her death would not have been painful.’ He glanced at his wife. ‘It would have been before the troops came.’ He turned back to Guanji. ‘The British officer has given me permission to remove both your parents’ bodies for proper burial. Everything will be done as it should be.’

And so it was. And little Guanji had this comfort: his mother had not suffered, and his father was a hero.

Not every boy is taught to be a hero. But Guanji was. He didn’t mind. It meant they gave him a pony.

Since he’d lost both his parents, his uncle adopted him as an extra son, and certainly no father could have been kinder or taken more trouble to bring him up in the best Manchu tradition. Even before he was six years old, Guanji could answer his uncle’s catechism perfectly.

‘What is our clan?’

To a Han Chinese, it was his family that mattered, his parents and grandparents who must be honoured; and when asked who he was, he gave the family name first, then his personal name. But for a Manchu, the wider clan, the tribe, was everything. The true Manchu did not have a family name. He went proudly by only a single personal name within his clan.

‘We are the Suwan Guwalgiya,’ Guanji would answer. ‘We can trace our ancestry for seven hundred years.’

‘Where is the spirit pole of our clan?’

‘In Beijing.’

‘Who is the founder of our branch of the clan?’

‘Fiongdon, the archer and commander, companion of Khan Nurgaci of the Golden Clan, who brought the Jurchen tribes together and founded our Manchu royal house.’

‘How did Khan Nurgaci show his love for Fiongdon?’

‘He offered him his own granddaughter as a bride.’

‘What happened when Fiongdon died?’

‘The sun changed its course, thunder and lightning filled the sky, and Khan Nurgaci himself was chief mourner at his funeral.’

‘How many sons had Fiongdon?’

‘Twelve, the seventh of whom was Tulai, the great cavalry commander.’

‘What did they do?’

‘They drove the Ming dynasty from the throne of China.’

‘How many generations separate you from Fiongdon?’

‘Nine.’

‘What ranks did Fiongdon hold?’

‘Before his death, Lord of the Bordered Yellow Banner and one of the Five Councillors. After his death, he was made Duke of Unswerving Righteousness. Twice again, as generations passed, his rank was raised higher. A hundred and fifty years after his death, he received the highest rank of all.’

‘What is that?’

‘Hereditary Duke, First Class.’

‘Sometimes, Guanji,’ his uncle explained, ‘a man may rise high during his life, but after his death, his reputation may fall. He may even be disgraced. But Fiongdon’s name and rank have grown over time. That is the proof of his worth.’ He smiled. ‘One day, little Guanji, you, too, could bring such honour to our clan.’

The pony was a sturdy, shaggy little Manchurian roan, with a big head and a white patch on his face. His name was Wind over Grasses, but little Guanji just called him Wind and loved him very much. One of the old Manchu warriors in the garrison began to teach him to ride in a small field near the house.

After six months the old warrior gave him a toy bow and taught him how to pull it and shoot arrows while he was riding, and before long Guanji could race past the target and hit it every time. The old warrior praised him, and sometimes his uncle came to watch, and Guanji was very proud and happy. After a year they gave him another bow, not quite so small, and soon he was just as accurate with that, too.

Sometimes, after his riding and archery lessons, the old man would take Guanji to the teahouse where he met his Manchu friends, and they’d tell the little boy Manchurian folktales and sing the zidi songs, accompanied with a hand drum, about the glorious deeds of the Manchu past. They’d encourage Guanji to sing along with them, and soon he knew a dozen of the rhythmic songs by heart, and the men were delighted and called him Little Warrior; for there was no other small boy in the Zhapu garrison who knew so much.

‘You know what they say,’ the old man would declare with a nod, ‘a boy who is strong in body will be strong in mind.’

When he was seven, his uncle put him in the garrison’s junior school. ‘You will learn to read and write Chinese characters,’ his uncle told him, ‘but you will learn to speak and write Manchu as well. Even many bannermen can’t speak our language anymore, but the court in Beijing still uses Manchu in all official documents. If you rise high, therefore, this may be useful to you, and it will certainly please the emperor.’

His uncle was the only person Guanji knew who had ever been to the capital. ‘Will you take me to Beijing?’ Guanji asked.

‘Perhaps,’ his uncle said. ‘One day.’

Meanwhile, Zhapu itself seemed like a little heaven. The family lived quite well. Like all bannermen, his uncle received a modest stipend in silver from the emperor, and a grain allowance, and some benefits like schooling for his sons. But he supplemented these with the profits of a printing business he owned in the city of Hangzhou.

‘Bannermen like us aren’t supposed to become merchants and craftsmen,’ he explained to Guanji. ‘It’s demeaning. But preparing and printing fine books the way I do is considered fit for a Manchu gentleman, and so I got permission.’ He’d smiled. ‘It’s just as well, or we couldn’t live as well as we do.’

As for his uncle’s children – his brothers and sisters now – they’d embraced him so completely that in a year or two he’d almost forgotten they had been his cousins first.

His favourite was Ilha, the elder girl. He admired her with all his heart. She was everything a Manchu girl should be.

Manchu women did not totter on bound feet, like the fashionable Chinese ladies. Their feet were as nature intended. In their platform shoes, wearing the simple, loose qipao dress with the long slits down the sides, they walked tall and straight and free. She was funny, too. Her light-skinned face might be composed and ladylike, but her hazel eyes were often laughing. And she was like a second mother to him.

He loved to walk the streets of Zhapu. For though the British attack had left harsh marks on the garrison quarter, the seaside town was still a charming place, with a winding central canal crossed by nine steep-humped ornamental bridges. Houses, temples, pavilions, whose roof corners curved up into elegant points and high garden walls flanked the canal; here and there, a willow tree hung gracefully over the water.

But most of all, Guanji liked to ride out on Wind. Often they’d skirt the edge of the town and take the trail that led to the end of a long, low spit of land that jutted out into the sea, where there was a small shore battery on a little knoll. The sea, protected by headlands, was often so still that, in his mind’s eye, he could imagine it was a vast plain of grassland, like the northern steppe from which his people came. At such times, he liked to think that the spirit of his father, whose face he could scarcely remember, was riding beside him. And this secret company he kept brought him a sense of inner peace and strength.

Since all things come to an end, the time came when Guanji was getting too big to ride his pony. His uncle bought him a small horse, just as sturdy as Wind, but more fleet; and Wind was to be given to another boy. On the day before Wind’s departure, Guanji took him for a final ride by the sea so that his father’s spirit also could bid farewell to his pony.

He was on his way back into Zhapu when he saw a boy named Yelu walking along the lane. Yelu was at school with him. He lived in a small house in the garrison and his parents were quite poor. Yelu and he weren’t friends; but they weren’t enemies, as far as Guanji knew. Sometimes Yelu got angry, and then Guanji used to think he looked like a little pig. But he never said so. He nodded to Yelu politely enough as he drew near. But Yelu stood in his path. ‘They say your uncle’s bought you a new horse.’

‘It’s true. This is my last ride on Wind, so I’m feeling really sad.’

‘You get everything, don’t you? The old men call you Little Warrior.’

‘It’s because I can sing a lot of zidi songs, I think.’

‘And your father’s supposed to be a hero.’

‘He died in the battle here,’ Guanji answered modestly, ‘like many others.’

‘That’s what you think. I heard he ran away. He got killed later. He was hiding in a well. What do you think of that, Little Warrior?’

Guanji was so shocked and surprised that for a moment he didn’t know what to say. And before he could even shout that it wasn’t true, Yelu ran off.

When he got home, he asked Ilha what she thought.

‘Of course he’s lying, silly,’ she said. ‘Isn’t it obvious? He’s jealous of you. Besides, after his own father escaped alive on the day of the battle, some people said he was a coward, although it was never proved.’

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘People don’t talk about it.’

‘But how could he make up such a lie about my father?’

‘When people make up lies like that, it’s often because they’re afraid the lie is the very thing people might say about them. It’s like transferring an evil spell. You take the ugly spider that’s fallen on you and throw it onto someone else.’

The next day, when Guanji told Yelu to be ready to fight him after school, Yelu apologised and confessed he’d made the story up and that he knew it wasn’t true. So they didn’t fight. But Guanji couldn’t help wondering if Yelu had just apologised because he was afraid of getting a beating. So he didn’t really feel better. And although he would never disbelieve his uncle, the little episode left a tiny doubt in his mind.

A few days later he went riding on his new horse to the long spit of land by the sea. And as usual, he imagined that the silent water was a great expanse of steppe. But though he waited, the spirit of his father did not come to join him, and he rode out to the end all alone.

A year after this, Ilha got married. ‘As nobody’s allowed to marry one of their own clan,’ she had teased her father, ‘I don’t see how any husband is going to please you, unless he’s one of the royal clan.’ But in the end, they found a young man whose ancestors were satisfactory and whose prospects were good. He lived in the great city of Nanjing, on the Yangtze River, a hundred and fifty miles to the north.

Guanji remembered two things about that day. The first was the bride. The beautifully embroidered red marriage qipao she wore seemed fit for a princess. Her platform shoes raised her to the same height as a man. But it was her hair that amazed him. Normally on formal occasions it would be parted in the middle, then wound into two pinwheels, one above each ear. As a bride, however, her hair had been pulled over a big comb, high above her head and decorated with flowers, so that she seemed to be wearing a towering crown. ‘You look so tall,’ he said in wonderment.

‘Be afraid.’ She laughed.

The second thing was the shamans. Her father insisted upon them. The two old men set up a curious little shrine and performed ancient rites from the Manchurian forests, in a deep chant that nobody understood except his uncle – and Guanji wasn’t even sure that his uncle did, really. It added a strange solemnity to the day.

Guanji was sorry Ilha wasn’t living closer, but she promised to come to see him whenever she could.

It wasn’t long, in any case, before Guanji himself moved away, at least for part of the year, when the time came for him to enter the Manchu officers school in Hangzhou. As his uncle had a little house beside his printing workshop in the city, Guanji lived there except on holidays, when he returned to Zhapu.

Hangzhou was eighty miles down the coast from Zhapu, at the head of a river estuary. Until that time, Guanji had never been there, and at first he’d been rather overawed. Hangzhou was the capital of the province, one of the oldest cities in China, with mighty thousand-year-old walls and widespread suburbs. On a rise above the river there was a huge pagoda towering into the sky. ‘In the old days, they kept a great lamp at the top,’ his uncle told him, ‘that sailors could steer by from out at sea.’ At Hangzhou also, the Grand Canal began, carrying all kinds of goods northwards. ‘It’s eleven hundred miles long,’ his uncle explained. ‘If you go up the canal, you’ll cross the valley of the mighty Yangtze and then farther north, you’ll cross the Yellow River valley, too, until you finish up at Beijing. After the Great Wall, it’s the greatest marvel of construction in all China.’

Hangzhou’s broad streets contained famous stores, pharmacies and teahouses that had been run by the same families for centuries. As for the vast compound of the Manchu bannermen, it enclosed no less than two hundred and forty acres.

When Guanji entered the big officers’ school there, where nearly all the boys were older and already accustomed to this great city, he assumed they would be far more advanced than he was. And in Chinese studies and mathematics he certainly had much to learn. But in Manchu, he discovered that he already knew more than most of them. And to his even greater surprise, there wasn’t a single boy in the school who could match him in the traditional martial arts. Many of the pupils couldn’t ride at all.

‘If the emperor gives them an allowance for horses,’ said his uncle sadly, ‘they just spend the money on themselves.’

It was during the years at Hangzhou that Guanji came to know and understand his uncle better. Since he was being raised as a bannerman soldier, he’d never taken much interest in his uncle’s printing business. So he was quite surprised to discover how much of a tradesman his uncle was and how hard he worked.

He liked the printing workshop. Beside the big wooden presses and the paper stacked on shelves, there was a long table where a line of craftsmen sat, diligently carving. For the books were not printed using metal type, but little woodblocks, each bearing a character, fitted into sets of page frames.

His uncle handled all kinds of projects. ‘Here’s a fine book of poems on the presses,’ he might explain. ‘We’re copying characters from an old Ming dynasty text for this printing. Here’s a mandarin, good friend of mine, wants his essays printed. And this’ – he pointed to a pile of thick papers, covered in untidy writing – ‘will be the genealogy of a certain nobleman, going back three thousand years. Partly invented, of course, but he’s paying me handsomely.’ He smiled. ‘I may not be a scholar, but I know how to write an introduction – you know, gracefully flattering, that sort of thing.’

None of this would have been possible, Guanji came to realise, if his uncle hadn’t developed a huge network of contacts. There wasn’t a cultivated person in the province he didn’t know. These were his patrons and his audience.

Some lived in the city. But the favourite meeting place was outside, at the lovely West Lake, where emperors went to relax, writers and artists to contemplate nature and mandarins to retire. From time to time his uncle would take Guanji to some rich man’s villa on the lakefront or some scholar’s retreat in the encircling hills. And Guanji enjoyed these visits.

But though he admired his uncle, he wouldn’t have wanted such a life himself. He had far too much energy. He wanted action, not to be cooped up all day in a library or printing house.

During these years at the officers’ school, Guanji did well at his work. He grasped ideas quickly; his memory was excellent. As for his physical prowess, there were hardly any big open spaces where one could gallop in Hangzhou, so his horsemanship did not improve. But archery practice was another matter. As Guanji entered adolescence, he grew far more muscular and exceedingly strong. Before he was fifteen, he could draw a more powerful bow and shoot farther and with more deadly accuracy than any other boy at the school. His face also began to change. It became rounder, more Mongolian; a wispy dark brown mustache began to droop from the sides of his mouth. One day his uncle, looking through some drawings, pulled out an ancient picture of a warrior prince. ‘You’re getting to look just like that,’ he remarked with a smile. And though this was a slight exaggeration, there was a certain resemblance. Whenever the school was putting on one of the plays the Manchus loved, Guanji was always picked to be the warrior prince.

Only two small clouds appeared on the horizon of his life during these years. The first was the death of the emperor. He was succeeded by his son, quite a young man. But this dynastic business hardly affected Guanji’s daily life, except for the need to observe the official mourning.

The second was a revolt that had broken out in one of the southern provinces.

‘It’s the usual story,’ his uncle posited. ‘The empire’s so huge there’s always a revolt somewhere. The White Lotus wanting to restore the Ming dynasty, the Muslims on the western border, Triad gangs trying to take over the ports, minority tribes giving trouble in the outer provinces. We’ve seen it all before.’

‘Who’s behind this one?’

‘The leader is a Hakka called Hong.’

‘What do they want?’

‘To throw out the Manchu. Once we’re gone, apparently, all the troubles of the world will be over.’ He sighed. ‘They’re even promising their own heavenly kingdom – a Taiping, as they call it. Good luck with that!’

‘They say the Hakka are good fighters. Could the revolt grow?’

‘I doubt it.’ His uncle shook his head. ‘They’ve already made one huge mistake. Their leader follows the barbarians’ Christian god. Our country people won’t like that.’

‘I don’t really know what Christians are,’ Guanji confessed.

‘They have one chief god and two lesser gods. One of those is called Jesus.’

‘I’ve heard the name.’

‘Well,’ said his uncle, ‘this Hakka, the Taiping leader, says he’s Jesus’s younger brother.’ He laughed. ‘Nothing will come of them.’

It was a year later that Ilha returned to Zhapu on a visit with her husband and their infant son. They had come for an important occasion. In fact, it was for a family triumph.

If her father’s career had been a series of modest successes – printing a prestigious book, securing an extra pension for a member of the family – each one designed to add in some small way to his family’s advancement, this time he’d outdone himself.

‘The emperor himself is honouring our family,’ he told them. And not just with the usual written memorial. ‘We have permission to erect a ceremonial arch,’ he announced triumphantly, ‘by the garrison gate in Zhapu.’

It was all on account of a virtuous woman, the kind the Chinese most admired – the loyal widow.

‘My father had several children,’ his uncle would relate, ‘but only one son lived long enough to marry. Soon after marrying, however, and before producing an heir, he died. His widow was young and beautiful. Many men wanted her. Her duty was to look after her father-in-law, who was getting to be an old man. But she went further. Refusing to let her husband’s family die out, she found her old father-in-law a young wife and persuaded him to marry her. Thanks to that, Guanji, your father and I were born. When the old man died, the two widows brought us up at first. Then my young mother became sick and died, which left only that loyal daughter-in-law, whom we always called Grandmother. She looked after us. She slaved for us. She was the rock on which this family is founded. She died the year you were born. The most virtuous woman I have ever known. And now the emperor himself is honouring her.’

The celebrations for the arch were attended by the local magistrate, numerous officials and all the family. In the evening there were fireworks. Then the family returned to their compound.

Guanji knew that Ilha was going to tease her father that night. He could see the mischievous glint in her eye. It was done with affection, of course. She started as soon as they’d all sat down. ‘Well, Father,’ she inquired, ‘are you satisfied now?’

Her father gave her a cautious look. ‘Aren’t you?’

‘Yes, but I’m puzzled.’ She smiled. ‘That’s all.’

‘Why are you puzzled?’ he asked suspiciously.

‘The virtuous widow. Preserving the family so that the ancestors will have descendants to remember them. It’s all very Confucian. Very Han Chinese.’

‘That is true.’

‘Yet you’re always reminding us that we’re Manchu. We’re not supposed to worry about the smaller family so much. It’s the clan that matters. And the clan’s plentiful. The spirit pole of the clan is well cared for in Beijing. The noble Fiongdon has plenty of descendants.’

Her father gazed at her. He knew he was being teased, but he wasn’t going to let her get away with it. ‘Treat your father and your family with more respect,’ he said firmly.

Ilha wasn’t deterred at all. ‘I’m a Manchu lady, Father, not Han Chinese. Manchu girls walk tall and straight. We don’t bind our feet. And we say what we think. Even the great khans of old used to take advice from their wives and mothers. It’s well recorded.’

‘I doubt they took any cheek from their daughters,’ her father retorted. ‘In any case, there are many things that are noble in Chinese tradition. Confucian loyalty and correct behaviour, in particular. We Manchu are the guardians of China, so the emperor is encouraging us to celebrate virtuous women.’ He gave her an admonishing look. ‘And if it’s good enough for the emperor, it’s good enough for you.’

‘Yes, Father,’ she said obediently.

But she wasn’t quite done. Maybe she’d drunk a little more rice wine than she should have. It was always the men who drank most of the wine, but everyone was celebrating that night. Whatever the cause, at the very end of the evening, she turned to her family with a big smile and addressed them all.

‘Say thank you to Father,’ she cried, ‘for all he has done for you. He’s raised the family yet again. Every rich man and mandarin in Hangzhou owes him gratitude. Every scholar at the West Lake is his friend. Now the emperor himself honours us with a family arch in Zhapu. And you know what? This is only the beginning. He has plans for us all. I had the easiest task. All I had to do was marry a worthy man.’ She beamed at her husband. ‘I’ve no complaints. Thank you, Father.’ She turned to her brothers. ‘But he has plans for every one of you. You’re going to be rich and powerful. And Guanji’s going to be a general, aren’t you, Guanji?’ She laughed. ‘He doesn’t know it yet, but Father will arrange that, too, I’m sure. We’re all part of his great scheme. His wonderful plan for the glory of our family.’

‘Be quiet, Ilha,’ said her mother. ‘It’s time to go to bed.’

So the evening ended. Only Guanji was frowning a little.

When Guanji woke at the first hint of dawn, he decided to go for a ride. Nobody else was up. He wanted to think, all by himself.

He was just saddling his horse when his uncle appeared, seemingly from nowhere, and asked, ‘May I join you?’ And although Guanji didn’t really want company, he could hardly refuse.

There was enough light in the eastern sky to see their way as they rode together, enjoying the coolness of the morning and the faint damp breeze coming from the sea. They skirted the walls of Zhapu and started out onto the long spit of land. It was quite empty. The sun had not yet risen out of the blue-grey sea.

‘You’ve always liked to ride out here, ever since you were a little boy,’ his uncle said at last.

‘Yes,’ said Guanji absently. ‘On Wind.’

They rode on awhile before his uncle spoke again. ‘Ilha’s wrong, you know,’ he said. ‘She thinks I try to decide all the children’s fates. That is not correct. I try to discover what it is they are fated to do. That is quite different.’

Guanji didn’t reply at once. His observant uncle had guessed correctly: Ilha’s words had been on his mind when he’d set out for his ride. Had the older man been waiting for him that morning so that he could talk to him? Probably.

Guanji didn’t question his duty to serve the clan or the obedience he owed his uncle. That wasn’t the problem. But Ilha’s words had sowed a tiny doubt in his mind. Was it possible that his own belief in his destiny, one he’d held since his earliest childhood, was somehow an illusion – a falsehood created, with whatever good intention, by his uncle?

‘How did you discover my destiny, Uncle?’ he asked finally.

‘I considered your horoscope,’ his uncle replied. ‘And the fact that your father was a hero – which he was,’ he added quickly. ‘But what really showed me the way was something else.’

‘What was that?’

‘The old Manchu who taught you to ride and draw a bow. He was the one.’

‘I know he liked me …’ Guanji began.

‘Oh, it was more than that.’ His uncle smiled. ‘I knew it was my duty to put you on a horse. Your father would have wished me to. But I didn’t know if you’d take to it. I put my own sons on a pony, too, you know. And they liked to ride well enough. But that was all. The old man took no interest in them.’

‘And he did with me?’

‘After your third lesson, I asked him how it was going. But he would not say. He told me to ask him in a month. So I waited a month and asked him again. And this is what he said: “I’ve taught plenty of boys to ride, but never one like this. Boys like this are born, not made. He is a Manchu warrior. It’s not just his talent. It is his spirit. Give me this boy.” So I did. But I never forced you, Guanji. You loved it. That’s why the old man and his friends adopted you and taught you all their songs. They knew you were one of them.’ He paused and nodded. ‘That’s how I knew it was your destiny.’

‘I was certainly happy,’ said Guanji.

‘I’m annoyed with Ilha. She was foolish. She made a joke about something that is sacred. So if you want the truth about what you are, all I can tell you is to search your own heart. There’s no other way.’

They reached the battery on the knoll. A line of golden light was gleaming along the horizon. They waited and watched in silence as the sun slowly emerged from the sea. Then they wheeled their horses and started back.

‘I think I am a Manchu,’ Guanji said. ‘It is what I feel.’

‘Very well.’ The older man seemed pleased. They rode on a little way. But then his uncle reined in his horse and they both stopped. ‘And now, Guanji, I have some more news for you to hear.’

‘Good or bad?’

‘Bad.’ His uncle sighed. ‘But it is time.’ He considered a few moments. ‘You have known only two places in your life so far: Zhapu and Hangzhou. Both towns with garrisons of Manchu bannermen. And while it’s true that most of our bannermen don’t practise horsemanship as they should, our Manchu tradition is respected here.’

‘Of course.’

‘What you do not know is that, outside Beijing itself, these two towns are almost the only places where that is the case.’ He smiled regretfully. ‘I never told you.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘The Manchu bannermen are broken, Guanji. In most of China, we’re a laughing stock. Even the emperor has nearly given up on us.’

‘But the emperor’s a Manchu. The Manchus rule China.’

‘Two hundred years ago,’ said his uncle, ‘when we drove the Ming dynasty from China, a bannerman would say proudly that he was the slave of the emperor. Why was he proud? Because to be the slave of the emperor was to be above all other men.’ He nodded. ‘Our garrisons, all over China, were to remind the Han that we were in charge. Bannermen were well paid – the silver stipend, the rice allowance and all sorts of other benefits besides. And we weren’t allowed to engage in menial trades that were beneath a Manchu. We held our heads high. But then something happened.’

‘What?’

‘The march of generations. It took time, of course, but our numbers grew. Revolts, bad harvests, piracy, not to speak of the recent war with the barbarians and their evil opium, put great stress on the treasury. The emperor couldn’t pay so many bannermen. The payments got smaller, and the bannermen still weren’t supposed to take other work. Do you know what happens when you pay men just for existing? They become demoralised. Many forgot how to fight. But they still expected their stipends and their rice. Some even rioted when they didn’t get enough. There are cities where half the bannermen are beggars now – still proud of being Manchus, of course, because they’ve nothing else to be proud of, poor devils. If there’s trouble in one of the provinces, the emperor often uses banners of Han Chinese or even local militias instead of us.’

‘Then why do you want me to be a Manchu warrior?’

‘Good question. Because it’s your only hope.’ His uncle paused. ‘There are four ways to succeed in China. One, if you’re a Han, is to be a merchant. They’re despised, unless they become so rich they can buy their way into the gentry. In reality I am a small merchant, though we don’t call it that. But I and my sons will never get rich on our little printing press. The second way is to be a mandarin. The exams are very hard, but the rewards can be high. For the Han, there is a third way. That’s to cut your balls off and become a eunuch at the royal court, where the pickings can be excellent.’

‘Glad I’m not a Han.’ Guanji allowed himself a smile.

‘But the fourth is to be a Manchu.’

‘Not from what you just said …’

‘Wait. There is more to come. Remember: the Mandate of Heaven was granted to the Manchu dynasty. Now put yourself in the emperor’s place. What does it mean to be emperor of China? What must you do?’

‘The emperor must perform the ancient sacrifices to the gods to ask for good harvests.’

‘Certainly. He is the Son of Heaven. He must also embody the culture of the people he rules: the Han. And for generations our Manchu dynasty has done so. The last emperor could write quite passable Chinese poetry and was proud of his calligraphy. I’ve heard that he even liked to correct the Chinese grammar of the memoranda he received – in red ink, of course! Above all, in order to show that his dynasty continues to hold the Mandate of Heaven, he cannot afford to let the Manchu clans lose face.’

‘How does this help me?’

‘Precisely because of the poor condition of so many bannermen, he is in desperate need of worthy Manchus. Men who can show both that they are literate Chinese and that they have something more – the ancient Manchu virtues that set us apart from the people we rule.’

‘And that would be me?’

‘I could not give you great wealth or high position, Guanji, but because of your own natural talent you have received a Manchu upbringing that is rare. Your father is recorded as a hero. The emperor himself has honoured us with an arch. And I have friends amongst the mandarins and scholars who will speak in your support. The emperor will be eager to advance your career.’

‘You have done so much.’

‘But you yourself can do far more. As the son of a bannerman, in the officers’ school, you are already in line to become an officer. And even today, an officer gets a handsome salary. Beyond that, Guanji, you should take the provincial exams.’

‘I’m not a scholar.’

‘You don’t need to be. Remember, you won’t have to compete against the Han Chinese entrants. There is a quota of pass grades reserved for Manchu bannermen. You’ll have to work hard, of course. But I’ll arrange coaching, and you’ll only have to make a modest showing to get through. Once you have the juren provincial degree, the doors of the administration are open to you. There’s really no position you couldn’t reach.’

‘So I’m lucky to be a Manchu after all.’

‘In this life, Guanji, you must use every advantage you have. In another generation, these privileges may not even exist. Who knows? But now you have to choose. Do you want to finish up a poor Manchu like the rest, or are you ready to fight?’

‘I’m ready to fight,’ said Guanji.

In the months that followed, he redoubled his efforts at school. He liked the challenge. So far, he realised, everything he’d done had been because he wanted to follow in the footsteps of his father, the hero he scarcely remembered. The idea had spurred him on, given him comfort, and brought him joy. But now he saw that his future was no longer a birthright, a natural progression, and that he’d have to fight for survival. His future was his to make – with his uncle’s help, certainly – but his to lose as well.

By the time Guanji was fifteen, he’d discovered what it was to rely upon himself.

And yet it was at this time that a strange new feeling entered Guanji’s life. It would come upon him suddenly, for no reason: a sense that something was missing, though he couldn’t say what it was.

He’d try to shake the mood off, tell himself it was foolish. The things his uncle had said were reasonable and wise. The new realities of his life made sense. Why then should this vexatious little voice intrude itself, asking him: ‘Is this truly what you want?’ Of course it was, he’d answer. But the voice would persist: ‘What is your life for? Is it only about the wind across the steppe, the whispers of your ancestors and the emperor’s smile? Or is there something more?’ And this Guanji could not answer. He wished that he could talk to Ilha about it. But Ilha was far away in Nanjing.

His teachers were delighted when Guanji and his best friends formed their little group. Their plan was to sing the old zidi songs and to practise archery, and they did it for fun. But they were also assiduous. Guanji was the best archer in the school anyway, but by practising together on their free afternoons, they all became quite outstanding. As for the songs, the group was soon much in demand at parties in Hangzhou, and they studiously added to their repertoire. When someone laughingly called them the Five Heroes, they immediately adopted the name for their musical group.

But behind their little enterprise there was a more serious intent. They did mean to be heroes. Manchu heroes. The teachers at the school understood this very well, and that was the real reason they were so delighted. Guanji’s class was proving to be, as they say in schools, a very good year. Word of these young idealists even reached the court itself.

But heroes need adventures; warriors need enemies. Who was there for the Five Heroes to fight and vanquish?

The barbarians from the West were not at war with China now. They were bleeding them dry with their reparations, but neither side could afford another conflict with the other. Not yet, anyway.

The only revolt of consequence was that of the Taiping rebels in the south – and that was only sporadic.

The character of these Hakka rebels – the God Worshippers, they were calling themselves now – was quite striking. Shocking, even. They said that the Buddhists and Confucians were idolaters. They’d go into the Buddhist temples and smash every statue in them, however beautiful. ‘Not only have these criminals no respect for religion and tradition,’ his teacher declared to Guanji’s class one day, ‘but they defy the emperor himself. They’ve stopped shaving their heads and wearing the Manchu pigtail. They leave their hair uncut and grow it long without even combing it, so they look like the wild animals they truly are!’

‘We’ll fight them,’ said Guanji.

The teacher replied approvingly, ‘I’m afraid you won’t get the chance. We’ve got them trapped in a town northwest of Guangzhou. I daresay they’ll all be dead in a month.’

During that summer, word came that the Taiping had escaped into the hills and that they were heading north. Forty thousand of them. They’d come to a town and massacred the inhabitants. In July, his teacher proudly announced to the class that Manchu forces had skilfully ambushed the rebels by a river. Ten thousand of them were killed or drowned. A month later, however, news came that the Taiping were still operating, and that the peasants were flocking to them.

‘They promise to take from the rich and give to the poor,’ the class teacher explained. ‘They tell the peasants that they’ll set up a Christian kingdom where all the people will be free and happy – except for Manchu people, of course, who will all be killed. They’ll start with the emperor, whom they call a Tartar dog, and replace him with Hong – the Hakka fellow who says he’s the brother of Jesus. He’s already calling himself the True Sovereign of China.’

This sounded like an enemy worth fighting. The Five Heroes went to the school authorities and asked permission to join the army. But it was refused, and the next thing Guanji knew, his uncle had been summoned to the school, where he and the principal informed the five that the emperor himself commanded them to remain at school.

Towards the end of that summer, the Taiping reached a fortified town on the great Yangtze River. But the government troops there were ready for them. A month went by, two months, three. The Taiping couldn’t take the place. Towards the end of the year, the garrison at Hangzhou heard: ‘The rebels have given up.’

News came slowly, for that section of the Yangtze River was nearly a thousand miles away. All Guanji heard were vague reports of Taiping columns foraging along the Yangtze, dragging boats and barges with them, looking for food.

The Chinese New Year came and went.

So Guanji was surprised to learn that the Taiping had managed to take a modest provincial town along the Yangtze. The rebels had got lucky this time, for the town contained a government treasury with a lot of silver in it. But they were still quite out of the way. The nearest major city was Nanjing, and that was six hundred miles downriver. The next report, a month later, was that they had decided to stay where they were.

It was a morning in late March when Guanji and his uncle went for a ride by the sea again. They’d returned to Zhapu ten days before, but it was nearly time for them to go back to Hangzhou. There were just a few clouds drifting in from the bay, and the air felt damp. As they had before, they rode in silence to the end of the point and waited for the sun to appear.

‘I was so proud of you and your friends for wanting to fight,’ his uncle said softly after a while. ‘The emperor said you brought honour to the Suwan Guwalgiya clan.’

Guanji smiled. ‘Dear uncle, I wish Ilha could hear you.’

‘To laugh at me, you mean. I wish she were here, too.’

They rode back quietly together as the sun cast a golden light on the coarse grass. They crossed under the looming walls of the small garrison. Then as they passed the southern gate of Zhapu, a man came running out. ‘Have you heard the news?’ he cried. ‘A messenger just came from Hangzhou. He’s ridden all night. Nanjing has fallen.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The Taiping rebels. They’ve taken it.’

‘They’re six hundred miles away from Nanjing.’

‘Not anymore. They’ve slaughtered every Manchu in the city. Men, women, children – the lot of them.’

The older man spoke first. ‘The report may be incorrect.’

‘Perhaps Ilha got away,’ said Guanji.
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Cecil Whiteparish was only ten miles from Nanjing when the Taiping patrol found him. They clearly thought he was a spy, so they’d brought him through the defensive checkpoints, and now he was in sight of the city gates. In a few minutes those gates would be opening. Whether he got out again remained to be seen.

Six months had passed since the huge Taiping horde had taken the place. They’d streamed down the Yangtze, their troops on the banks, their cannon and supplies in ships and barges collected along the way. Better organised than anyone expected, they covered an astounding six hundred miles in thirty days, taking the great city of Nanjing by surprise.

Perhaps it was because the rebels had moved so fast, Cecil thought, that the countryside he’d passed through didn’t look devastated. Close to the city, of course, there were untidy earth and stone ramparts and ground cleared to allow easy cannon fire. But that was all. On his right, a pale porcelain pagoda soared into the sky. It looked as if the Taiping had gutted the inside of the pagoda, but its lovely outer shell was still untouched.

The shaggy-haired Taiping troops were prodding him with spears. He rode slowly forward. They supposed he was obeying them, and in a way he was. But in truth, he was obeying the will of the Lord. At least he hoped so.

Everyone had told him not to make this journey. ‘Even if you reach the place,’ they said, ‘you may not get out alive.’ All, that is, except one. ‘Trust in the Lord,’ she had told him. ‘I will wait for you.’

Minnie Ross had been educated by her father, who was a minister in Dundee. She’d come to Hong Kong as a governess. She was small, under five feet tall. She hadn’t a penny to her name. But she was very neat in her person, and the light of the Lord was in her eye. And she was going to marry Cecil Whiteparish.

They had known each other for a year before their courtship began. It was initiated by Minnie. And it was brief.

Whiteparish had been politely walking her home from a meeting at the London Missionary Society’s chapel in Hong Kong’s Lower Bazaar. The chapel had been built almost as soon as victory in the Opium War put Hong Kong in British hands. The modest colonial building with its plain portico had looked rather incongruous at first, in the untidy Chinese fishing village that looked across the water to Kowloon. But recently, a fire had burned most of the Chinese village, and now British builders were tidying the area up. It was all part of the expanding occupation, which brought not only the British and their dependents to the steep slopes of Hong Kong, but all manner of Chinese from Kowloon and Canton to service the new colony.

In British Hong Kong, the missionaries had at last been able to make some Chinese converts. The London Mission was already running a medical centre and a thriving little school by the Lower Bazaar chapel.

‘Tell me, Mr Whiteparish,’ Minnie Ross had enquired, ‘do you still hope to make converts on the mainland of China?’

‘I do,’ Cecil replied.

‘But so far you have not.’

‘Hardly anyone has,’ he answered with a sigh. ‘After the Opium War, when the Chinese guaranteed British entry into five ports, we thought we’d be able to preach the Word freely. But in practice, the local governors still make it almost impossible even to trade in those ports, let alone have consuls and a British community. Canton is somewhat open. The only other place is Shanghai, much farther up the coast – which is curious, really. For Shanghai was only a very minor place at the time, you know, almost an afterthought, really – though it’s growing rapidly now.’

‘But you still have faith in your mission?’

‘Let us say that I am ten years older and a little wiser.’ Cecil Whiteparish smiled. ‘The life of a missionary to China is dispiriting, Miss Ross. Many of the missionaries I knew when I first came have given up and returned home. One of them may even have lost his faith. I suppose I’m still here because I put so much effort into learning Chinese, so there’s more chance I might be useful in China than anywhere else. But I’ve no illusions. I’m a single Christian. If during my life I could bring even two others into the faith, especially if they have families, that would be a small numerical advance.’

‘I’m sure you hope for more. Is it true that you are thinking of going into China illegally very soon?’

He stared at her and frowned. ‘That is supposed to be a secret.’

‘I don’t think there are many secrets in Hong Kong, Mr Whiteparish. They say you want to go to Nanjing.’

‘This rebel army, the Taiping or whatever we are to call them, say they are Christians. Nobody knows quite what they are, but they number in the tens of thousands, and they may soon control an entire province. If they are truly Christians or can be made so, it could be of huge importance. Somebody has to go and find out.’

‘A dangerous mission.’

‘I’m a missionary. And I know something of the Chinese by now. If I can elude the Manchu authorities along the way and reach the rebels, I doubt they will harm me.’

‘You’ll trust in the Lord.’

‘It’s what I usually do.’

‘You must go,’ she said, as though she had decided the matter herself.

He gazed at her. What a strange little person she was. Apart from her smallness, there was nothing really noticeable about her. Mousy hair, nose thin and pointed, eyes small, cobalt blue – that was unusual. There was something quiet but very determined about the way she set about her tasks. He’d noticed that and assumed that she had a great certainty in herself. Not surprising, really, in a daughter of the manse. One had to respect her; and if sometimes he felt a desire to laugh – though he never did so – it would have been a laugh of affection.

He was quite unprepared for what came next.

‘Isn’t it time you married, Mr Whiteparish?’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said. ‘Not many women would want to share the life of a missionary; and my means are very modest. I’ve never considered myself in a position to marry.’

‘I would marry you,’ she said simply.

‘Good heavens.’ He hardly knew what to say. ‘Why?’

‘Because you are a good man. What other reason could there be to marry?’

He stared down at her and realised that she was entirely serious. This was how she thought. Without meaning to, he burst out laughing.

‘Why do you laugh, Mr Whiteparish? Are you mocking me?’ She looked hurt.

‘No, Miss Ross. I was laughing with pleasure. At your goodness. Would you marry me, then?’

‘Why, yes. I already said so.’

He gazed at her, then across the water. Then back at her again. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘it seems you know your mind, Miss Ross. I suggest we marry when I get back from Nanjing.’

‘Not before?’

‘Better that you should become a wife,’ he said gently, ‘than a widow.’

Yet now that the gates of Nanjing were in front of him, and he was about to meet his destiny, what most impressed Cecil Whiteparish was not the danger he might be in. Indeed, he almost forgot to be afraid.

For to his surprise, the main sensation he felt was one of wonder. Wonder at the beauty of the place.

Most of China’s great cities were ancient. Nanjing was over two thousand years old. Cecil didn’t know exactly, but he was sure the walls of Nanjing must be nearly twenty miles in circuit and so thick that an entire army could have marched on top of them. The city’s position was excellent, at the centre of China’s rich heartland in the Yangtze River valley. For the three hundred years before the Manchu invaded, the Ming dynasty had made it their capital.

But each great city also had its own particular feature, one that came into the imagination the moment the place was mentioned. And this was what he gazed at now.

The Purple Mountain.

One couldn’t miss the Purple Mountain. It began to rise outside the walls of the city’s northeastern quadrant, where the old Ming emperor’s palace lay. It continued northwards for miles, in a sweeping slope to its final ridge, which seemed to be in close communion with the heavens. And for some reason – the atmosphere, the angle of the light filtering through the blue-grey clouds that formed over it, or other natural causes, whatever they might be – the great green hill was often bathed in a magical glow, tinged with violet and reds, that caused it to seem not green, but purple.

The Purple Mountain was a holy place. The tombs of the Ming emperors were still to be found upon it.

Yet as Cecil Whiteparish gazed at this Chinese hill, it seemed to him that although the landscape might be dotted with Buddhist and Taoist monasteries, Confucian temples and heathen graves, it would be hard, in such beauty, not to see the Creator’s hand. Could it be that the true God was indeed being worshipped here by these Taiping rebels? What a wonderful thing that would be.

He was about to find out – if they didn’t kill him.

As soon as his captors reported at the gates, he was delivered to a sergeant with a platoon of soldiers who conducted him up the main central street for about a thousand yards. Then they turned eastwards, towards the old Ming palace, but hardly went more than a quarter mile when they entered a big complex of buildings, like a barracks.

Five minutes later he had discovered that it was a prison – and that he was locked inside it.

Not that he had been thrown into a vile cell. The room was a good size, and he was the only occupant. It contained a chair and a table. But the windows, which looked out onto a small blank courtyard, were heavily barred.

During the next few hours several people came in. One was a gaoler who gave him water and a little rice before leaving in silence and locking the door. Three others came at intervals. Though with their long hair they looked to him like wild men, they were probably officers of some kind. Each of them asked him the same questions about who he was and why he had come there, before departing. Hours passed. He sat and read his Bible. Evening came. He wondered if they would give him a lamp. They did not. Darkness fell. He felt hungry. He found three grains of rice he had missed in the bowl he’d been given. He did not see them, but felt them with his fingers and ate them.

He had not been able to make out the face of the stout fob watch he carried, so he did not know what time it was when the door of his prison opened and two figures came in. One of them was evidently a gaoler, who carried a lamp on a pole. The other was an officer, and Cecil had a feeling that this might be a man of some importance. He murmured to the gaoler, who brought the lamp close to Cecil’s face so that the officer could inspect it. Another order followed, and the lamp was held high so that all three men were illumined.

The officer had long hair, but it was neatly combed and brushed. He wore a simple tunic, spotlessly clean, with a sash. He looked to be maybe thirty, but the lines on his face suggested that he had the experience of a man ten years older. He had a scar on his cheek. ‘You know me,’ he said in Cantonese.

It was Nio.

‘When they described this strange spy to me, I thought it might be you. So I came to see.’

‘Not a spy, Nio. A British missionary, just as I was before. I came because I heard that the Taiping were Christian. I wanted to know. Is it true?’

‘We follow the One True God.’

‘Do you yourself?’

‘Of course.’

‘I wonder …’ Cecil ventured. ‘Do you remember when I used to speak to you about our Lord and our faith?’

‘I remember it well. You are wondering if your words affected me.’

‘I should be glad if perhaps—’

‘Your words did not affect me.’

‘Oh.’

‘But I thought that you were a good man, and this may save your life. Nobody here knows what to do with you.’

‘I see.’ Cecil frowned. ‘Please tell me, for people say different things, what caused the Taiping to be Christian?’

‘Years ago, our leader, the One True King, was given some Christian tracts. Perhaps they came from an American missionary on one of the opium smuggling boats. I do not know. But wherever they came from, our leader put them away and forgot about them. Sometime later, however, he chanced to read them and immediately received a divine revelation. He began to preach. People gathered around him, and the movement was born.’

‘The Heavenly Kingdom.’

‘Nanjing is about to become the Heavenly Capital.’

‘Your One True King says he is the younger brother of Jesus?’

‘That is so. We call Jesus Heavenly Elder Brother.’

‘But Jesus lived a long time ago.’

‘All things are possible to God.’

‘Perhaps we can discuss that later. And you believe in brotherly love, goodness and kindness to all mankind?’

‘Certainly.’

‘I have heard that many Manchu were killed here.’

‘It is true. They lived in the quarter around the old Ming palace. The Manchu are not true Chinese. They have trampled upon our people. And they are idolaters, too. When they fought us, we killed them all.’

‘The women and children, too?’

‘God told His people to kill all the idolaters.’

‘It is better to love and convert them.’

‘They weren’t willing.’ Nio paused. ‘You missionaries used the evil opium trade to spread the Gospel. And we’re killing some Manchus to establish God’s Heavenly Kingdom. That’s all.’

‘What will the Heavenly Kingdom be like?’

‘It is here,’ said Nio. ‘I will show you tomorrow.’

They gave Cecil a good breakfast in the morning. Then Nio arrived and took him out into the street. It was a sunny day. They went westwards.

There were plenty of people about. The stores were open. Everything seemed normal. And yet, Cecil thought, something felt strange – as if this wasn’t China, but some other land.

And then he realised: none of the men were wearing the queue, the pigtail down their back, the sign of their servitude to the Manchu. Chinese men had worn the queue for so many generations now that foreigners supposed it was how the Chinese looked. But no man in China had worn a pigtail during the centuries of the Ming dynasty or the Tang or the Han or any dynasty before. He’d observed the Taiping warriors with their long hair on his way to Nanjing. But now he saw a whole population in their natural state. No wonder it seemed strange.

They passed a small Buddhist temple. The statues in the courtyard had been smashed. He frowned. Why did it offend him? Because they were perhaps works of art? Or was it the destructive anger he sensed in the deed?

‘Soon,’ Nio remarked, ‘that will be a church to the One True God.’

They passed a weaving works, then a large storehouse.

‘What’s that?’ Cecil asked.

‘The main granary,’ Nio replied. ‘It’s for all the people now. No more merchants profiteering on the people’s food. This is the Earthly Paradise. All men are equal. No private property. Everything is shared in common. Nobody goes hungry. To each according to his need.’ He looked at Whiteparish questioningly. ‘This is how the followers of Jesus lived after he rose into the sky, is it not?’

‘It wasn’t quite that simple,’ said Cecil, but he didn’t argue.

They came to what might have been a barracks, though Cecil saw no soldiers there.

‘Women’s quarters,’ Nio explained. ‘The single men and women are not allowed to mix. No immorality.’

‘And if any should stray from the path of chastity …?’

‘They are executed,’ Nio answered firmly. He pointed up the street. ‘That is the palace of the East King. It was a prince’s palace before, I think.’

‘Tell me about the East King.’

‘The Heavenly Kingdom will be ruled by the Heavenly King, whom we also call Lord of Ten Thousand Years. But he will have four lesser kings.’

‘That has been done in many empires before. Genghis Khan’s empire, for instance. And ancient Ireland.’

‘I know nothing of that.’

‘Tell me more about the Heavenly King. I know he is a Hakka, but what was his story?’

‘He was a poor student. He worked hard and passed first in the local examinations. But though he tried four times, he could not pass the provincial examination in Canton. They say many candidates pass by bribing the examiners, but he did not. God sent him a vision and told him he was His younger son. But for a long time he did not understand the vision. At last he read the tracts and understood his mission. He began to preach. Followers came to him. That is how the Heavenly Kingdom began.’

‘He truly believes he is the second son of God?’

‘He does.’

They followed the broad street until they came in sight of a large palace behind a high wall. ‘That is where the Heavenly King lives,’ said Nio.

‘I should like to meet him,’ Cecil remarked.

‘That will not be possible.’

‘Does he know I’m here?’

‘Of course.’

They advanced towards the palace gates. And they had nearly reached them when a little procession emerged – a line of brightly coloured carriages and sedan chairs, well guarded, and through whose windows Cecil could see what appeared to be richly dressed court ladies. ‘Is he coming out?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘Who are they, then?’

‘Those are the wives of the Heavenly King.’

‘How many wives does he have?’

‘Seventeen.’ Nio glanced at the missionary and saw his surprise. ‘It is necessary for the Heavenly King to have many wives, like the emperor,’ he explained. ‘Otherwise he would not be regarded as a king.’

‘I hardly think …’ Cecil began.

‘Your rulers do not have wives and concubines?’

‘Well …’ Cecil wanted to refute it, but a need for honesty prevented him. Who could deny that, from King Solomon in Jerusalem to the most Christian monarchs of even his own time, the rulers of the West had usually had many women? Only in the United States in modern times was the case otherwise – and he was not quite sure even about that. He decided to change the subject. ‘Tell me,’ he asked, ‘what is it that you yourself desire to find in the Heavenly Kingdom?’

‘An end to oppression. An end to corruption. Justice. Truth. The rule of the good people.’

‘Did you always seek this?’

‘Since I was a boy. But I did many bad and foolish things along the way.’

‘Many people, hurt or disappointed by the world and its imperfection, seek purity. That desire is not unusual.’

‘It is what we seek.’

‘But you seek it here on Earth.’ Cecil Whiteparish sighed. ‘And Christians understand that a perfect world is not possible on Earth. We say it was lost when Adam and Eve were expelled from the Garden of Eden. The purity you seek can be found only in Heaven.’

‘We shall make Heaven here.’

‘It cannot be done on Earth.’

‘Why?’

‘Human nature.’

‘Then we shall change human nature.’

‘A noble desire, Nio. But history shows this path leads to tyranny.’

‘You are supposed to be a missionary.’

‘Yes. These are the lessons that missionaries learn.’

Nio was silent for a few moments. ‘You should not stay here,’ he finally said.

‘Why?’

‘You argue too much. But I will arrange a safe conduct for you.’

‘When must I leave?’ Cecil asked.

‘Today.’

‘Can I go up the Purple Mountain? It looks beautiful.’

‘No.’ Nio walked a few paces in silence. ‘I have a message for you. From the Heavenly King.’

‘I am listening.’

‘Tell your rulers that we worship the One True God. The Manchu are idolaters and they will never give you what you want. You should help us destroy them. That is all.’

Cecil Whiteparish left that afternoon with a guard of six horsemen. His parting from Nio was polite. Perhaps each of them wanted to show more warmth. Cecil knew that he did; and he thought the same was true of Nio, but it was hard to tell.
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It was the second of December when John Trader reached Hong Kong. He didn’t plan to stay there long. He meant to see Cecil Whiteparish before he left, of course. Indeed, he had already prepared a short note to make the missionary aware of his presence.

But since he bumped into him on the dock, while the men were still unloading his travelling trunks, there was no need to send it.

‘Cousin John!’ cried Whiteparish. ‘Welcome back. I didn’t know you were coming.’

‘I’ve written you a note to tell you. But here you are, which is better.’

‘It’s been more than a year. Did you find your estate in Scotland?’

‘We did. Just twenty miles from the Lomond estate, where the general and my mother-in-law rent the dower house now. My wife is overjoyed. And the children love the place.’

‘And you?’

‘It’s everything I always dreamed of.’

‘You’ll reside in Scotland?’

‘Yes.’ Trader nodded. ‘As you may know, I bought out the Odstocks a while ago. Now I’ve sold two-thirds of the firm, which will continue here under new partners. I’m retaining a third for myself, and I shall manage the business in Britain.’

‘You’ll still have to go to London, I suppose.’

‘Every so often. But with the new railway, one can make the entire journey from Glasgow to London in only twelve and a half hours. That’s four hundred miles. Thirty-two miles an hour!’

‘Astounding. Unimaginable when we were boys.’ Whiteparish shook his head in wonderment. ‘So you’ve come to sell your house in Hong Kong.’

‘I have.’

‘Will you stay there meanwhile?’

‘No. It’s too much trouble. I have lodgings in the lower town.’ He glanced up towards the Peak above. ‘My wife never liked it up there.’

‘She wasn’t alone,’ Whiteparish agreed. ‘Almost all the big merchants that built places up on the Peak seem to have had problems – cracking walls, leaking roofs … something’s always going wrong.’

‘She was quite right to take the children back to Macao. Young children and all that.’

‘She always came here to keep you company, though.’

‘A week every month, without fail. She was very good about that.’

‘We were glad to see her, too. She took a great interest in the mission. As did you, of course,’ Cecil added quickly.

Trader gave a wry smile. My wife’s enthusiasm, he thought, and my money. But he didn’t say so.

Cecil Whiteparish had his own views about Agnes Trader. In the early days of her marriage, when she and John had lived in their charming hillside villa in Macao, they’d certainly been busy. John was making a fortune. Agnes gave birth to four children. And he himself had been busy enough with his missionary work. A couple of times a year, however, they’d ask him up to the villa for dinner, and these were always pleasant occasions.

Gradually, however, the British community was moving across to Hong Kong. As yet, the place was more spartan and lacked the Mediterranean charm of Macao. He’d set up the mission there. Some time afterwards, the Trader family had followed.

And Agnes hadn’t liked Hong Kong. Cecil could understand, but he thought that for John’s sake she should have shown it less. And when she’d taken the children back to Macao, he’d felt disappointed in her. She might have been scrupulous about spending a week with her husband each month, but when one considered that John often had to be away at the factories in Canton, it had seemed to Cecil that his cousin was getting a raw deal.

Whenever she was in Hong Kong, Agnes made a point of visiting the mission, sometimes having quite long conversations with him, and ensuring that John made a handsome contribution to the mission’s work each year. This was all very well, and he was grateful for the money, of course. But he still thought privately that she could have behaved better.

She’d got what she wanted, anyway. The estate in Scotland.

‘Agnes has become very religious recently,’ Trader suddenly said.

‘Indeed?’ Whiteparish wasn’t sure how to respond. ‘By the way,’ he remarked, ‘I am about to get married myself. Next week, in fact. Would you come to my wedding?’

‘My dear fellow!’ Trader shook him by the hand. ‘How splendid. I had no idea.’

‘It happened rather suddenly.’

‘You were kind enough to come to my wedding. I certainly wouldn’t miss yours.’

Whiteparish glanced towards the ship and saw two men bringing Trader’s bags.

‘Will you dine with me tomorrow?’ he asked. ‘Simple fare. But I can introduce you to my fiancée.’

‘Delighted,’ said John Trader. And indeed, he had to admit, he was quite curious to see the lady.

He liked her at once. How could he not? After all, he thought, if someone is so obviously good and at the same time matter-of-fact and friendly, one would have to be a strange kind of person to dislike them.

He also noticed, with amusement, that this neat little Scottish lady had already made some changes to Cecil’s spartan quarters near the mission chapel. A vase of flowers, a perfectly laid table: small signs of a woman’s hand that his bachelor cousin would probably never have thought of.

He wondered, though, how much Cecil had told her about him.

He didn’t imagine she approved of his business any more than Cecil did. On the other hand, since most of the small British community on Hong Kong were connected with the opium trade in one way or another, he supposed she’d decided it wiser to keep her thoughts to herself. As for his past love life, it was long ago and hardly scandalous, he thought, even to a puritan.

She asked him about his children.

‘We have four, Miss Ross. James is the eldest. He’s at boarding school with his brother, Murdo; he’ll go to Eton in a couple of years. My daughters, Emily and Constance, are at home with a governess.’ He noticed Whiteparish give his fiancée a glance suggesting that even if he disapproved of the source of the Trader family wealth, his missionary cousin was still just a little bit pleased to have such aristocratic-seeming connections. ‘So like my own wife, Miss Ross, you are Scots, but from the east coast rather than the west, I think?’

‘Indeed, sir, my father is a minister in Montrose.’

‘And what brought you to Hong Kong?’

‘The family by whom I was employed in Edinburgh asked me to accompany them here. When I consulted my father, he told me that I should go and see the world, if I wished.’

‘What an adventurous soul you have, Miss Ross, and what a wise father.’ Trader smiled.

This seemed to please her. But she wanted to draw something else to his attention. ‘Has your cousin told you about his own recent adventure on the mainland?’ she asked. And when Trader looked uncertain, she turned to her fiancé.

‘Ah,’ said Cecil. ‘Indeed. This might be of interest to you. I have been to Nanjing, to see the Taiping.’

‘That’s a dangerous undertaking.’ Trader looked at Whiteparish with a new respect. Then he glanced at Minnie Ross. ‘Weren’t you worried?’

‘No,’ she replied simply. ‘Whatever happened to him, it would be God’s will.’

‘Oh,’ said Trader.

‘I’ll tell you about it over dinner,’ said Cecil with a smile.

They had completed the main course by the time he’d finished. Trader was fascinated and thanked him warmly.

‘Would you say they were Christian?’ he asked his missionary cousin.

‘I’d hoped, of course. Perhaps they can be made into Christians. But many things concern me. Their leader, by claiming to be the brother of Jesus, is trying to make a cult of himself. That is never good.’

‘You don’t think he could mean it in a general sense, as we might speak of “brothers and sisters in Christ”?’

‘I think he means it literally. As for having seventeen wives …’

Trader glanced at Minnie Ross.

‘These Taiping speak of their Heavenly Kingdom,’ Minnie said, ‘yet they killed every Manchu in Nanjing – women and children, too.’

‘It’s true,’ said Cecil. ‘I asked.’

‘I don’t much care for their idea that all private property should be abolished, either,’ Trader remarked. ‘There is, however, another consideration. Namely, that whether these people are genuine or not, it may not really matter. At least to the British government.’

Minnie Ross looked puzzled, but Whiteparish nodded. ‘I was afraid you’d say that,’ he murmured sadly.

‘The British government is unhappy, Miss Ross,’ Trader explained. ‘The treaty of 1842 promised our merchants access to five ports, consuls in those ports as well – all the usual things that we, and other nations, expect in other countries. Apart from Canton and Shanghai, it hasn’t happened, and even in those places there have been difficulties.’

‘The Chinese feel those concessions were made under duress,’ Cecil added. ‘And the reparations we demanded were crushing.’

‘All treaties following a defeat are made under duress. History’s full of them,’ Trader countered. ‘Though I agree about the reparations. But the fact remains that we, the French, even the Americans, are growing impatient with a regime we see as corrupt and obstructive.’

‘And the Taiping are seen as a possible alternative?’

‘Back in London, a Christian government in China looks an attractive proposition.’

‘You remember, Cousin John,’ the missionary said, ‘how we all learned in school the ancient doctrine that the enemy of my enemy is my friend. For centuries, Britain preserved itself by pitting the great continental powers of Europe against each other, and it worked pretty well. But I believe there are two potential fallacies in the doctrine.’

‘Expound.’

‘The first fallacy is simple. Your enemy’s enemy may seem to be your friend today, but not tomorrow. Say you help him to victory, and then, being more powerful, he may turn on you. We may help the Taiping gain power, but as soon as they’ve got it, they may treat us worse than the Manchu did.’

‘The idea was to keep rebalancing the powers. But I agree, there’s a danger in changing any regime. Better the devil you know. What’s the other fallacy?’

‘It is more insidious, I think,’ said Whiteparish. ‘It is the moral fallacy. Consider: your enemy is a bad man. You know without a doubt that he is evil. The man who opposes him, therefore, the man who can strike him down, must be good. But it’s not so. There is no reason at all to suppose he is good. Very likely, he is just another bad man.’ He paused. ‘So you try to find out if your enemy’s enemy is good or bad, and he tells you that he is good. For this will bring you and others to his cause. And this pleases you.’ He paused again, then shook his head. ‘But he is lying. He is just another bad man, perhaps worse than the first.’

‘And the Taiping?’

‘They say they are Christian. So we think they must be good. We want to think them good. We may even close our eyes to their evil, because we do not wish to see it. A man puts on a coat like mine, so I think he must be like me. But he is not.’

‘A wolf in sheep’s clothing.’

‘Exactly so. As my dear Minnie has just pointed out, the Taiping say they are Christian and that they mean to build a kindly Heavenly Kingdom; yet their first act has been to slaughter an entire population of innocent women and children. I will work to convert them into better Christians; but you certainly shouldn’t give them any guns.’

‘I thought missionaries were supposed to be more idealistic,’ Trader said with a smile.

‘They may be idealistic until they get into the field. Then they see real life, and it’s not pretty.’

‘They carry on, though.’

‘That’s the test of faith.’

‘You’re a good man, Cousin Cecil,’ said Trader warmly. ‘I admire you. And when I get back to London I shall repeat what you say. I just hope,’ he continued quietly, ‘that they listen.’

When their meal was over, the two men walked Minnie Ross back to the house where she was governess. ‘A few more days, and you will not have to do this anymore,’ she remarked to him with a smile as he kissed her on the cheek at the door. Then the two men made their way slowly towards Trader’s lodgings.

‘Tell me,’ Whiteparish ventured, ‘are you keeping a third share of the business for your son to manage one day?’

‘One of them, perhaps. If either of them is interested.’ Trader smiled. ‘That’s a long way off. I just like to keep my hand in. I’m far too young to retire, even though I can afford to.’

‘You’ll keep yourself busy in Scotland. I’m sure you’ll be a model landlord.’ Cecil paused. ‘I thought that perhaps the next generation …’

‘Would prefer to avoid the dirty old opium trade. You can say it.’ Trader walked on a few steps. ‘In ten, fifteen years’ time, the opium trade may not even be important. It’s ironic, but I suspect that if China became less defensive and opened her ports up to more general trade – in other words, if we could sell her more – the problem would disappear. The country is so huge and potentially rich. I’m not alone in thinking this. The men at Jardine Matheson, whose operations dwarf the rest of us, anticipate a far more general trade in the future.’

‘I hope you’re right.’

They came in sight of Trader’s lodgings.

‘There is one thing I’d like to ask you,’ Trader said. ‘It’s a private matter.’

‘Then it will remain so.’

‘Thank you.’ Trader nodded slowly. ‘It concerns Agnes. She has always shown a proper respect for the church. But in recent years her religion has become’ – he hesitated – ‘more intense. Had you ever noticed?’

‘That’s rather hard to say. She’s been very good to the mission, of course.’

‘Has she ever discussed matters of faith with you?’

‘Now and then, as far as I recall.’

‘Has she ever discussed the question of marriage and children?’

‘Let me see.’ Cecil thought a moment. ‘I think I remember one conversation. This was quite a long time ago, you know. We spoke about it in a general way.’

‘Did she discuss Saint Paul or Saint Augustine, might I ask?’

Whiteparish took another moment to consider. ‘I believe,’ he answered slowly, ‘she asked me about Saint Paul and marriage. The saint was celibate himself, of course, which was unusual amongst the Jews. Along with his strictures against lust, he recommended celibacy – if it could be managed. One has to remember that in those early days, the Christian community expected the world to end within their lifetime.’

‘And after Paul?’

‘You really come to Saint Augustine, over three centuries later. People still awaited the end of the world, but its date was unclear. Augustine thought that devout Christians could marry, but that the act of procreation should be for the purpose of having children. Otherwise, he argued, it became lust and was therefore sinful. That was generally the doctrine of the early church.’

‘Have your children. Then abstain.’

‘Yes.’ The missionary smiled. ‘I’m not saying it was adhered to.’

‘And nowadays?’

‘The marriage service, as you know, speaks only of regulating the natural affections. Not many clergymen would want to go further than that.’

‘You told this to my wife?’

‘Yes. As doctrinal history.’

‘You did not … recommend?’

‘Oh.’ Cecil stared at his cousin in surprise. ‘No, I did not. I would not.’ He frowned, then gave his kinsman a curious look. ‘I should be happy to write to your wife to clarify the subject, if you wish.’

‘No. I just wondered. Don’t write. Goodnight.’ After all, Trader thought, if celibacy was what his wife desired, he had no wish to make demands that were repugnant to her.
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The first time Shi-Rong saw Mei-Ling was in the autumn of that year. As magistrate for the area, he was making a tour of inspection when he came to the hamlet where she lived. The villagers had seen his cavalcade approaching and they were clustered in the lane to watch him pass. The headman had welcomed him and offered refreshment, but it was only mid-morning and there was no reason to stop, so Shi-Rong thanked him but proceeded on his way.

He caught sight of Mei-Ling just as he was leaving. She was standing beside the lane with a thickset friendly-looking peasant – her husband, perhaps – and three or four others. Peasants, certainly. None of the women had bound feet. But they appeared a little better dressed than most villagers.

He turned to his secretary, Sun, who was riding beside him. ‘Did you notice that pretty woman? Rich peasant, would you say?’

‘Yes, Lord.’ Sun had been with him for five years now. He still didn’t know Sun’s age, exactly. Maybe he was forty-five. It didn’t matter. Tall, almost cadaverous, silent, trustworthy Sun had no ambition. His presence was restful. ‘One of the headman’s family, perhaps.’

‘Did you notice her complexion?’

Whether one was in a great city or the depths of the country, nearly everyone had some physical flaw. Most adults past a certain age had missing teeth, of course. They might have a squint, a mole on their face, a damaged arm or leg. Accidents and disease were the common lot of the people in every land, he imagined. Yet so far as he could see, this peasant woman was perfect in every way. Beautiful. Flawless. He almost stopped the cavalcade. He wanted to linger. At the least, he wished to ascertain if she was truly as perfect as she seemed.

‘We have business to attend to elsewhere, Lord,’ said Sun.

‘I know.’ Shi-Rong sighed. ‘I’ve been away from my wife too long. You know,’ he continued, ‘if I hadn’t been told this was only a temporary appointment and that I’d soon be sent elsewhere, I would have brought my family here. I thought it was less disruptive to leave them at home until I had a better establishment to receive them.’

‘I understand, Lord.’

‘All the same … Perhaps I should send for them.’ He paused. ‘I thought I’d get something better than this by now,’ he murmured.

After his father’s death, he’d used his time pretty well. First he’d studied at the family estate; then he’d gone back to old Mr Wen in Beijing. He’d passed his exams – not with outstanding honours, but well enough to put him in line for a good career. And he’d married. The daughter of the prefect of a province. An appropriate marriage. They were happy enough.

‘It’s a pity that Commissioner Lin has died,’ said Sun.

‘It was he who first got me a job as a magistrate,’ Shi-Rong acknowledged. ‘But I doubt he could do more for me now, even if he were alive.’

Lin had regained his good name. To some, he was a hero. He’d even been made governor of a province again, though not an important one. But he’d never advanced beyond that point.

‘The fact is, anyone connected with the Opium War is under a cloud at court,’ Shi-Rong remarked. ‘The emperor thought quite well of me, but he’s dead, too, and the new emperor doesn’t know me at all.’

‘At least, Lord, you have a fine family estate on the Yellow River to go back to. Few magistrates have such good fortune.’

‘Which is why they take bribes. You know I have never taken a bribe.’

‘I do, Lord. You are greatly to be commended.’

‘Good fortune may be a blessing. It may also be a curse. Perhaps, if I were a poorer man, I might strive harder. I do not know. What do you think?’

‘I cannot say, Lord. But I am glad I am not ambitious. It never seems to make people happy.’

‘Tell me, Sun – I know you are a Buddhist – what do you expect to be in your next incarnation?’

‘Something peaceful, I hope, Lord.’

‘Well, you deserve it.’ Shi-Rong nodded. ‘I think I should go back for that pretty woman we just saw.’ He glanced at his secretary, saw the look of concern on his face, and laughed. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, ‘I won’t.’

Nor did Shi-Rong pass through the hamlet again during the course of that year or the year after.
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Mei-Ling remembered that day, but not because of Shi-Rong. She’d hardly even seen his face. She remembered it because that night her sister-in-law had gone into labour for the eighth time. And by morning poor Willow was dead. She left four living children, the youngest a boy.

Willow’s life had not been very happy and would have been worse if it hadn’t been for Mei-Ling. This wasn’t so much because Mei-Ling tried to be kind to her, though she did. But the fact that every time poor Willow produced another daughter, Mei-Ling had produced another son seemed to deflect the rage that Mother would otherwise have felt towards her elder daughter-in-law. The family matriarch came to regard Willow as a lost cause, an unfortunate fact of nature, like bad weather. When at last Willow did produce a son, she was treated in the same manner as a useless employee who finally does something right, but cannot be relied upon to do so again. And now she was dead. What did it signify?

As it happened, a turning point.

Old Mr Lung had been so proud of his little opium ceremonies and furious when Commissioner Lin’s campaign stopped his supplies. When in due course the opium had become available again, he’d laid in a considerable quantity. He could afford it. Indeed, guests were treated to a visit to the storeroom where his cases of opium were kept, which greatly impressed them.

‘If any interfering mandarin starts throwing opium into the sea again, he won’t worry me,’ the old man would declare.

‘No, Mr Lung,’ his guest would agree respectfully.

But the British opium trade had continued, so there was an excess available in the house. Old Mr Lung’s sessions became more frequent. He attended less to his business, and in due course bought more opium than he had before. Sometimes Elder Son would join him in these sessions. Second Son never did. He was offered the chance, but he always smiled and said he was happy as he was. He just went about his tasks on the land as usual, and old Mr Lung and his elder brother attended to the loans and the collection of rents and the other business.

So when one night old Mr Lung slipped into unconsciousness after his usual evening smoke and never awoke, it came as a shock to discover that there wasn’t much money left. There were all kinds of loans due to him and other complex arrangements that Elder Son declared were all safely in his head, but somehow the loans were never collected, and though his mother demanded to know who owed what, so she could go and collect the money herself, Elder Son proved surprisingly obstinate about supplying the information.

‘I am the head of the family now,’ he reminded her, as if that solved anything. And though Second Son did try to get some sense out of him, as he truly said to Mei-Ling, ‘If he isn’t going to tell Mother, he certainly isn’t going to tell me.’ They even tried to enlist the help of Willow, but she only bowed gracefully to her husband’s authority, which was no use at all.

So the rents were paid in arrears, if at all. Several of the villagers bought their rented fields from him, at reduced prices. Even the family house was beginning to show some signs of neglect, although Second Son attended to all the repairs himself.

And then, that night after the magistrate passed through, Willow had died.

Elder Son seemed to have lost his desire to do anything much after that. He smoked more opium. His raw-boned body became thin and wasted. He hardly had energy to attend to any business at all. And if he did manage to bestir himself to collect some of the remaining rents, for instance, his tenants treated him almost as if he were a vagrant seeking charity, instead of their landlord. Mother did manage to transact some of the family business, but even her fierce spirit was becoming tired.

One day Mei-Ling went to the secret place where the silver Nio had given her was buried. She took a little of it and gave it to Mother. ‘It’s for the house,’ she said. ‘Not for opium.’ A few months later she had to go to the secret place again. A few visits more and all the silver was gone.

A sense of torpor and neglect descended upon the Lung family house after that. People didn’t come there anymore.

It was two and a half years after Willow’s death when the Americans arrived.

The three men had set out from Canton a week ago. Now they sat drinking together after their meal at the small town’s only inn. Read was smoking a cigar. He looked just as big, hard and burly as he had almost twenty years ago. Some grey hairs, some deeper lines. Few other changes. His son, Franklin, was a dark-haired, handsome young fellow of eighteen or so. The third was Cecil Whiteparish.

When Read had turned up in Hong Kong and asked if there was a merchant called Trader there, it was natural enough that he should have been directed to the mission house, where he found Cecil Whiteparish.

‘Mr Trader is a kinsman of mine,’ Cecil explained. ‘But I’m afraid he lives with his family in Scotland now – I can give you his address if you want to write to him.’ He’d smiled. ‘I’m rather busy at this moment, but if you’d care to come to my house this evening, my wife will feed us, and I can give you all the news about my cousin John.’

It had been a very pleasant evening. Read had been delighted to hear about Trader’s good fortune and his burgeoning family. The Whiteparishes had given him some account of the activities of the mission and its converts. And then Minnie had asked: ‘What has brought you to Hong Kong just now, Mr Read?’

‘Railways, ma’am,’ Read answered easily. ‘Or to be precise, railway workers. I mean to find them in the villages down the coast from Canton and take them to America.’

‘Will they wish to go so far?’ she asked.

‘They already have.’ And seeing her look surprised: ‘During the California Gold Rush, back in ’48 and the years following, quite a few adventuresome fellows from the Cantonese coastland heard about it from Western sailors and thought they’d try their luck. I shipped a few of them across the Pacific myself. Sailors. Smugglers, I daresay. All kinds of good fellows.’

‘What do you think impelled them?’ asked Whiteparish.

‘I’d probably have done the same in their place,’ Read answered. ‘You remember how it was here, after the Opium War. The government was broke. The men along the coast heard about the Gum Shan, the American mountain of gold. They went to the Klondike like everyone else, and most came out empty-handed. Plenty of them are still in California – running small restaurants, laundries, that sort of thing. But now we’re looking for something different. That’s why we’re going inland.’

‘Men to build railways.’

‘Yes. Local railways, in California first. But soon there’ll be a railway stretching right across America, from California to New England. It’s got to come. They’ll need a lot of labour.’

‘Don’t the Irish supply that?’ Cecil asked.

‘They do. But my guess is the railway men want to give the Irish a little competition. Keep them in line, you know.’

‘Why Chinese?’

‘They aren’t as strong as the Irish, but they’re very steady. They drink tea instead of alcohol. They give no trouble. I’m not looking for gold diggers,’ Read said. ‘I want honest farming men who’ve fallen on hard times. Men who’ll work hard and send money back to their families. I believe we’ll find them in the villages.’

‘When do you set off?’ asked Cecil.

‘Any day. I just need to find a couple of porters, a local guide and an interpreter. I speak a bit of Cantonese, but not enough.’ A thought struck him. ‘I wonder if you’ve got any converts who might act as interpreter with the locals. Any suggestions?’

Cecil considered. ‘Let me think. Come by the mission tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll let you know if I’ve got anyone.’

Young Franklin looked at his father and the missionary. Then he glanced across to where the two local men who acted as porters and guides were sitting apart with the owner of the inn, talking quietly in the local dialect.

It was exciting to be on an adventure with his father in this hinterland. He wondered what the next day would bring.

It had been such a surprise when Whiteparish had volunteered himself as their interpreter. His first thought had been that the missionary might not be up to the physical challenges of the business. But although his hair was thinning, Whiteparish seemed quite a tough, wiry sort of man, so Franklin assumed he’d be all right.

His father had raised another sort of question. ‘How does your lady wife feel about your travelling with us?’

‘She says that a man needs an adventure now and then.’ Cecil had smiled. ‘Glad to get me out of the house for a bit, I expect.’

‘And the mission?’

‘Ah. That’s just the point. Besides Hong Kong, we now have a small subsidiary mission outside Canton. The Chinese don’t much like it, though they turn a blind eye. I was due to visit that mission soon in any case. But I’ve been thinking for a while that I should also venture out into the backcountry, talk to the local people, that sort of thing. Not easy to do by oneself. So when you turned up with your plan for an expedition, I thought: this might be the perfect opportunity.’

‘Do you mean to bring tracts?’ Read had wanted to know.

‘No. If the local authorities stop and search us, that might get everyone in trouble.’ He gave them a wry smile. ‘One gets more cautious with time. I prefer talking to people, telling them what I believe and why. You never know where that may lead.’ He nodded. ‘There’s another factor as well.’

‘The Taiping?’

‘Exactly. I’ve been to Nanjing. The Taiping are not really Christians. I’m certain of that. They’ve imbibed a few ideas that are Christian. Before they moved north, there were quite a few Taiping in this region, and I’m wondering if they may have left behind some notions that we could correct and build upon. This little expedition may allow me to find out.’

‘You’re a spy, then,’ young Franklin had cried, then glanced at his father, who gave him a look that said, ‘You’re on your own now, son.’

‘A spy for God,’ Cecil replied. ‘Though the Almighty already knows everything,’ he’d added cheerfully.

‘Indeed,’ said Franklin.

Before they turned in, however, Whiteparish insisted on going over the order of business a final time. He addressed himself to Read. ‘You’ll take these men, these volunteers, from Canton to America. And the Chinese volunteers won’t pay you for their passage, the railway bosses will.’

‘Correct. I charge ’em up to a hundred dollars a head, delivered and guaranteed. I carry other cargo as well, to make it worth my while.’

‘Effectively then, these Chinese will be indentured servants until they’ve worked off the cost of their voyage. And history tells us that in practice, an indentured man can become a slave.’

‘It’s true.’ Read drew on his cigar. ‘And I know of Chinese servants in California who are in exactly that position.’

‘I’m not sure I like it, Read.’

‘Nor do I. So I made a deal with the railway men. I’ll take back any of my Chinese that aren’t satisfactory after a month; and if any of the Chinese want to leave, I’ll take them back, too, and refund the fare.’

‘That could be an expensive proposition for you.’

‘I doubt it. These Chinese are going to make pretty good money. They all live together. They form little teams and gangs of their own. It comes naturally to them. My guess is that as soon as the big coast-to-coast railway starts building, I’ll be filling my ships every season with Chinese as eager to go as the railway men are to have them. Half of them will probably settle in America.’

‘Well, I hope you’re right.’

‘And I hope you trust me.’

‘Oh yes.’ The missionary smiled. ‘I trust you.’

When they came to the little hamlet the next day, they asked for the headman, and Whiteparish explained what they were looking for. The headman was uncertain. ‘I have heard of men from the big city going to this land across the ocean to work,’ he said. ‘But I don’t know what happens to them when they arrive, or if they ever return.’

‘They are well paid,’ said Whiteparish. ‘Some stay there and some return.’

‘What is this iron road you speak of? And this engine like a dragon that races along it? Have we such a thing in China?’

‘No.’

‘Does it work?’

‘Yes.’

‘Does the emperor or the governor allow men to leave like this?’

‘We shall not ask them.’

‘There are men here who need money,’ the headman confessed. ‘I will call the village together.’

And so Cecil Whiteparish explained Read’s offer to the assembled village, and after that, for an hour, he interpreted the many questions the villagers had and Read’s answers. And when they were finished, around noon, he and the Reads went on towards the next hamlet, promising to return the next day to collect any men who wished to go to America.

That night was warm, and the moon was riding high in the clear sky over the hamlet when Mei-Ling and Second Son walked down from the house to the pond, and they stood on the little bridge together, talking quietly.

‘I don’t want you to go,’ Mei-Ling said.

‘I was thinking that if I go with one of our boys, maybe we can come back in a year or two with a lot of money.’

‘You want to take one of our sons?’

‘Two men, twice the wages.’ He considered. ‘I could take Ka-Fai. He’s the eldest. But I think he should stay here in my place. I’ll take our second boy. He’s sixteen and he’s strong. He wants to go. He thinks it’s a big adventure.’

‘You talked to him already?’

‘This afternoon.’

‘I didn’t know.’

‘We’re getting poorer every year. Last time my brother went to town he spent a lot of money. Even Mother can’t control him. I have to do something.’

‘You should be head of the family.’

‘I’m not.’

‘I wish he would die,’ she cried wretchedly.

‘Don’t say such a thing.’ He paused. ‘It’ll be all right. You and Mother can keep things going.’

Mei-Ling started to cry. ‘I shall be so lonely.’

‘I, too.’

‘The moon’s nearly full,’ she said dully.

‘Two more nights,’ he said.

She looked down at the moon’s reflection in the pond. The water was smooth as glass, but the moon’s outline was blurred by her tears.

‘We should go back in,’ her husband said. ‘Everyone’s asleep.’

She took his hand in the dark. ‘Come,’ she said.

Cecil Whiteparish was in quite a good mood the next day. The evening before he’d been able to have a long talk with the headman of the second hamlet, a kindly old man. He knew about the Taiping’s god, but he thought the rebels were more bent on destroying the Manchu than performing acts of kindness. Cecil had been able to explain many things about the true God to him, and the old man had seemed to be quite impressed. It was a small beginning, but it gave the missionary hope.

The Reads had also picked up five volunteers, who accompanied them now as they returned to the first hamlet.

Five more men awaited them there. One was a thickset fellow accompanied by his son. Read liked the look of him. ‘Exactly the sort of honest farmer we’re looking for,’ he remarked.

It was sad to see the fellow’s wife, though. The best-looking woman he’d ever encountered in that region. The Chinese didn’t like to show their emotion. When she parted from her husband, they hardly touched each other. But tears were running down her face. She stood in the lane at the end of the village, watching them until they were out of sight.

Normally Shi-Rong would have ignored the reports, which were entirely confused. Strangers had been seen, heading for the hinterland. One report said they were barbarians. Another said Taiping. No doubt the messages had become altered in transmission. They came from a scattering of villages by the coast that were normally quiet. He hadn’t even been down there for a couple of years.

Two considerations, however, had made him set off with a party of armed riders. One was that he had nothing else to do. The other was that if he wanted promotion from his humble magistracy, he needed some public displays of vigilance – something the governor might mention in his dispatches to the royal court – to bring himself to the emperor’s notice.

And there might be something in the business. He doubted that the Taiping were involved. All the Taiping action these days was far to the north, around Nanjing. A local triad? Triads had attacked the unpopular Manchu authorities near Guangzhou several times in recent years. Triads didn’t usually push far into the hinterland, but he supposed it was possible. Or could it be something to do with the Hakka people? There was always a bit of jealousy and bad blood between the Hakka villages with their big round houses and the neighbouring Han peasantry. Any kind of trouble could be brewing these days.

One thing was certain. If there was trouble and he failed to investigate and was afterwards blamed, he could probably forget the rest of his career.

For the truth was that his career hadn’t been going anywhere. He was still only a county magistrate – at the top of the humble seventh rank, but below even a deputy sub-prefect of a province. He’d been moved three times already, but never promoted. Nor did the provincial governor have any particular interest in him. Even his loyal servant Sun had recently retired to a life of Buddhist peace.

The position had many duties. Not only did he preside over a law court, but he was responsible for every aspect of government in the county. He toured the towns and villages. He had to know the merchants and the village headmen. ‘Remember, you are the Parent of the People,’ the governor had told him when they first met. In other words, if anything went wrong, it was his fault.

He’d hoped to be a sub-prefect in the fifth rank by now. But he wasn’t even in contention. He felt alone. He wasn’t in disgrace, just forgotten.

He knew it. And his wife knew it, too. He’d brought her and the children down to the region a year ago. But it had not been a success. She had disliked the humid climate, despised the Cantonese, whose language she refused to learn, insisted on being served noodles instead of rice in her home and generally made it clear to him and to their children that she didn’t think they should be there. ‘I don’t know why you can’t get a better posting. I’m sure that when he was your age, my father was at least in the sixth rank,’ she once remarked.

A month ago he’d suggested it might be better if they returned to the family estate. ‘My aunt is getting very frail now. She really can’t cope. And it’s probably healthier for the children,’ he said. His little son and daughter were upset to leave him; his wife made a good show of pretending to be. He promised he’d see them soon. And he fully intended to.

For he was no happier with his situation than his wife was. And there was a way out. It wouldn’t please her if he gave up his career, but he was tempted to retire to the family estate nonetheless. He could devote himself to improving the place and to educating his son. He’d been thinking about it increasingly during the last month.

Today, however, he was fully engaged in his work. And he was making rapid progress with his men. They’d ridden through half a dozen villages so far, and nobody had reported anything about the strangers, but there were still plenty of little settlements to visit.

He remembered he’d seen a beautiful woman in one of these hamlets, a couple of years ago.

Mei-Ling slept badly that night. The house seemed strangely empty without her husband and their younger son. Her brother-in-law was no help. Soon after the Americans had departed, he’d gone to his room, taken out his opium pipe and soon retired into oblivion. Mother had looked grim and said little to anyone. Mei-Ling felt sorry for her, and towards the end of the afternoon she even went to her side and said softly: ‘Don’t blame yourself, Mother. None of this is your fault. It’s you that keeps us all together.’

Mother had touched her arm, as though to say thank you, but she had shaken her head and gone outside, and Mei-Ling had thought it better not to follow her.

As for the children, her elder son looked so like his father, it was almost laughable. He had a similar character, too – solid, hardworking, kindly. In the months ahead, she hoped that might be some comfort to her – almost as if his father were still there. As for Willow’s children, two of her girls were married now; her third was still in the house, a rather sad, skinny girl, a willow without its leaves, Mei-Ling used to think. And the young boy, her one success.

Years ago there would have been several servants to think of as well. But only one remained, an old woman who had lived with the family all her life. She couldn’t do much, but her presence was like a talisman, a reminder of the house in those better days to which, who knew, it might one day return. She, too, was a kind of comfort.

But for herself, that night, Mei-Ling felt only a sense of desolation. She kept thinking about her dear husband and her son. Where were they now? In some other hamlet? Camping out on a hillside? She tried to send her husband messages of love – like little presents, carefully wrapped. In her imagination she saw them fly through the night sky under the watchful moon, magically floating until they alighted, to be opened by her husband’s hands. Did he sense her messages? Was he awake? Did he receive them in his dreams?

Once or twice a terrible cold fear came to her. He was in danger. Something had happened to him. But with all her strength and will, she drove that evil spirit out of her mind, lest it should bring him bad luck.

She must have slept fitfully. When she awoke, she thought it might be dawn, but she was not sure. Leaving her room, she stepped into the courtyard – and found that she could scarcely see across it. The walls were invisible. Even the small tree in the centre was only an indistinct shape, enveloped in the mist. Somewhere above the mist, there was light, or she would not be able to see even the little she could. But whether it was the faint light of daybreak or the brightness of the moon, almost full now, she could not tell.

She moved through the hushed glimmer to the gate, unbolted and opened it. She looked down towards the pond. But she couldn’t see even ten feet into the dense damp whiteness. A world without form. All life, all thought, dispersed in white nothingness.

She was going to step out. The ground, at least, would be solid under her feet. But a strange sense of fear held her back, as though the white nothingness were like a death. If she went blindly down towards the pond and missed the bridge, she might even slip into the water and drown. She stood in the entrance, therefore, one hand on the gatepost to steady her.

And then, somewhere close by, she thought she heard a horse’s cough.

She frowned. It couldn’t be. It must be one of the ducks that lived on the bank of the pond.

Then came a whisper, on her right, close by. Very close. ‘Mei-Ling.’ Was it a spirit voice?

She turned her head and stared, saw nothing for a second, until a shadow began to coalesce in the faint unearthly light of the mist and a shape emerged.

‘Nio! Little Brother.’

He was standing right beside her now. She could see the scar on his face. His long hair was held in place by a yellow silk scarf tied around his head. He wore a loose tunic, a red sash and soft leather boots. He was leading a fine horse with a flowing mane. And something else was obvious.

He wasn’t her Little Brother anymore.

How long was it since he’d been there? Half a dozen years. He’d come through the hamlet briefly, told her he was joining the Taiping. Then the Taiping had moved away. There had been much fighting. They ruled a big area centred on Nanjing, but she never heard a word from Little Brother, and she’d wondered if he might be dead.

And now here he was, alive. He must be about thirty-five. To judge from his long hair, still a Taiping. An officer, too. It wasn’t only the clothes and the horse that made her think so. The way he held himself, every line of his face, proclaimed he was now a man of authority.

‘Are you alone?’ she asked, and he nodded. ‘How long can you stay?’

‘Until this evening. I need to rest during the day. It’s safer to travel at night.’

She had to tell Mother. To her relief, the older woman took the news calmly. But she was firm. ‘He mustn’t stay in the house. We’ve enough troubles without being accused of harbouring a Taiping. Take him and his horse to the barn at the back.’

The barn lay a short distance behind the house. It consisted of a storeroom above, under the roof and an open bamboo area below with plenty of room for his horse as well as the plough and other farm implements kept there. It was enclosed, together with some low sheds, in a small yard of its own.

‘The boys will be out in the bamboo grove today,’ Mother said. ‘Nobody will be going to the storeroom. You and I could always say he must have hidden there without our knowing.’

Nio agreed with the plan at once, and long before the mist had lifted, he was fast asleep.

It was mid-afternoon when Mei-Ling brought him food. And as he ate, they talked. She wanted to know so much about his life. He explained that he was an officer, with many men under his command. Had he a wife? she asked. ‘I have women.’ He said this without feeling. ‘I’ll marry when the war is over.’

‘You still believe the Manchu must be overthrown?’ she asked. ‘Just like the Little Brother I remember.’

‘That hasn’t changed.’

‘And you think the Taiping army can overcome them?’

‘We’ve been fighting for years now. Sometimes we advance towards Beijing. Other times they push us back. An awful lot of people have been killed. But we have more troops in Nanjing than the emperor’s armies opposing us. And our men are better trained.’

‘Is it worth it, all the killing?’

‘For a Heavenly Kingdom, yes.’ He paused. He saw her look doubtful. ‘When you’ve killed so many, Big Sister,’ he said quietly, ‘it has to be worth it. One couldn’t have done all that for nothing.’

‘And the Heavenly King himself? They all believe in him still?’

Nio paused for a moment. ‘The Eastern King rebelled against him a while ago. That’s all over now,’ he added with finality. He was silent for a few moments. ‘Where is your husband?’ he suddenly asked.

And now it was her turn to be silent. She didn’t want to tell him what had happened, how bad things were. Was her husband dead? he demanded. She shook her head. ‘I’ll ask your mother-in-law,’ he suggested.

So there was nothing for it but to tell him the truth. When she had finished, he did not look shocked, but only sad. ‘It’s the opium,’ he said with a sigh. ‘It ruins every man who touches it.’

‘It’s the British barbarians—’ she began, but he cut her off.

‘They sold it. They are to blame, without a doubt. And we bought it. I smuggled it myself.’ He nodded grimly. ‘Black gold. Though the poppy flower is white – the colour of death.’

‘Do the Taiping also use it?’

‘Some do. It’s everywhere.’ He gazed at her. ‘You have used all the money I gave you, I’m sure.’

‘I am ashamed. But I had to.’

‘I know. I will give you more before I leave. But you must keep it hidden. Your husband’s brother will never stop smoking now. Never let him find your money. Otherwise there will be nothing left. Nothing at all.’

‘I cannot take from you again …’

‘I have money.’

It was night. Mei-Ling and Mother had hidden the money in a safe place where the head of the family would never find it. And the full moon was in the sky to light him on his way when Nio led his horse out from the little barn. Mei-Ling walked beside him.

She was wondering if she would ever see him again, but she did not say so. Before he mounted, she looked down at the still water of the pond, in which she could see the gleaming reflection of the moon. ‘Stand on the bridge and let’s look at the moon before you go,’ she said.

‘Like when we were young and I was still Little Brother.’

‘Something like that.’

She thinks she may never see me again, he thought, and she wants to remember me as I used to be. ‘Why not?’ He smiled and nodded. There was nobody about. They wouldn’t be seen.

It was dusk when Shi-Rong and his men reached the hamlet. Though their approach had been rapid, the headman was already out in the village street awaiting them. The villagers they passed had looked at them a bit apprehensively, but that was normal enough. As he gazed at the wizened old headman, however, Shi-Rong thought that even in the falling light, he detected something shifty in the fellow’s manner.

He wasted no time. ‘I am looking for Taiping. Have any come this way?’

‘Taiping?’ Unless the headman was a consummate actor, he was genuinely astonished. ‘No Taiping came here.’

‘Any other rebels? Triads? Hakka? Troublemakers?’

‘No, Lord. None at all. We don’t see those people here. Not for many years.’

He was telling the truth. Shi-Rong was certain of it. But the headman was also looking relieved. Did that mean there had been something else he’d been afraid this magistrate might ask?

‘Have you seen any strangers at all?’

The old fellow frowned, as if trying to remember. That was absurd. He must be hiding something. The other villagers were standing around, listening.

Shi-Rong cursed his own stupidity. He’d been too eager. He should have talked to the man alone, then cross-questioned the others one by one. As it was, they were all going to take their cue from the headman and give him the same story.

‘What sort of strangers, Lord?’

‘Missionaries!’ Shi-Rong cried angrily, darting a sharp look around the other men to see if there was any reaction. But there was none.

‘No missionaries, Lord.’

‘British soldiers?’ A shaking of heads. ‘Opium sellers?’ They, after all, were everywhere.

‘None recently, Lord. Not in the last month.’

There really wasn’t any other kind of stranger the authorities would have been interested in, so Shi-Rong gave up.

‘We’ll stop here the night. We shall need food, fodder for the horses …’

‘Everything, Lord.’ The headman smiled. ‘Everything you desire.’

It was while Shi-Rong was eating in the headman’s house that he thought to ask about the beautiful woman he had seen on his previous visit. Here at least he got some information. She lived in a big house with her extended family, on the outer edge of the hamlet by a pond. Did she have a husband? She did, and several children. Was the husband there?

The headman seemed to hesitate. Why was that?

‘I suppose so, Lord. Sometimes he or his brother goes to the local town. But even then, he’d normally be back by nightfall.’

Why did Shi-Rong have a feeling this wasn’t quite true? Perhaps the woman was without a husband for some reason, and the headman was trying to protect her from a magistrate and soldiers who, for all he knew, might try to take advantage of her.

But after he’d finished eating, he went outside and began to stroll along the lane. There was a full moon. He did his best to remember the woman. Had she really been so beautiful? The vision in his mind was incomplete, imperfect, like an old silken garment that has become frayed. He wanted to know.

At the entrance to the village, by a little shrine, he noticed a path on his left that led through woodland. Was that the way to the woman’s house? He turned into it.

There was enough moonlight through the trees to pick his way along the uneven path, though he stumbled on tree roots once or twice. After a while, as the path wound through a bamboo grove and then back into the woods again, he decided he must have made the wrong choice. And he was just about to turn back when he thought he saw a glimmer of water ahead on the left. So he pressed on until he reached a place where, looking between two trees, he found himself staring across a moonlit pond.

The farmhouse lay on the far side of the pond. Below the farmhouse, a narrow wooden bridge stretched across the water, and obviously led to the very path on which he was standing. He saw a horse tethered to the end of the bridge. And close to the middle of the bridge, two people were standing in the moonlight. Everything was still. There was not a sound. It was like a dream.

The two figures clearly had no idea he was there. Even if they’d looked his way, they probably wouldn’t have seen him in the shadow of the trees. Their faces were turned down, towards the pond below them. Of course, he realised, they were looking at the moon’s reflection in the water.

Who were they? Was it the beautiful woman? If so, was the man her husband, just arrived back from the town? He was slightly behind the woman, so it was hard to make him out. The horse was too good for a peasant to own.

Now the woman turned to look up at the sky, and her face was caught in the moonlight. He saw the face so clearly it almost took his breath away. It was the woman he’d seen before. No question. But she was even more beautiful than he remembered.

She must be about the same age as his own wife, he supposed. But whereas his wife, who came from a gentry family, with her bound feet and rich dresses, looked highborn but commonplace, this simple peasant woman was like a princess from ancient legend, a celestial being of some kind. It must be the moonlight, he told himself, that produced the strange spirit of grace that emanated from her – ageless, timeless.

A soft sound, between a whisper and a murmur, came across the water. She must have spoken to the man, who pulled slightly away from her, straightened, and looked boldly up at the moon.

Shi-Rong stared. He could see every detail now – the long hair of the Taiping, the face etched with lines of authority, the scar down his cheek. He knew that face. It was older, of course, but he was almost sure. It was Nio. Without meaning to, he let out a gasp of surprise.

Nio heard it. His senses must be sharp as a wild animal’s. His eyes searched the trees by the water’s edge. Could Nio spy him in the shadows?

Shi-Rong saw Nio glance past the end of the bridge. That must be where the path came out. Then Nio spoke. ‘Whoever you are, come out onto the bridge where I can see you.’ His voice was very calm, his tone that of a commander who is used to being obeyed. He drew out a long knife. ‘If you do not, I shall come into the woods. I shall find you easily, and I will kill you.’

Shi-Rong hadn’t brought his sword with him when he set out on his walk. He suspected that even if he had, he wouldn’t have been a match for the former bandit. He had no wish to die ignominiously on some obscure path in the woods. He’d rather meet Nio face-to-face.

‘Wait,’ he said, with what he hoped was equal authority. It took him only a few moments to follow the path to where it led onto the bridge. He stepped onto it, keeping his head down. When he was about a dozen paces from Nio, he stopped and looked up.

‘Good evening, Nio,’ he said. ‘Do you remember me?’

The look of astonishment on Nio’s face was very satisfying. ‘Mr Jiang!’

‘Last time we met you were running away from me in a dragon boat. My question is, what in the world are you doing here? I see you’re a Taiping bandit now, but I didn’t think they were operating in these parts.’

‘They’re not. I went home to see my family. I’m on my way back.’

‘And I’m the magistrate. We’re looking for rebels. I’ll have to arrest you.’

‘I can’t allow that.’ Nio’s hand went back to his knife. ‘I don’t want to kill you, Mr Jiang, but if you try to arrest me, I’ll have to.’

‘No, Little Brother!’ the woman cried out in terror. ‘Do not bring that upon us.’

‘She’s right,’ said Shi-Rong. And turning to the beautiful woman: ‘Are you harbouring this man? Why do you call him Little Brother?’

The woman looked lost, but Nio intervened. ‘When I was a boy, Mr Jiang, I ran away from home. Her family took me in, saved my life. She was like a sister to me. Whenever I make a journey this way, I look in to see that she’s all right.’ He gestured to his horse. ‘I just arrived a few moments ago, as you see.’ He smiled. ‘We’re out on the bridge because her family won’t have me in the house.’

Shi-Rong watched the woman. She loved Nio. He could see that. He was also pretty sure Nio was telling the truth. ‘She appears to be doing well enough,’ Shi-Rong said drily. He indicated the farm. ‘Big house.’

‘But falling apart,’ said Nio. ‘The family’s ruined.’ He gave Shi-Rong a bleak look. ‘The usual story. Opium.’

‘Which I tried to stop,’ Shi-Rong reminded him.

And which I helped to smuggle, Nio thought sadly. They looked at each other in silence for a moment. ‘The woman and her family have no part in this, I promise you,’ he said.

Shi-Rong nodded. ‘We have no interest in them.’

‘I’m going to ride away.’

‘I shall ride after you.’

Nio allowed himself a faint smile. ‘You didn’t catch me last time.’

‘I shall catch you.’

‘Then one of us will die.’ Nio gave a wry grimace. ‘Perhaps both of us.’ He turned to the woman. ‘Goodbye, Big Sister. Take care of yourself.’ Then without another word he strode towards his horse, mounted and rode away towards the lane.

Shi-Rong watched him go. ‘That lane up there,’ he asked the woman, ‘it leads to the village?’ She nodded. He might as well return that way then, he thought. No point in taking the dark path through the woods again.

But he did not move.

Should he set out after Nio at once? He calculated. His riders were probably asleep already. He’d have to rouse them. They wouldn’t like that. And their horses needed rest in any case. It would probably be better to wake the men at dawn, tell them a Taiping warrior had been seen during the night, and set off then, with men and horses that were fresh.

No doubt Nio would make detours to give them the slip, but there were only certain roads he could take to get him back to Nanjing.

Truth to tell, if the task of capturing Nio fell to someone else, he wouldn’t be sorry.

But the woman standing before him did not know that. ‘He did not want to kill you, Lord,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Were you friends?’

‘We knew each other.’

‘Do you want to kill him?’

‘He’s a traitor. I serve the emperor.’

‘Do you want money, Lord?’

She was trying to bribe him. What else could she do? Many officials, no doubt, would have taken the money.

‘I thought you had no money.’

‘He gave me money,’ she said dully.

He nodded slowly. Of course. Nio had given her money. Money she needed for her family. And she was going to give it up to save his life. ‘I have no need of money,’ he said.

She made a little gesture of despair. ‘What will they do to him?’ she asked in a whisper.

He didn’t answer. Put him in chains, for a start. Then they’d ask him questions. They’d want to know everything about the Taiping, the state of affairs in Nanjing, the future plans of the Heavenly King.

If they were intelligent, they might even try to persuade Nio to turn informant, return to Nanjing and act as a government agent. After all, that was usually the way with these pirates and smugglers. They’d work for any side so long as you paid them.

The question was, would Nio cooperate? Would he talk at all?

Shi-Rong had a feeling he would not. In the years gone by, he would have. But there was something about the fellow now, a maturity, a firmness. As if he’d found a purpose in life. If he did break, he probably wouldn’t tell them anything of much use.

For they were sure to torture him. They’d do to Nio just what he himself had done to that pirate who’d tried to kill Commissioner Lin, all those years ago in Guangzhou.

The woman might have some idea about torture, but he wasn’t going to tell her.

And as the horror of that torture and death suddenly came back to him with an appalling vividness, he knew he did not want that for Nio. I’m not sending him to that, he thought, not even for the emperor.

His father would surely have told him that he must. But he wasn’t going to.

How beautiful the woman was. Perfect. Spotless. How extraordinary to find such a beauty in a humble village. A precious pearl in the wilderness.

‘Have you wine?’ he asked. She nodded. ‘Bring me wine and I shall look at the moon,’ he said.

While she went to get the wine, he remained on the little bridge over the pond and gazed at the moon’s reflection in the water. When she came back again, he told her, ‘I am not going after Nio, on one condition. You must never tell anyone that I met him and let him go. Otherwise, it is I who will be arrested. Do you understand?’

She bowed. ‘I swear, Lord,’ she said. And she was about to retire to the house when he motioned to her to sit down on the bank, a few feet away from him. He saw her look alarmed.

It was hardly proper for a married woman to remain out there with him. But who was going to see? She was certainly in his power. Some men, military commanders on campaign, he supposed, might have tried to take advantage of her.

He gazed at her. I would not touch her, he thought. But I can enjoy her beauty in the moonlight. ‘I shall remain here until dawn,’ he remarked. ‘You are going to entertain me.’ He smiled. ‘You will have to tell me a long story.’

‘A story, Lord? There are many famous tales.’

‘No. I want something different. Tell me the story of your life. It must be truthful. You must leave nothing out.’

‘It’s not very interesting,’ she said.

He smiled. ‘Then I shall fall asleep.’

But he did not fall asleep, and the peasant woman told him her story until dawn.

The morning passed quietly. She helped Mother as if everything were normal. In the afternoon, they both rested a little.

That evening the sky was clear as darkness fell. Nobody stayed up late. Mother was ready to turn in. Her elder boy, Ka-Fai, was tired from his work. Even her brother-in-law had been out in the fields that day and had already gone to lie down.

Only Mei-Ling was still awake. From the courtyard she could see the moon, almost full, rising over the wall, but she had no desire to go outside and look at the glimmering pond. She stayed sitting by the tree, with the gate shut. She could feel her eyes drooping, and she was about to go to her bed when a sound at the gate caused her to start, then frown.

Someone was trying to get in. Who could it possibly be at this hour? Surely Nio was far away by now. Then with a sinking feeling, she thought of the magistrate. Had he changed his mind? Had he caught Nio and returned to arrest the family for harbouring him? Was it an intruder? The gate was closed fast by a stout wooden crossbar. It would take more than a single man to break it down. Just wait, she told herself, and the intruder would go away. But he didn’t. Now Mother appeared, woken by the noise. They looked at each other uncertainly.

And then came a voice calling for someone to let him in. A voice she could not mistake.

‘I had to come back,’ Second Son explained when they were all sitting together. ‘I just had this feeling something was wrong, that you needed me.’

‘What did the American say?’ Mei-Ling asked.

‘He was all right.’ Her husband smiled. ‘He said: “You gotta do what you gotta do.” ’ So he and their son had hurried back. They’d been travelling since before dawn. ‘But now that you’re all well,’ he continued, ‘I wonder if I should go back and join the American again. I’m sure we could catch him up. We still need the money.’

‘There’s no need,’ Mother told him. ‘I found money today that your father must have hidden away.’ She glanced at Mei-Ling, who nodded at once and said that it was most fortunate. ‘Enough to keep us going for quite a while.’

‘Really?’ said Second Son. ‘Well then, it was fate that brought me back.’

‘It was,’ said Mei-Ling.

And tired though they were, they made love that night.

It was just a few days later that Mei-Ling began to have a strange feeling. She could not say exactly why. Was it an instinct? A memory of how she had felt before? Or was it her imagination? Whatever the cause, the suspicion came and would not go away. A suspicion that a new life had begun within her.

Three weeks later, the suspicion grew much stronger. A month after that, she was almost sure. She told Mother, who nodded and made no comment.

That evening, when Second Son came in, Mother told him: ‘Good news. You’re going to be a father again.’ And Second Son was overjoyed.

‘It must have been the night before I left,’ he said to Mei-Ling when they were alone later.

‘It could have been the night you came back,’ she replied.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Don’t you see? That’s why I had the message, telling me I needed to return.’ He beamed at her excitedly. ‘It all makes sense. The ancestors were watching over us.’

‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ Mei-Ling said. It could be so.

But although she was happy at the turn events had taken, there was still something else that Mei-Ling would need in order to complete her happiness.

A few days later, without telling Mother, she went to a small Buddhist temple a few miles away. Taking great care, making sure to step with her right foot over the entrance and not to do anything to offend the spirits of the place, she offered two lighted candles to the Buddha. Then, kneeling before him and pressing her forehead three times to the ground, she prayed most fervently that the life within her should be a girl.

As she returned home, she felt the warm light of the afternoon sun falling so kindly on her face that she took it for a blessing.

When the baby was born seven months later, Second Son was overjoyed. ‘Our first daughter,’ he cried in delight. ‘You always wanted one. And she looks just like you!’

It was true. The baby was tiny, delicately featured and looked just like Mei-Ling.

Even Mother was pleased. ‘You are a good daughter,’ she told Mei-Ling with a smile. ‘If the baby has your character as well as your looks, we shall be fortunate indeed.’ All the astrological signs were promising as well.

But what should they call her? It was Second Son who provided the answer.

‘She must have been conceived just around the time of the full moon,’ he said. ‘We shall name her Bright Moon. As long as you don’t mind,’ he added, looking at Mei-Ling, who smiled and agreed.
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Everyone calls me Lacquer Nail. Ever since I was a young man. But I had to find my way into the palace of the emperor himself to get my name. So I’d better explain how that came about. It’s quite a strange tale, really. I don’t know anyone else who has a story as interesting as mine.

The village where I was born lies about fifteen miles south of Beijing. My parents had nine children, but just three of us lived beyond infancy – my two sisters and me. So it was up to me to carry on the family line.

My father was a carpenter, but I don’t think he was very good at it, because sometimes he wasn’t employed at all. He was a bit of a dreamer, really. ‘My grandfather was the son of a merchant with money,’ he’d say, ‘but money’s not important to me.’ When he said that, my mother would cry: ‘That’s only because you haven’t got any.’ She was impatient with him sometimes, although I think they loved each other.

The only time I remember him trying to get money was when I was seven years old. The time he took me to Beijing.

My grandfather’s brother had left for Beijing long before my father was even born. But he used to come to our village every spring for the Qingming Ancestors Day, to pay his respects at the family graves. He’d given that up a couple of years before I was born, on account of his age, so I’d never met him. He must have been almost eighty when we went to Beijing.

Of course, as the oldest living member of my father’s family he was a person of consequence. I remember my father instructing me how I should address him, because I didn’t know the correct term for a paternal grandfather’s elder brother. On my mother’s side, of course it would have been completely different. And even little children have to be exact about such relationships. ‘If he was my father’s younger brother, you’d call him shu gong,’ my father told me. ‘But he’s an older brother, so you call him bo gong.’ Once I’d learned how to address him right, my mother said, ‘After you’ve spent some time with him, you could try calling him Granddad in an affectionate way, as if he were your grandfather. Maybe that will please him and make him like you.’

It made me happy to imagine being loved by such a venerable member of the family. That night, however, I heard my mother say to my father: ‘If the old man’s got any money, he really ought to leave it to us now that he sees we have a healthy son to carry things on. I mean, he has no children of his own. Who else would he leave it to?’

Whatever the motives behind our visit, I was excited to be going to Beijing. It was the autumn season, which was very dry that year, and I remember that the leaves falling from the trees beside the road were all brown and crisp, as though they’d been baked.

We walked the whole way. Every so often my father would pick me up and put me on his shoulders, but I must have walked about half the distance myself. At noon we stopped and ate the food my mother had given us for the journey. We arrived in Beijing in the evening.

The old man had owned a place that sold noodles. My father knew where it was, but it was already getting dark and the lamps were being lit when we reached it. Grandfather’s brother wasn’t there. The people who were running the noodle place then told us the old man had retired, but that he still lived in the next street. So off we went.

We found his house quite easily, though it didn’t look big at all. In fact it was tiny. After my father knocked softly on the door, there was a long pause before somebody opened it cautiously.

People shrink when they get old, and Grandfather’s brother was tiny. He seemed hardly bigger than me. But he looked quite sprightly all the same. He held up a lamp in his hand to inspect us, and I remember thinking he looked like an inquisitive bird. I knew at once that this was Grandfather’s brother because he had a little face just like my father’s. I had supposed he would be wrinkled, like the old men in the village, but his skin was rather smooth. He might have been a monk.

‘Nephew,’ he said to my father. ‘You look a little older than when I last saw you. Who is the boy?’

‘My son,’ Father replied.

‘Bo gong,’ I murmured, and bowed very low.

The old man looked at me. I could see in the lamplight that his eyes were still quite clear and sharp. ‘He’s quite good-looking,’ he remarked. Then he led us into his house. It was just a single room, really, with a tiny kitchen behind. In the main room there was a broad kang to sit on, which extended through the dividing wall to the kitchen fire, which heated it. There was also a small wooden table, one wooden bench and a chest in which I suppose he kept his clothes and other possessions.

He asked my father if he had a place to stay, and Father shook his head.

‘Well then,’ he said, ‘you can sleep here.’ He didn’t seem to mind. ‘There is room for me and the boy on the kang, and if you sleep on the floor beside the kang, you’ll be quite warm.’ He looked at my father appraisingly. ‘I hope you’ve eaten,’ he said, ‘because I haven’t any food.’

‘We brought you a present,’ said my father, and handed it to him.

My mother had gone to great trouble over that present. Eight little mung bean cakes she’d made herself – she was a good cook and could make a meal out of almost anything. Each cake was beautifully wrapped in red paper. And all neatly set in a little bamboo box.

Grandfather’s Elder Brother put the box on the table and inspected it in the lamplight.

‘This looks very beautiful. Did your wife make it? How lucky you are to have such a good wife. What does the box contain, may I ask?’

‘Cakes,’ said my father.

‘Well then,’ he said, ‘normally one doesn’t open a present in front of the giver, but as it’s cakes, let’s open it now.’ He turned to me. ‘Would you like a cake?’ As I had not eaten since the middle of the day, I was very hungry, so I thanked him and said that I would. ‘We’ll all have some, then,’ said Grandfather’s Elder Brother.

While my father and I each ate a cake, the old man made a pot of tea and put three cups on the table. Nobody said very much, because we were so tired.

‘If you need it,’ Grandfather’s Elder Brother said to my father, ‘there’s a latrine just along the street.’ My father went out, but I didn’t want to go, too. Seeing this, the old man said to me: ‘If you have to go in the night, there’s a chamber pot over there, under that cloth. You can use that. It’s quite clean.’

I saw it in the corner. Even by lamplight I could see the dusty cloth. So I thanked him and lay down on the warm kang, and before my father even got back, I had fallen asleep.

In the morning I went to that latrine along the street with my father. I had never been in a place like that before. In our village, the richer peasants with courtyard houses had their own latrine, usually in the southern corner of the courtyard, which could be emptied from the lane outside. Some of the farms had little covered sheds, and the waste fell down into an open pit from which it could be carted for manure or fed to the pigs. But we didn’t have a latrine. We went to the communal place, where there were holes in the ground and you did what you did in the open air. You tried not to go when it was raining. But I still prefer those open-air latrines because the wind carries a lot of the smell away.

Whereas when I went to that public latrine in Beijing, which was in a closed shed, the smell was so bad that I almost fainted.

After that, we washed and went with Grandfather’s Elder Brother to the noodle shop he used to own. And we ate noodles for breakfast.

‘I still come here and work an hour or two,’ the old man explained. ‘Then they give me free noodles. So as long as I can manage that, I shall never starve.’ Father didn’t look too happy when he said that, but I noticed how friendly the people at the noodle place were towards him, and that made me feel the old man was honoured.

Then he took us to a small Taoist temple close by, and he lit three incense sticks in there. One of the priests, dressed all in dark blue, came by and greeted him, and the old man explained who we were, and the priest smiled and told my father that his uncle had progressed far along the spiritual path. The next day, when we were on our way home, my father said his uncle must have given money to the temple to be so well thought of. I remember being sad when he said that. And in fact, even now that I’m an old man myself, I still believe that priest was being sincere. You never know in life. Sometimes people can mean what they say.

But the highlight of that visit – the little event that opened my eyes to the world – had nothing to do with my family at all.

Late in the morning we’d gone for a walk. Grandfather’s Elder Brother said he was going to show me the great Tiananmen Gate. He and my father were walking side by side, with me just behind, and the old man was telling my father stories about the family in the past when suddenly we heard the noise of drums and gongs coming down the street towards us.

‘Someone important must be coming,’ said my father, and we moved quickly to the side of the street to let this great person pass.

‘Are we going to see the emperor?’ I asked. Grandfather’s Elder Brother laughed when I said that.

‘He hardly ever comes out of the palace, but if he should, you certainly won’t see him – unless you want your head cut off. He’ll be inside a carriage, and we’re not allowed to look at him. So you keep your eyes on the ground.’

‘I heard,’ said my father, ‘that in some barbarian countries, the people are allowed to look at their kings.’

‘Which just shows how inferior their kings must be,’ the old man replied instantly. And I remember feeling proud to think that the emperor of my country was so like a god that we couldn’t look at him.

It wasn’t the emperor anyway. It was some court official, important enough to be preceded by a retinue of people, some of whom were wearing conical hats and dressed in rich embroidered silks. Show me an embroidered silk nowadays, of course, and I can probably tell you straight off who made it and if they’ve dropped a single stitch. But that was the first day in my life I’d ever seen such gorgeous things. I realised they must be heavy and wondered if that was why these men walked in such a slow and stately way.

But most important of all, the moment I saw those silk gowns, I knew my destiny. How does a migrating bird know which way to fly? You tell me. It just does. By instinct, I suppose. Well, it was the same for me, that day in Beijing. The first time I’d seen the finer things of life, and I knew that’s where I belonged. Simple as that.

‘Who are those men?’ I asked.

‘We call them “palace persons”,’ my great-uncle said.

‘That’s what I want to be,’ I said. This made him laugh, and my father shook his head. But I didn’t know why until, a few minutes later, we sat down in a teahouse.

‘Did you notice those men you saw had very soft skins?’ Grandfather’s Elder Brother asked me. But I really hadn’t. ‘They have soft voices as well,’ he said. ‘That’s because they are eunuchs. Do you know what a eunuch is?’ I had to shake my head. ‘A eunuch is a male who has had his balls and penis cut off so that he can’t have any children. It’s called castration. Eunuchs are employed in the palace because there’s no chance of them interfering with any of the royal wives and concubines.’

‘I thought,’ said my father, ‘that sometimes they just cut their balls off and left the penis so they can pee.’

‘It used to be so,’ said Grandfather’s Elder Brother. ‘But then they discovered that some of the eunuchs could still get it up, even though they had no balls. So you can just imagine the goings-on there were between them and all those women with nothing to do in the palace.’

‘Oh,’ said my father. ‘Well, I never.’ And he laughed.

‘So now everything gets chopped,’ the old man continued. ‘Usually when they’re still young boys. It’s not so dangerous then.’

‘So they pee like a woman?’ asked my father.

‘More or less. They don’t have so much control, usually. They have to wash a lot.’ The old man turned to me. ‘It’s true that some of them make a fortune in the palace. Though many die poor. But you want to have a wife and children, don’t you?’

‘Yes, he does,’ said my father.

‘I do,’ I said.

‘Then you’ll have to find another way to get rich,’ said Grandfather’s Elder Brother, ‘though I’ve no idea what that might be.’

So that was the task I set myself, from that very day. How to get rich and have a family, too.

When we returned to the little house, the old man wanted to rest, and we were quite tired, too. I suppose I may have slept an hour or two, but when I awoke, I found the old man looking at me thoughtfully. My father also opened his eyes, but when Grandfather’s Elder Brother spoke, he addressed himself to me rather than my father.

‘You are quite wrong if you think that riches will make you happy,’ he said. ‘In fact, the reverse is the case. The more possessions you have, the more there is to worry about. They are nothing but a burden on your shoulders. The wise man concerns himself only with what he needs. Nothing more. Then your life will be simple and you will be free. That is how I have learned to live.’ He smiled and made a gesture with his arm. ‘Look around this room. What is the most important thing you see?’

I looked at the bench, the table, the chest and the chamber pot under the clean cloth.

‘The chamber pot,’ I said, thinking of the smell of that awful latrine.

‘Nearly right,’ he said, ‘but not quite. It is the kang on which you are sitting. Think how simple our traditional bed-stove is. Instead of wasting the heat from the kitchen fire by letting the smoke go up a chimney, we let it come out sideways through the duct in the middle of the kang, where it warms the bricks before it leaves through the vent at the other end. Even after the fire goes out, the bricks will stay warm all night. So we can sit on our kang by day and sleep on it at night. What could be more efficient? Even the imperial family sit on kangs in the palace.’ He smiled serenely. ‘And yet down in the south, in places like Guangzhou, they don’t have kangs. Why’s that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Because it’s hot down there. They don’t need them. The circumstances are different. So the needs are different.’

‘I have heard,’ my father said, ‘that the Russian people have something similar in their land, which is cold.’

‘They must have learned it from us,’ the old man said.

‘Perhaps we learned it from them,’ I suggested, thinking how clever I was being.

But the old man shook his head. ‘That is most unlikely,’ he answered.

‘Why?’

‘Because the Chinese are more intelligent,’ he replied, as if it was obvious. I have always remembered that. He was right, of course.

And I must say that his wisdom made a great impression upon me. It was clear that he was truly at peace with himself. Children sense these things, even if they don’t fully understand them. ‘I see that you have everything you need and nothing else,’ I said.

‘Yet even so,’ he told me, ‘we can always do better. At the start of every new year, I try to find one more thing I can do without. It isn’t always easy, but in the end, I always find something I don’t really need and get rid of it.’

‘What will you get rid of this year, Granddad?’ I asked. And I used the affectionate form of address this time, as my mother had told me to.

He looked at me for a moment. Whether he was pleased by my little show of affection, I don’t know, but I think he was. Then he smiled.

‘Why, you have brought me the very thing,’ he said. ‘The beautiful wrappings your mother used for the cakes you’ve given me. There are many people who would be delighted to have them and would make good use of them. So I shall keep them and enjoy them, and think kind thoughts of your dear mother until the new year, and then I shall give them away. It’s made my task much easier, because to tell the truth, I really didn’t know what I had left that I didn’t need at present.’

‘Then we did a good thing by coming here,’ I said happily.

‘You did. And now I am going to give you a present in return,’ he answered. And getting up from the kang, he went over to the chest, opened it, took out a little leather purse and extracted a copper coin. It was just the ordinary little coin, with a square hole in it. Even then I knew that it took a string of a thousand of those to make a single silver tael. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘This is for you. I want you to keep it, to remember your visit here, and say a prayer for me, from time to time.’

‘I will,’ I said. I was quite overjoyed.

‘You know, Uncle,’ my father said, ‘if you want to return to live in the village at any time, you can always come to live with us.’ He didn’t sound all that happy, but I was very pleased, because I really liked the old man.

‘Oh yes,’ I cried. ‘That would be wonderful.’

Grandfather’s Elder Brother sat on the kang and smiled at us. He looked so serene.

‘That is very kind of you,’ he replied. ‘But you are there to tend to the ancestors. That’s the important thing. I think I shall stay in Beijing, and one of these days I’ll die quietly here without being a bother to anybody. The Taoist priests at the temple will know what to do when the time comes. One never knows,’ he added cheerfully, ‘it might come tomorrow or not for years.’

‘Will you have enough money to live?’ my father asked.

‘I manage. My needs are small,’ he replied. ‘But if I think it’s time to go, for whatever reason, it’s quite easy to depart this life, you know.’

‘Really,’ I said. ‘How do you do that?’

‘You just stop eating and drinking. It’s not even painful, really. You just get very weak and sleepy. You mustn’t drink. That’s the difficult bit, but quite essential. Then you die.’

‘You’re telling my seven-year-old son how to kill himself?’ my father burst out.

‘He asked,’ said the old man.

I didn’t mind. I just thought it was interesting.

My father went for a walk after that. Grandfather’s Elder Brother and I sat together in the house and ate two more of my mother’s cakes. He told me about how he and my grandfather lived in the village when they were boys. Apparently their father really had been a merchant with some money, but he’d lost it. ‘He was very unhappy about losing his money,’ the old man told me. ‘That’s what taught me not to get too attached to things.’

‘Why did you come to Beijing?’ I asked.

‘I was bored,’ he said.

Early the next morning we left. My father parted from the old man politely, but when I made my low bow, the old man gave me such a lovely smile. And I showed him I had the copper coin he gave me clasped safely in my hand.

My father was quite disgusted that the copper coin was the only thing Grandfather’s Elder Brother had given me. ‘A single copper coin. You realise that’s almost worthless, don’t you?’ he said.

But actually it was very clever of the old man to give me a copper coin. If he’d given me a silver coin, I’d surely have spent it, whereas I had no temptation to spend the copper coin. I still have it to this day. It’s probably why I can remember everything about that visit.

The rest of my childhood was quite boring. There were certainly none of the finer things of life. Not that our village was cut off from the world. It was only four miles across the fields to the Grand Canal that runs up from the coast to Beijing; and I often used to walk over there to watch the ships.

On its way north from the port, sections of the Grand Canal are actually the Peiho River – though in places the muddy banks of the old stream have been so packed into mud walls that they look more like a canal than a river. The final stretch into Beijing is all man-made, however, and it goes through several locks. Beside the first of these locks, there’s a little inn where the boatmen often pause for refreshment and gossip with the innkeeper.

I used to love to go to that lock. For some reason I felt drawn to it. They say that we Chinese mastered the art of building them a thousand years ago. Or maybe earlier, for the oldest canals go back to the Han dynasty, twenty centuries ago.

The main cargo was grain, but all sorts of other goods went by. And though they were usually in crates, I’d sometimes get a glimpse of a bale of silk or a great standing jar of painted porcelain. I used to dream of being on those ships, you can be sure.

Anyway, I was standing by the lock when I heard a conversation that made a great impression on me.

A merchant and his son – a boy of about my own age – were on the side of the canal, stretching their legs while their vessel went through. ‘You may not like it,’ I heard the merchant say to his son, ‘but you must study all the same. You can’t get anywhere in life if you don’t learn how to read and write. It’s the key to everything.’

I’d never heard that it was so important before. There were a few people in our village who knew how to read and write, but none of the poor men like my father could. So it didn’t take me long to make the connection. If I wanted the finer things of life, I had to learn to read.

From that day I pestered my father to find me a teacher. There was one old man who gave lessons to the half-dozen sons of the richer peasants and master craftsmen; but teachers have to be paid, so that was no good. If you want to make money, I thought, you need a teacher; but to hire a teacher, you need money. There didn’t seem a way out of that conundrum.

Then my father had a good idea. He went to see the old man and asked if he would accept payment in kind for those lessons. The old man certainly didn’t want any of my father’s carpentry.

‘What I really need is a pair of leather boots, like the Manchu wear, for the winter. Do you think you could make those for me?’

‘Certainly,’ said my father. ‘I’ll make you the best leather boots you ever saw.’ So it was agreed.

When he got home, he asked my mother, ‘Can you make a pair of leather boots?’ Because making shoes was really a woman’s occupation.

‘I have no idea how to do such a thing,’ she replied.

‘Oh well then, I’ll just have to do it myself,’ said my father. He was quite cheerful about it. So I started on my lessons.

Most of the boys went to be taught by the old man because they had to. But I loved the lessons. Before long I could recognise about two hundred characters. As for writing, I soon got the hang of the basic brushstrokes that you have to learn to construct each character. The old man wouldn’t let his pupils be careless and make the strokes quickly, which most boys want to, because they’re thoughtless and impatient. But I thought the brushstrokes were beautiful. For me, each stroke belonged to the finer things in life. I wanted to linger on every one of them. And I think the old man saw this, because sometimes he would talk to me. He had a funny way of talking because he hadn’t any teeth, but once you got used to it he was quite easy to understand.

‘Writing is like playing a musical instrument, you know,’ he said. ‘It takes enormous practice and attention to the rules. A bad hand is painful to look at. It exhibits all the stupidity and vulgarity of the writer. But a fine hand is a pleasure to see. Scholars can identify the great masters by their hand, which we do not only look at but study. For that calligraphy is the pure emanation of the writer’s soul.’

‘So the scholars work very hard to express their souls,’ I said.

‘Oh no,’ he replied. ‘In fact, quite the reverse. They study the character as if it were a landscape, practise it endlessly, always trying to express the thing they see before them. Gradually they lose their sense of self entirely. It’s the Tao, if you like. Their soul, as we like to say, is something they are not conscious of at all. It’s a sort of nothingness. Every attempt to describe it, funnily enough, destroys it.’ He smiled. ‘Even I, a poor old man in a village with a few stupid pupils, understand this – a little at least.’

‘I don’t understand what you are saying at all,’ I said. I wasn’t being rude. I just didn’t know what he meant. It didn’t sound like the finer things of life to me.

‘I know,’ he answered. ‘Perhaps you will one day.’

‘Really?’ I asked.

‘No, not really,’ he told me. ‘But one never knows.’ He seemed to find this funny.

I did love the characters, though, and within weeks I could write quite a few in a manner that seemed to satisfy him.

The problem was the boots. My father had been able to get the leather from the workshop where he was employed at that time. And my mother had found him cloth and other things. But of course, he’d never made a pair of boots in his life. ‘It turns out,’ he told my mother, ‘that it’s quite difficult.’

‘You’d better get help,’ my mother said. There was a shoemaker in the next village, and my mother knew her and went to ask her. But it didn’t do any good: the shoemaker said my father had no business making boots, and she wouldn’t help at all.

‘Not to worry,’ my father said. ‘I’ll get the hang of it.’

And finally he presented the old man with the boots, which seemed to fit all right. This was the early autumn season, and so my lessons continued. But then winter came. And one cold, wet morning, the old man came around to our house, very angry, and called out to my father so all the neighbours could hear: ‘Look at these boots. They’re letting in all the water, and my feet are freezing.’

‘I’ll fix them,’ said my father.

‘No, you won’t,’ the old man shouted. ‘If you knew what you were doing they wouldn’t be leaking in the first place. I’m not getting chilblains so that your son can learn to read and write.’

So that was the end of my lessons. I wanted to try to earn money myself to pay for the lessons, but whenever I did, my mother told me the family needed it. My father seemed to be depressed, and my mother told me not to talk to him about the lessons anymore, because it made him unhappy.

But I didn’t give up. If I saw a sign anywhere – in a temple, for instance – I’d copy it down on any scrap of paper I could find and try to work out what it meant. As you know, most of our Chinese characters are made up of little pictures of elements – a man, a house, the sun, water and so forth – that combined together produce a meaning. As the years went by, I got to figure out a lot of them. But whenever I couldn’t, I’d go to my old master and ask him. The first time I did this he was rather angry. But when I told him what I thought a particular character meant and why, he burst out laughing and explained it. And after that, if he saw me in the village street, he’d call out, ‘Have you a new character for me?’ Sometimes I guessed quite difficult meanings correctly, and once he looked at what I’d written and remarked: ‘Your writing isn’t all that bad, considering you have no idea what you’re doing.’ I was so proud that he said that to me. But he still wouldn’t teach me because I couldn’t pay.

When I was fourteen years old, a message came from the Taoist monastery that Grandfather’s Elder Brother was dying, so my father and I walked back to Beijing. We found him in his house with one of the monks looking after him, and I could see that he must be close to the end. The monks had the coffin already in the house, as you’re supposed to do before someone dies. I looked around to make sure there wasn’t a mirror on any of the walls. I knew that if you saw a coffin in a mirror it means someone else in the family is going to die, and I didn’t want it to be me. I don’t believe Grandfather’s Elder Brother had a mirror, actually. He’d have thought it was superfluous. But if there was one, the monks had removed it.

He looked so frail and tiny. I remembered what he’d told me about how to die by starving oneself, but the monk assured me that the old man was still taking food and liquid. ‘He’s just very old,’ he said.

When Grandfather’s Elder Brother saw me, he managed a weak smile and tried to raise his hand. So I held it, and I could just feel him give my hand a little squeeze. Then he saw my father.

‘All gone,’ he whispered. ‘All gone.’ Though whether he was talking about his life or the fact that all the money was used up, I wasn’t sure. He didn’t say anything after that. He seemed to be dozing. During the night he was restless for a while; then he was still. He slipped away just before dawn.

He had no children to organise the funeral, of course. Fortunately the monks said that the old man had given them enough money to take care of the funeral, and they arranged everything, which was just as well, as I don’t think my father would have been a lot of use. They gave him a poor man’s wake – only three days instead of seven. But honestly that was enough.

Everything was in proper order. They placed a small gong on the left of the doorway and hung a white cloth from the lintel. They wrapped the old man’s body in a blue sheet, laid a yellow napkin over his face and put him in the coffin. We set up a little altar at the foot of the coffin. My father stood a white candle on it, and the monks placed an incense burner there. We all wore white. The monks also left a little box near the door so that people could leave contributions for the cost of the burial.

I was amazed by how many friends Grandfather’s Elder Brother had. Everyone from the nearby streets seemed to know him. While the monks chanted the prayers, these friends all came by. People are supposed to make a lot of noise to show their grief, but he was so old and he’d gone so peacefully that it didn’t seem appropriate somehow. People just came in and told us nice stories about him, talking about what a kind and simple nature he had and that sort of thing. There was plenty for everybody to eat. The monks had seen to that, too.

That night some of the local men came and played card games like mah-jong with my father to help him keep awake through the vigil. If they hadn’t, I’m sure he would have disgraced us by falling asleep instead of standing guard over the body. I felt sorry for him, mind you, with all the walking he’d had to do and no inheritance to claim at the end of it all.

I was allowed to sleep for a few hours, though.

The second day went all right except for two things. First, a little boy came into the yard wearing a red shirt – which as everyone knows is a fine colour for a wedding, but terribly bad luck at a funeral. He didn’t get through the door, though, so the monks said it didn’t count. I hoped they were right. Sometimes, when I think about the way our lives developed, I’ve wondered if that little boy brought us all bad luck after all. But there’s no way of telling, really, is there?

In the afternoon, my father and the priest went through Grandfather’s Elder Brother’s chest. He had only a few clothes. You know it’s the custom to burn the clothes of the dead, and the monks had already burned the shreds he had on when he died. So now they took the other clothes to burn them, too. But my father kept rummaging around in the chest looking for some money, and when he found none, he got quite upset. I thought this was a bit unfeeling of him; but I’d forgotten that you’re supposed to give a little bit of money wrapped in paper to each guest at a funeral. And my poor father was upset because he was ashamed he hadn’t got any money to give. When the priest realised that, he told us the old man had already taken care of it, and sure enough the presents appeared at the right time. Whether Grandfather’s Elder Brother had really made these provisions, I don’t know. He might have. He was quite thorough.

The only time my father lost his composure was that moment after they put the lid on the coffin, when the senior family member has to take a hammer and drive in the nail that holds the lid down. But my father made a mess of it and the nail bent, and even the Taoist priest looked angry. My father just threw the hammer down and cried, ‘I can’t do anything right!’ Then he picked the hammer up and gave it to me, saying, ‘You’d better do it. He liked you better than me.’ Then he started crying, which wasn’t a very good idea.

Apart from that, everything went off all right. When we came to take the coffin to the slope where the old man was to be buried, I was allowed to be one of the bearers, which pleased me very much, because it’s an honour that brings good luck. There were two little bridges along the way where we crossed streams, and each time my father was careful to tell the corpse in the coffin that we were passing over water. So he got that right. After the burial and the prayers, we all went back to the house. The next day the monks put a little sign by the entrance of the house with red writing on it, to tell the old man’s ghost that this was his house. Why do we think that ghosts will get lost on their way home? I wonder. The idea is that the ghost will find its way home by the seventh day, and people often put powder across the threshold hoping that the ghost will disturb it in passing, so they’ll know it got safely back. Not that there’s much you can do about it, I suppose, if it didn’t. I don’t know if the monks put any powder across the threshold. We started for home the same day as the burial.

I remember wondering if anyone would really care whether a poor man’s ghost got home or not.

Father was quite depressed on the way back, but I wasn’t. ‘The old man lived just the way he wanted,’ I said to cheer him up, ‘and he even died when he meant to, as well.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ my father replied. ‘It’s more than you can say for most people.’ But he didn’t look any happier.

Actually, Grandfather’s Elder Brother chose a good time to die. Because it was only months after we buried him that the Taiping appeared on the horizon.

One thing about living where we did, we always got all the news. In the back of beyond, up in the mountain villages, an emperor can die in the Forbidden City, and they may not hear about it for years. But we were only a day’s walk from Beijing. And because we were almost on the Grand Canal, there was constant news coming up from the port as well. The canal lock-keepers always knew everything.

The Taiping came up from the remote southwest. By the time they swept along the Yangtze River, they were like an invading Mongol horde, besieging towns and fighting huge battles with the emperor’s troops. Nobody knows how many people were killed at that time.

It’s amazing how people can just disappear and be forgotten after a single generation.

In any case, they kept advancing along the Yangtze, and more and more people joined them as they went. Of course, they were still a thousand miles away from us. And the hill country along the Yangtze has always seemed like another world to people on the great northern plains. So we just told ourselves not to worry.

Until they took Nanjing.

It happened so suddenly. One month they were deep in the Yangtze valley; then before we knew it, they’d raced hundreds of miles north, almost to the Yangtze delta and had come to the walls of Nanjing.

Nanjing may be six hundred miles away, but it’s linked by the waterway of the Grand Canal that runs all the way to Beijing. We’d often see cargo vessels that had begun their journey in Nanjing. We felt as if the rebels were on our doorstep.

No one had believed the Taiping could take Nanjing – a huge walled city like that. Yet it fell in no time, and they killed every Manchu family in the place.

And now the old Ming capital, the sacred City of the Purple Mountain, which controlled the whole Yangtze valley and half the river trade of China, was in the hands of these shaggy-haired vagrants, who told the world that it was the capital of their Heavenly Kingdom. And the emperor couldn’t do a thing about it.

I wonder how Grandfather’s Elder Brother, for all his serenity, would have felt about that. Would he have been so philosophical then? That’s what I mean when I say he died at the right time.

Well, having set up their Heavenly Kingdom, the Taiping stayed there for a while. And I had to get on with my life.

I was fifteen, so naturally I was anxious to find steady employment. I wanted to learn a craft, but there were only a few craftsmen in our village, and they had sons of their own to employ. Besides, they weren’t anxious to employ me, because they didn’t have much respect for my father.

It was my mother who came to the rescue. She was friendly with another woman in the village where the bootmaker lived, who was married to quite an important man who made lacquer goods, which were sold in Beijing and to foreign merchants down at the coast as well. My mother told me to go to this lady and her husband, and perhaps something would come of it.

But I didn’t do that. Not at first.

One sees it all the time: people being asked to give jobs to young fellows they don’t really need or want. Then they have to think of tactful ways of saying no, without giving offense. So I decided on another plan.

First, I told my mother that I wasn’t interested. She was quite upset, but that couldn’t be helped. Then, a few days later, I walked to the next village to take a look at the lacquer workshop.

The works consisted of a broad yard with open sheds on one side and closed sheds on the other. The open sheds had bamboo blinds that could be rolled down if the breeze blew in too much dust. But there was no wind that day, so the men were sitting at a long table in the open shed, because most craftsmen prefer to work by natural light. There was nothing to stop people entering the yard, so I went in, chose a place opposite a thin, sad-looking man with thinning hair who seemed to be engaged in the simplest task – applying a layer of lacquer to a plain wooden tray – and began to watch.

I wasn’t just idly staring. The first thing I noticed was that the tray was made of two pieces of wood glued together with opposing grains. This, I guessed, must be to make the tray more rigid, so it wouldn’t warp. He was quietly coating the tray with red lacquer, using a small brush. I took note of the tiniest details: the way he held the brush, how he moved it. And I’d been watching like this for half an hour when a big middle-aged man emerged from one of the closed sheds and came towards me. He had a broad bony head with deep eye sockets and a jutting brow that reminded me of a rock face. I felt sure he must be the owner.

‘What are you doing?’ he said.

‘I was watching the craftsman, sir,’ I said with a low bow. ‘Just to see how it’s done.’

He looked at me suspiciously. He probably wondered if I was planning to steal something. He turned to the craftsman. ‘Is this boy annoying you?’ he asked. The thin man shook his head. ‘Well, throw him out if he gives any trouble,’ he said, and went into the street.

When the craftsman had finished the thin coating of lacquer, he took the tray over to another shed, but this one was closed. As he went through the door, however, I could see that there was a pot hanging over a lamp in there, and a little steam was coming from the pot. As it was a warm day, but rather dry outside, I supposed that this arrangement must make the room more humid. I took note of that, but I didn’t say anything.

Then the thin man took up another piece of work. This one had already been coated with lacquer. But as he started brushing a new coat on it in exactly the same way, I realised that each piece of lacquer work had probably been coated several times.

I was still there two hours later when the owner came back. He looked very surprised, which was just what I wanted. For a moment I thought he might throw me out, but he decided to ignore me and disappeared back into the closed shed. I stayed there another hour and then left.

Now by this time I’d committed to memory every hand movement the craftsman made, and when I got home I took out my ink stone and brushes and some of the scraps of paper I had saved, and I made strokes just like his, again and again, until I thought I really had the feel of it.

The next day I took my writing equipment with me. This time I stationed myself opposite another of the craftsmen. This was a placid fat man, a bit younger than the first. And he was doing something different. The lacquer box he was working on had a design of two figures in a bamboo garden on it, and the lacquer had been built up so thickly that I realised it must have dozens of coatings, perhaps more than a hundred layers. With infinite care, he was carving into it, using several implements – razor-sharp little knives, a gimlet almost as thin as a needle and other curious instruments I’d never seen before. It was such intricate work that I imagine he might have taken weeks to complete it. I was quite fascinated, and I almost forgot about the master and why I’d come there.

At the end of the morning, I sat down on the ground in the yard, and taking out my brushes and my ink stone and a tiny bottle of water, I started to make a rough approximation of the design I’d seen on one of my scraps of paper. Then using the ink, I tried to do the same process, but in reverse, forming the design by building up a layer of ink, waiting for the ink to dry, which it does quite quickly, and then adding another layer. It was very clumsy, of course, but it helped me get the feel of the process. I continued like that, getting up to watch the fat craftsman, then sitting down to play with my brush and ink, all afternoon. There was no sign of the master that day. But at the end of the afternoon, the fat craftsman indicated that I should come over to him. And he put a brush in my hand and showed me how to hold it for lacquer work, which, despite my observation, I still hadn’t got quite right. So then I bowed very deep and thanked him and went home.

Well, the next day I was back again. I was afraid they’d probably send me away as soon as they saw me, because craftsmen don’t like young people hanging around. But they didn’t say anything. So I watched another of the craftsmen, who was carving. It was exciting to watch him, but I couldn’t copy that, so in the afternoon I went back to copy some more of the fat man’s work. After a while the master came out again, and this time he came straight to me angrily and said, ‘Why are you still hanging around here? What do you think you’re doing?’

‘If you please, sir,’ I said respectfully, ‘I had the idea that I might like to work in lacquer. But I thought that I should learn all I could about it first, to discover whether I might have any talent for it.’

‘A master tells a pupil whether he has aptitude,’ he replied sharply.

‘I did not dare waste the time of any master until I had taken the trouble to find out all I could for myself,’ I replied. ‘And I had to consider whether it was a craft to which I could dedicate the rest of my life.’

‘Why do you have an ink stone and brushes? Are you a young scholar?’

‘Oh no, sir,’ I said. ‘I did have some lessons. But I am poor, and so I’ve had to teach myself to read and write as best I could.’

‘Can your father not teach you?’

‘My esteemed father, unfortunately, cannot read and write.’

‘Write something,’ he commanded. So I wrote a few characters in my best hand, and he looked at them and said, ‘Not bad.’

‘I thought, master,’ I ventured, ‘that since I could learn to use a brush to write, perhaps I could also learn to use a brush applying lacquer.’

He glanced at the fat craftsman, then turned back to me. ‘Well, I’ve nothing for you,’ he said firmly. ‘The way these Taiping devils are ruining all the trade, we’ll be lucky to keep the people we have, let alone take on an apprentice.’ He frowned. ‘Who are you, anyway, and how did you get here?’

I try never to lie, but I didn’t want him to know about my father yet, so I just invented a name, said I came from Beijing, and that we were staying with relations in the area for a month. He looked a bit cynical. ‘Well, don’t bother anyone,’ he said. Then he left.

But the next day, when I turned up, the thin man beckoned me over, told me to sit beside him, gave me a brush, and showed me how to use it properly. Then he gave me some splinters of wood and a tiny pot of lacquer and told me to try. It was quite difficult, because the lacquer is sticky and not like ink at all, but I began to get the feel of it. I spent the rest of the day doing that.

The following day, the same thing happened, and the day after. I’d really have liked to work with the fat man, because what he was doing was much more interesting. But that would have been rude to the thin man and would have made me look ill-mannered. Besides, I’d already realised that this was a kind of test, to see if I was hardworking and obedient.

Another three days went by. Now and then the thin man would show me something I was doing wrong, so I was all the more glad that I had been patient. I’d been there ten days when the master appeared around noon and said to me severely: ‘I’ve let you learn here. But I’m quite sure you lied to me about who you are. So you’d better tell me the truth now, or you can get out and never come back.’

I was really glad that he gave me a chance like that. I confessed everything. I told him who my family was, how I’d wanted to learn to read, how my father had made the boots for my teacher and got me thrown out, and how I’d gone on learning for myself and bothering the teacher as much as I dared.

‘But wait,’ he said, ‘you’re the boy whose mother knows my wife. You were supposed to come and see me.’

‘Yes, master,’ I said, ‘but how could I expect you to take an interest when I had nothing to recommend me?’

‘It’s quite true that your father’s reputation goes against you,’ he said. ‘He’s not a good worker. Never takes enough trouble.’

‘I honour my father,’ I said quietly, with a low bow.

‘Very proper. But you’re determined not to be like him, all the same. You want to be a real craftsman. Isn’t that true?’

I nodded.

‘Well then, you can start here tomorrow,’ he said suddenly. ‘An apprentice gets paid only a pittance, you know.’

I didn’t care about that. Not then. I was so excited.

I worked hard and learned fast. In less than two years I was as good as the thin man, and I worked with the fat man, too. But I was still the apprentice and I was always deferential to everyone. People should know their place.

I also came to understand how lucky I was. They say that the art of lacquer-making goes back to the days of the Han dynasty. For a long time lacquer goods came mostly from the southern provinces, where the ingredients for the lacquer are to be found and the climate is suitably humid. But gradually the craftsmen came north, and in the reign of the great Manchu emperor Qianlong, there was a huge royal works in Beijing. But with the troubles from the barbarians and the Taiping, and the court’s being so short of money, the art and industry were in decline. My master was one of the few small works still going, supplying a little to the court and any other rich persons he could find – for the lacquer takes so long to make that it cannot possibly be sold at a price any modest person can afford. My master could have found any number of out-of-work craftsmen in the capital. But hardly any young persons wanted to enter the craft. That was why he had been intrigued by me. That, and my persistence.

I loved that lacquer works. The finished stock was stored on racks in one of the closed sheds. I’d go in there and look at the rows of boxes, bowls and vases. Sometimes we even produced furniture, too. Some of the work was in black lacquer, but mostly it was red. There were beautiful fans of lacquered bamboo, and a big black screen, with a flying stork and a distant mountain painted on it, that was going to the port to be sold to a rich barbarian. The master would hire in artists to do the painting.

I could have gazed at them for hours. Sometimes I’d let my fingers gently touch the intricate carving on the boxes. The patterns were so deep and tight, it was like feeling a little world under your hand.

One day – it was the start of my second winter there – the master found me in the storeroom. I was still a bit afraid of him. He hardly ever smiled, and that great cliff face of a head he had was quite intimidating. ‘You love the goods we sell, don’t you?’ he said to me.

‘Yes, master,’ I answered. ‘I’ve always liked the finer things in life.’

‘Well, you’ll never be rich enough to own most of the things in here,’ he told me, ‘but the joy of the craftsman is greater than the pleasure of the owner.’

That impressed me very much, I have to say.

Then he smiled and gave me my pay packet and told me to check it.

‘I think there’s a mistake, master,’ I said. ‘There seems to be too much.’

‘Those last two little boxes you lacquered, they were plain but perfect,’ he said. ‘So I’m paying you for those at the full rate – for a junior craftsman, of course.’

I bowed very low. The truth was, I couldn’t speak for a moment.

It was a month later that we thought we were going to die.

We’d become used to the Taiping ruling down in Nanjing. But one morning I arrived at work and found everyone with long faces, and the master told me, ‘Those devils are on the move again. They’re sending a great horde up here to take Beijing.’ And we were right in their path, of course. ‘If this Taiping Brother of Jesus were a real king, it mightn’t be so bad,’ the master said. ‘Real kings don’t kill craftsmen. We’re too valuable. But with this rabble, who knows?’

That night in our village, everyone was discussing: should we stay put and hope for the best? Or should we put our possessions in a cart and get behind the great walls of Beijing? Surely the Taiping couldn’t get into Beijing, people said. But I wasn’t so sure. No one had thought they could take Nanjing, either.

Then word came that the horde was camped by the mouth of the Peiho River, about sixty miles down the canal to the south. I daresay they could have reached us in three days.

If I saw clouds on the southern horizon, I’d think: they could be on the move under those clouds right now. Once, on a clear winter night, I remember gazing down the canal to see if I could make out any faint glow from the horde’s campfires in the distance. But all I could see was the reflection of the stars in the cold water.

We watched the emperor’s troops heading south, of course – Manchu bannermen, Chinese troops, cavalry – a lot of them. But to tell the truth, we weren’t very confident.

So you can imagine that I was a bit surprised when, in the middle of all this worry and uncertainty, my father announced one evening, ‘I’ve found you a wife.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I turned to my mother. ‘Do you know about this?’

‘She’s a girl from the village where you work,’ she told me.

‘Don’t tell me,’ I said, ‘you know her mother.’ But apparently she didn’t.

‘I found her. She’s perfect,’ my father cried with a big smile.

‘Why’s that?’ I asked. ‘Is she rich?’

‘No.’ My father looked at me as if I were stupid. ‘Her family are respectable people like us.’

‘I see. Is she pretty?’ I wanted to know.

‘Pretty women are trouble. She’s not too bad.’

‘Well, thank you very much,’ I said. ‘And why now? I’m too young to marry.’

‘That’s the thing,’ said my father. ‘Her father’s got three other daughters. The marriage broker discovered that he’d be prepared to part with her if she comes to live in our house now, like a daughter, until you’re both older. Then we wouldn’t need to pay a bride price.’ Which of course he didn’t have.

‘Perhaps,’ I said, ‘in a few years I can earn enough to afford a bride price myself. We might do better. Are there any other reasons for all this hurry?’

‘The girl could help your mother,’ my father said. He looked thoughtful. ‘And with all these troubles in the world, she might come in useful.’ I’m still not sure what he meant by that.

‘I want to see her,’ I said.

This wasn’t difficult. Once I knew who she was and where her family lived, I found a good place where I could catch sight of her without her seeing me and hung about there after work.

She was a year or two younger than me. I’d have preferred more years between us, but you can’t have everything.

‘I will obey you, Father,’ I said, ‘but let’s just wait and see what the Taiping do.’

It turned out the emperor’s armies were better than we thought. Although they couldn’t break the Taiping, they managed to push them back across the plain to Nanjing. That certainly gave us heart.

But in my opinion, it was the old Yellow River that really saved us.

For in 1855, when the river broke its banks just above that plain, the water came down like a great tidal wave, right across the landscape. You wouldn’t think water from even a great river could do so much damage, but the impact destroyed entire sections of the Grand Canal between Nanjing and the Peiho River. That southern extension became unusable. It took a generation to repair the damage.

But if it was a disaster for the people living there, that flood was also a warning to the Taiping. That’s how I saw it – a warning from the ancient gods. If they ever returned to that plain, the old yellow serpent would strike them with another flood and drown them all.

And whether they were mainly afraid of the river or of the emperor’s armies, I don’t know, but the Taiping never came near us again.

The next year, the wretches were quarrelling amongst themselves. One of their generals had become too popular, it seemed, with the Taiping troops, and their Heavenly King didn’t like that. So he killed the general, all his family, and twenty thousand of the general’s men as well. Just like that. It’s strange how people can preach brotherly love one day and tear you to bits the next.

And so I got married. Her parents had named her Rose – because the rose is the flower of Beijing – though she was rather pale to be called that, I thought. I must say, she didn’t give any trouble. She helped my mother and was very respectful to my father, which I thought was a good sign for the future. And although mothers-in-law are supposed to be like dragons, my mother was always kindness itself to Rose.

Rose and I would talk a bit in the evenings. I’d ask her how she’d spent the day, and she’d ask if I liked the food. If I said I liked the noodles, for instance, my mother would tell me, ‘Rose cooked them,’ and give the girl a smile. That seemed to please Rose very much. She’d been living in our house only a year or so when we got married. And I have to say we were very happy together. Soon after that my master gave me full craftsman’s wages.

Our life just then was quite uneventful. The Taiping were safely down in Nanjing. We heard there’d been a Muslim revolt out in the far western provinces, but to tell the truth, ordinary peasants like us hardly knew anything about those faraway provinces – except that the empire had taken in all sorts of tribes at one time or another, and some of these people were Muslim. My father got very angry about it: ‘These barbarian religions are nothing but trouble,’ he cried. ‘First the Taiping Christians, now the Muslims, they’re all the same. The emperor should forbid them all.’

As they didn’t come our way, though, we didn’t worry much.

But the British were another matter.

The first we heard, there had been trouble down in Guangzhou. The barbarians were still complaining because they hadn’t got everything in the shameful treaty their pirates had forced on us after the Opium War. Consulates in our ports weren’t enough for them. The British wanted an ambassador in Beijing, who could come barging into the emperor’s presence without even performing the kowtow, as though he were the equal of the Son of Heaven. I don’t think such a thing had happened in a thousand years, maybe two thousand.

And the barbarians wonder why we say they have no manners.

It was in the winter after my marriage that the British got into a fight with the governor of Guangzhou, who wouldn’t let them into the city. Suddenly we heard that they’d seized him and taken over that city.

Actually, some people in Beijing were quite amused, because that governor was known to be a most objectionable character. All the same, such behaviour couldn’t be tolerated.

Next, the watermen sailing up the canal were telling us, ‘The British are coming.’ They came right up the coast. And then we heard: ‘They’ve taken the forts at the mouth of the Peiho River. They control the canal.’ But what really frightened us was when people started saying, ‘They’ll join up with the Taiping rebels in a Christian army and sweep up to Beijing.’ Would anyone be able to stop them? We didn’t think so. Would they turn out the emperor? What would that mean?

My father got very depressed. ‘The Mandate of Heaven is being withdrawn,’ he said. ‘There’ll be chaos. There always is when that happens. We’ll all be killed. Then there’ll be a British emperor or a Taiping one. We may even be forced to be Christians, whatever that means.’

‘It won’t happen,’ I said. I don’t know how I was so sure, but I was.

I believed it then, and despite all I’ve seen in my life, I still believe it now: our kingdom is eternal. When you think of the thousands of years of our history, the wisdom we’ve learned, our arts and inventions … Why, even our writing’s a miracle: every character is like a little world. And when it comes to the finer things of life, everything’s made to last.

Those lacquer boxes I love to hold – the ones with the deep patterns cut into them and the many layers of lacquer hardened like a stone – they’ll last as long as the Grand Canal or the Great Wall. Sometimes, when I look at those boxes, I think they’re how a great city must look, seen from the eye of Heaven. Walls within walls, streets and avenues, palaces and temples, houses and courtyards, all packed tight as a geometric pattern on a box. Dynasties come and go, war and disease, famine and flood. But Nanjing and Beijing are still standing; and even if they weren’t, the idea of them would still be there, preserved like a garden, in every lacquer box.

You can’t destroy a great idea. That’s what I believe.

Patience is the key. And that’s what the emperor’s servants showed now. Just as they had before, they negotiated with the British, promised enough to satisfy them, and persuaded them to go back to Guangzhou. They also granted one new concession.

It seemed the British were hurt that all our official documents called them barbarians. We had to promise not to call them barbarians anymore.

Of course they are. So we went on calling them barbarians amongst ourselves. And since they couldn’t speak Chinese, they didn’t even know, which shows how foolish their request was in the first place!

That autumn my son was born. I think it was the best day of my life. You might say it changed everything.

The first time I held the baby in my arms, I remember I started to count his fingers and toes, and Rose looked at me and said, ‘What are you doing?’ And I replied, ‘I’m just making sure he has the right number of fingers and toes.’ And she said, ‘What will you do if he hasn’t?’ and I said, ‘I don’t know.’ ‘Well,’ she asked, ‘has he?’ ‘Yes,’ I said proudly, as if this were a great achievement. ‘He’s perfect.’

Then I looked down at his little face, and he looked just like my father. So I walked outside where nobody could hear, and I whispered to my son, ‘You may look like your grandfather, but you’re going to work hard and be a big success.’ That’s the first thing I ever said to him. He may not have understood, but I thought it was important to say it right away.

We called him Zi-Hao, which means Heroic Son.

I loved being a father. Sometimes the baby would cry in the night because he needed to burp, and if I woke up and Rose was asleep, I’d pick him up and rock him in my arms until he felt better. Several times my mother appeared and told me, ‘You shouldn’t be doing that. It’s woman’s work.’ And she’d make me go back to sleep while she rocked the baby. But I didn’t mind doing it at all. I think those were some of the happiest moments I ever knew.

One day I had just taken a piece of work I had completed to the storeroom when the master appeared. He asked in a friendly way after my family and then told me that he was awarding me a small pay raise. ‘I’m now paying you the top rate for what you do,’ he said, ‘and you have earned it. In due course, as you master more complex work, you’ll be paid accordingly.’

Naturally, I bowed deeply and thanked him.

‘Is the baby letting you get any sleep?’ he asked with a smile.

‘Enough, master,’ I said, and I told him how my mother made sure of this, and how I liked holding my son, even in the middle of the night. ‘You know how I love the finer things in life, like these,’ I said, indicating the work all around us, ‘but I never realised I’d love my child even more.’

‘It was the same with me,’ he replied with a nod. Then he gave me a strange look. ‘But you must take care,’ he said. ‘However attached you are to a child, you will lose some of them. We all do. Just treasure them all the more while they are here.’

I understood what he said, of course, but I didn’t really listen. I mean, you don’t, do you?

Another good thing about the birth of Zi-Hao was the effect it had on my wife. She put on a little weight, and it suited her. I don’t mean she was plump, but I suppose you might say she changed from a girl to a perfectly formed young woman. I was very happy about it. A year after Zi-Hao was born, Rose was pregnant again.

There was some more good news that summer. The British barbarians came back again and stormed the forts down at the mouth of the Peiho. But this time we were better prepared and our men drove them back to Guangzhou. Even my father was triumphant. ‘I told you that one day the emperor would teach the barbarians a lesson,’ he cried – which was quite untrue, of course. All the same, it did seem to be a good sign.

My little boy had started to walk. I would put him between my legs and hold his two tiny hands above his head, teaching him to put one foot in front of the other. By summer’s end he could walk a few paces by himself. And he could speak some words as well. I felt as if everything was right with the world.

So it came as quite a shock when he fell sick. It began in early autumn. One day he suddenly threw up. We didn’t think much about it. These things happen all the time with little children. But the next day it happened again, and afterwards he seemed very listless, which wasn’t like him at all. The day after that, he just lay on the kang covered with a shawl and didn’t want to move. We didn’t know what was the matter with him. He looked awfully pale.

My mother, the midwife and a woman from the next village who knew many cures all took a hand, but nothing did any good. I became so worried I could hardly work.

It was my master who came up with a suggestion. ‘I know a physician in Beijing,’ he told me. ‘If anyone can cure your son, he can. Take the baby to Beijing and come back as soon as you can.’

That was an act of great kindness on his part. Not many masters would have done it. I almost broke down when I thanked him.

So I took Rose and the baby to Beijing. My father insisted on coming, too. ‘You never know, I might be useful,’ he said. And in fact he was, because he persuaded the master of one of the ships on the canal to take us there for nothing.

The apothecary’s where the doctor was to be found turned out to be a huge emporium. The main hall was like a temple. Behind the dark wood of the high counters were rows and rows of glass jars and baskets of herbs. The doctor himself was a tiny old man, sitting on a chair in one corner of the place, so small that only his toes touched the floor. He looked up at me curiously as I told him who’d sent me, but he was very courteous. He asked us a lot of questions and examined the baby.

I’d heard about how the best physicians examine the tongue and the pulse. Each wrist has three pulses, from just above the thumb to farther up the arm. There are all sorts of descriptions for what doctors feel – floating, surging, hard, soft, hollow, irregular and so many combinations it makes the mind spin. I couldn’t believe the old man would be able to perform all these tests on a tiny child, and I don’t know how many he did, but it took a long time. Finally he delivered his verdict. ‘Your son is very sick,’ he told us. ‘He may die. But I think I can cure him. However, the medicine will be expensive,’ he warned me.

I’d have paid everything I had.

We waited patiently by the counter while the assistants collected the ingredients in a wooden bowl. Then they ground it into a powder. It all took some time.

Rose was looking exhausted. I had my little boy in my arms, and I was so busy whispering to him how the medicine was going to make him feel better – although he didn’t know what I was saying, the sound of my voice seemed to soothe him – that I hardly noticed that my father had gone off.

When I did realise, I started to look around, and finally I saw him deep in conversation with the tiny old doctor. My father was busy talking, and the old man nodded and said a word from time to time, though I couldn’t tell whether he was interested in what my father was saying or not. And I was just wondering how long this would be going on when Rose nudged me and pointed towards the counter. The medicine was ready. They gave me a slip of paper to take to the desk where you pay. I hardly looked at it. I had the money ready. I gave the slip of paper to the man at the desk, and I saw him look a bit surprised.

I don’t think I heard him at first. I’d put silver on the desk, but he was shaking his head and pointing at the slip of paper. Then I read it.

I still had my little boy in my arms, but I must have staggered and nearly dropped him, because suddenly Rose was at my side, and she had her hands out to take the baby from me. I stood there and stared at the cashier dumbly, like a man who’s just been struck dead but doesn’t know it. For the cost of the medicine was more than I’d brought to Beijing. In fact, it was more money than I possessed in the world. I couldn’t pay.

So what was to become of my little boy?

Just then I saw my father moving towards me. He was looking pleased with himself.

‘Do you know who the old doctor is?’ he said excitedly.

‘No,’ I mumbled. I was so wretched I was hardly listening.

‘He owns the whole store,’ my father said. ‘And you’ll never guess: his father came from our village. He knew my grandfather, the merchant, who had all the money.’

‘Well,’ I said sourly, ‘you can tell him we can’t pay.’ I wasn’t sure he even heard me. ‘The medicine’s too expensive,’ I shouted at him. ‘Your grandson’s going to die!’

He heard that all right. He blinked at me. But he hardly even paused. ‘I’ll talk to him,’ he said.

I watched my father speak to the old man. Then I saw the old man shake his head.

‘He said he’s sorry. He told us it was expensive. The herbs are very rare. He can’t give them away. He says there’s another apothecary not far away.’

So we went outside, and half an hour later we were at the other apothecary. It was much smaller and the doctor there was a younger man. After listening to our case he said: ‘I can give you a different medicine that does almost the same thing.’ And he named the price, which was a third of what the old man had wanted. When we agreed to that, he went and attended to the order himself, making the assistants bring every ingredient for his inspection.

‘It had better work,’ I said, ‘because it’s still all the money we’ve got.’

‘It’ll work,’ said my father.

We’d been back at home only two days when my little boy started to show signs of improvement. At work, every time I saw my master, I thanked him again for sending us to Beijing. And though he didn’t show it, I’m sure this made him happy.

It was on the tenth day that my father showed up at the workshop. He came by at noon, when we were all eating and having a rest. ‘I had an errand in the village, so I thought I’d look in,’ he told me cheerfully. After bowing politely and greeting the other craftsmen, he asked me what I was working on. As it happened, the piece on my table wasn’t that interesting, though he examined it admiringly. ‘Can I see some of your finished work?’ he asked.

‘I suppose so,’ I said, and I took him over to the storeroom.

I always loved showing people the shelves of finished work. You’re just so proud of what you produce when you work in a place like that. Sure enough, when my father saw the rows and rows of beautiful treasures, he was quite amazed. I showed him a few small things I’d done, which weren’t too bad. ‘You really are a craftsman,’ he said, and he looked so pleased and proud. Then he asked some questions that weren’t at all stupid about some of the more complex and valuable pieces and the skill that went into them. And I was feeling really pleased that he’d come when he suddenly turned to me with a serious face.

‘I didn’t come in here to look at the lacquer work,’ he said. And while I stared at him, he went on. ‘I needed us to be alone.’

‘What’s all this about?’ I asked.

‘I didn’t want the other men to hear us. I didn’t want them to know – especially after your master gave you time off to go to Beijing.’

‘What are you talking about?’ I said.

‘You’ve got to ask your boss a big favour.’ He gave me a wise nod. ‘Never ask a man for a favour in public – because if he does it for you, then everyone else will want the same from him. So if ever you need to ask a favour, son, always do it in private.’

‘What favour?’ I asked. I didn’t like the sound of this.

‘He needs to lend you some money,’ he says. He gazed at me sadly. ‘It’s Zi-Hao. Our little boy.’

‘What are you saying?’ I felt my heart sink.

‘It happened soon after you left this morning. He was sick, the same way as before. And then he just lay there. He didn’t move all morning. He’s pale as a ghost.’ My father looked so wretched. ‘I don’t think the medicine’s working anymore,’ he said.

‘What do we do?’ I cried.

‘That’s exactly why I came,’ he said. He sounded quite eager. ‘All your master has to do is lend you the money for the right medicine – the one from the old man that we couldn’t afford. Go to him right away. Tell him what’s happened and ask for the loan. He’ll trust you. You’re a good worker. You’ll pay it back over time.’

‘He wouldn’t like it,’ I said. ‘I don’t think I can.’

‘You’ve no choice,’ he told me, ‘if you want to save your son’s life.’ For once he was right. ‘Go and see him now. I’ll wait for you here.’

So I did as he said. My master was in his house. When I went to the door and asked to speak to him, he saw me at once. He gave me a friendly welcome, but I saw a trace of caution in his eyes.

I’d never told him the detail about our buying the cheaper medicine from the other doctor. But now I had to tell him about that and about what was happening to my son.

‘Have you any suggestion about what I should do, master?’ I asked. Because I thought perhaps he might offer something, and if he did, it would be better than my asking for a loan. Perhaps I was wrong to go about it that way. I don’t know.

He didn’t keep me waiting long. ‘You should go to the temple and make an offering,’ he said. ‘Sometimes that works.’

‘I was thinking,’ I said in desperation, ‘that if he had the expensive medicine, it might cure him. If you could give me a loan, you know I’d pay it back. I’d do extra work. Anything you want.’

He looked at me silently for a few moments. ‘Do you remember,’ he said, ‘what I told you about children? You must be prepared to lose a few. We all do. It’s very sad’ – he sighed – ‘but that’s the way of things.’

‘I have to try to save him,’ I said.

‘Sometimes,’ he answered me, ‘we just have to let go.’

So I knew he wasn’t going to lend me any money.

‘It’s no good,’ I told my father when I got back to him. He looked very depressed. Then he left and I went back to work.

I didn’t know what to expect when I returned home that night. My son was lying there so quietly. He’d eaten less than half the tiny bowl of soft noodles my wife had been feeding him. She’d given him some of the medicine, but there was no sign it was doing him any good. I didn’t know what to say. More important, I didn’t know what to do.

‘I’m going to Beijing tomorrow,’ my father suddenly said.

‘What for?’ I asked. ‘We’ve no money.’

‘I’m going to talk to the old man at the big pharmacy.’

‘But he already refused when we hadn’t enough money. And now we haven’t even got that.’

‘I’ll tell him what happened. His father knew my grandfather. And people can be good-hearted. You never know.’ He stopped. ‘Have you got a better plan?’

So you can imagine how amazed I was, four days later, when he came back with the medicine.

If he’d come the day after, it might have been too late. My little boy had been getting weaker and weaker. The night before, I’d looked into his eyes, and I could see he was giving up. I’ve often noticed that children don’t really have the life force until they’re five or six. I remember picking him up and hugging him to me and telling him, ‘You’ve got to fight, little fellow. You’ve got to fight.’ And I think he may have sensed what I was saying to him, even if he couldn’t understand the words. Maybe he did try to fight a bit longer, but I’m not sure he would have lasted another day.

‘How did you get the old man to give you the medicine?’ I asked my father.

‘I reminded him that this was where he came from. I said my grandson’s life was in his hands. Perhaps he was ashamed, or kindness intervened. Who knows?’ He smiled. ‘It doesn’t really matter why people do things, does it, as long as they do them?’

So we gave my son the medicine, and by the next day, he started to get better. He’s still alive today, I’m glad to say.

A few days later my master told me he’d heard my son was getting better and that he was glad to hear it. ‘How did it happen?’ he said.

So I told him about my father and the old man and the medicine. When he heard it, he looked a bit thoughtful. I supposed he might be feeling guilty that the old doctor behaved more kindly than he did. In any case, he didn’t say anything. A few days later, he had to go to Beijing himself.

It was the morning after he returned that he called me into his house. ‘Did you know that your father paid the doctor for the medicine he received?’ he asked me.

I was completely astonished. ‘But that’s impossible, master,’ I said. ‘We have no money.’

‘I assure you he did,’ he replied. ‘I spoke to the doctor myself.’

‘Could it be that he doesn’t want to admit his kindness?’ I suggested. ‘He may be afraid that if people knew about his generosity, they’ll all come asking for favours.’

‘I don’t think so,’ my master replied. He was watching me carefully. ‘There’s a piece missing out of the storeroom,’ he went on. ‘Small, but quite valuable.’

I stared at him. It took me a moment to understand. ‘Oh, master,’ I cried, ‘you don’t think I would steal from you, do you?’

‘Who knows what any of us would do to save our child?’ he answered.

It was true, I suppose. I’d have thought the same in his place. But I knew that I hadn’t. And then I realised what had happened. ‘I did not take it, master.’ I shook my head. I couldn’t think what more to say.

‘I know you didn’t,’ he quietly replied. ‘Your father did. When you left him in the storeroom and came to speak to me.’

‘I can’t believe …’ I started.

‘It’s obvious,’ he said. ‘But he didn’t tell you.’

‘I wouldn’t have let him,’ I cried.

‘I know that, too.’ He paused. ‘I’m not going to do anything about the missing piece,’ he continued. ‘But I’m afraid you’ll have to go. I can’t have you here anymore.’

‘Master,’ I pleaded, ‘you know I’m a good worker, and I love it here. I’ll do anything …’

He waved my words aside. ‘While I was in Beijing,’ he said, ‘I spoke to the owner of a fine little lacquer workshop that I know. He used to be in the imperial works. I told him that I had a good worker, a young fellow with talent, who was forced by family circumstances to move to the city. On my recommendation, he’ll take you on – as a pieceworker at first, but in time you may get a permanent position. Just don’t ever let your father go near the place, or you’ll disgrace me.’ He nodded. ‘I’m the only one that knows about this theft, and it will stay that way. But you must go to Beijing. There’s nothing else to say.’

When I got home that evening and accosted my father, he admitted the theft, but he didn’t even apologise. ‘You do what you have to. I saved your son’s life,’ he told me.

‘But you’ve disgraced our family,’ I shouted.

‘Not if nobody knows.’ He sounded quite happy about it.

‘I’ve lost my job,’ I reminded him. ‘How’s that going to help the family?’

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Ask for your job back if I plead guilty. Let the magistrate punish me. At least I’ll have done something for my family.’

‘He won’t give me my job back, even if you get a hundred strokes of the heavy bamboo,’ I said. ‘Anyway, he doesn’t want to prosecute.’

‘He feels guilty, that’s why,’ my father said triumphantly.

We all went to Beijing together: my two parents, my pregnant wife and my little boy, who, with the correct medicine, was soon nearly himself again. The owner of the lacquer workshop gave me piecework, but for the time being there wasn’t enough to support a family, and I wasn’t sure there ever would be. My mother found part-time work as a servant in a merchant’s house. The only one of the family who was really happy was my father.

The city seemed to suit him. Not that he found regular employment. But wandering the streets, he seemed to make friends with astonishing speed. Perhaps it was because he was always talking to people and asking about their business. In no time he became a well-known figure around our lodgings, and people began to employ him on all kinds of errands. They’d always give him something for his time and trouble, and though it wasn’t much, he made enough to pay for our food and part of the rent. For the first time I realised that my father wasn’t actually lazy – it was just that he hated repetitive work. There wasn’t much scope for a man like that in a village; but in a big city, he could survive quite well.

When my second child was born, he turned out to be a healthy son. You might think that would have made me happy, and in a way it did. But it also made me anxious.

With my family growing, I was looking for ways to earn more money for my wife and children. As for my parents, my mother could be paid as a servant and my father might pick up a sort of living hustling in the streets, but one day that would end and I’d have to look after them, too. Everything fell to me. Getting paid for piecework was all very well, but I needed a permanent position – not only for the money today, but so that I could work with more advanced craftsmen, improve my skills and earn more in the future.

I’d already discovered that the master owner of the lacquer store employed very few craftsmen on-site. He mostly farmed the work out to people like me. There were other lacquer workshops in the capital, of course, though I had no introduction to them. I did visit several, all the same, to ask if they had any piecework for me, but had no luck; and nobody was offering a permanent position at that time.

So every day, you can imagine, there was a nagging fear in my mind. What if my little boy got sick again, or the new baby? What was I going to do then?

My father had done quite well when he’d sold the lacquer piece he’d stolen, and he still had some money left over. That was our reserve in case of emergencies. After that, there was nothing.

It was a month before the new year when I brought a piece of finished work to the lacquer store. This little box was a bit more complex than anything I’d done before. There was a pattern on the lid that had needed to be carefully carved, and I was quite proud of the result.

When the owner of the store examined it, he nodded in appreciation. ‘This is beautiful work,’ he said. ‘I’m going to pay you double what we agreed.’ I was quite overwhelmed. But only for a moment. ‘I’m afraid I won’t be needing you anymore,’ he went on. ‘If I do, I’ll let you know. But don’t expect anything.’

‘But surely, my work …’

‘Oh, your work is excellent. The trouble is, I’ve a fellow who’s been supplying me for years who wants more commissions. So I’m giving him the work that you do. I’m sorry, but I’m afraid he comes before you do.’ He gave me a kindly look. ‘That’s partly why I’m paying you double now, to help tide you over.’

There was no point in arguing. I said thank you and went on my way.

It was still early morning. I didn’t go home. I remember walking through the streets for hours in a kind of daze. I began to imagine terrible things – my father stealing again and getting caught, my children dying for want of medicine … I scarcely even noticed where I was going until I found myself not far from the Tiananmen Gate and opposite a large teahouse. This won’t do, I thought. I need to stop having nightmares, drink some tea, calm down and think about what I can do to make a living. So I went into the teahouse. And once I had my tea, I tried to be logical.

It seemed to me that, whether I liked it or not, there wasn’t much hope of getting employment practising the one craft for which I had any skill. And I couldn’t afford to start again as an apprentice in a new trade. Perhaps I could be a servant in a merchant’s house. But the pay isn’t much. I started to go through all the trades and occupations I could think of. And I’d been doing that for a little while when I heard the sound of drums.

It was a small procession, like the one I’d seen the time I came to visit Grandfather’s Elder Brother when I was a boy. A magnificent company of palace eunuchs solemnly led the way, flanked by drummers and men beating gongs. And the moment I saw them I felt a thrill of pleasure. The silks the eunuchs wore were so richly embroidered, so splendid, just to see them was like a glimpse of Heaven. I could almost forget my own troubles for a moment.

They were followed by a closely guarded sedan chair, no doubt containing some high palace official. They passed the teahouse and came to a big mansion where the sedan chair entered. Some of the eunuchs disappeared into the courtyard of the mansion or were brought chairs and sat by the gateway. Three decided to go for a walk. And to my surprise, one came into the teahouse.

The manager of the teahouse almost fell over himself as he rushed forward to make a low bow before the eunuch. I must say, in his splendid silk robes and conical hat, he was a stately figure. But he smiled very pleasantly, and when asked where he would care to sit, nodded easily at the table next to mine, which happened to be empty. I heard him say softly that he desired only tea, nothing to eat. ‘Have you Lushan cloud tea?’ he asked.

‘Certainly, certainly,’ the manager said, and hurried away.

Right from the moment he sat down, I couldn’t help admiring his elegance. This is a man, I thought, who knows how to live. There is no better or more lustrous variety of mountain green tea than Lushan. But it wasn’t just his choice of tea. He was in his forties, I guessed, but the way he sat, very straight and still, made me think of an older man. There was a grace in every movement he made. He might have been a priest. I’d always heard that most of the eunuchs were from the poorest class, but whether it was innate in the man himself or the result of years spent in the imperial palace, this eunuch exhibited nothing of the crudeness of the common folk.

I realised that I was staring at him and, ashamed of my bad manners, forced myself to stop. I gazed out of the window and told myself: think about what to do next, instead of staring at this palace eunuch who can’t do you any good.

I did notice, however, that when the woman served his tea, she brought him little delicacies to eat, which he ignored.

I’d been staring out of the window thinking of my sorrows for a little while when I was interrupted by a quiet voice. ‘You look unhappy, young man.’

I turned and saw to my surprise that it was the eunuch who had spoken to me. The flesh of his face was soft, his mouth was kind but not weak and his expression was one of genuine concern.

‘I daresay every man has troubles, sir,’ I answered politely. ‘I don’t suppose mine would seem very interesting to a distinguished gentleman like yourself.’

‘Perhaps not,’ he said pleasantly. ‘But as I have to wait here for an hour, which is quite boring anyway, I should like to hear your life story, if you would tell it to me.’ And he offered me some of the food on his table.

So begging him to stop me as soon as he’d heard enough, I gave him a brief outline of the story. He seemed to observe me quite carefully while I talked, and at the end he nodded. ‘It wasn’t boring at all,’ he said. ‘So what are you going to do?’

‘I don’t know, honoured sir,’ I replied. ‘I wish I did.’

‘I couldn’t help noticing,’ he continued, ‘that while you were talking, you kept glancing at my robe. May I ask what interested you about it?’

‘As a craftsman, sir,’ I said, ‘I always notice beautiful workmanship of any kind. In fact,’ I told him, ‘ever since I was a boy I’ve been drawn to the finer things of life – even though I can’t have them myself,’ I added with a smile.

To my surprise, he stretched out his arm. ‘Would you like to feel the silk?’ he offered.

Well, I did. The embroidered silk was even stiffer than I’d expected, almost like brocade, and was finely sewn with tiny beads that made it almost scratchy. I couldn’t stop myself leaning forward to inspect the stitching, which was so tight I could scarcely believe it. ‘This is made to last a thousand years!’ I said.

‘Perhaps it will,’ he said, and laughed. Then he drew back his arm and gazed at me thoughtfully. ‘You know,’ he remarked quietly, ‘there may be a way for you to get what you want, though it is not without risk and would entail great sacrifice.’

‘Please tell me about it, sir,’ I said.

‘You could become one of the palace people, as they call us. A eunuch.’

‘A eunuch?’ I stared at him, astounded. ‘But I’m a married man, sir,’ I protested. ‘I’d have had to become a eunuch when I was a boy.’

‘That’s what most people think,’ he said, ‘but they are not correct. It is true,’ he explained, ‘that by far the majority of eunuchs are castrated when they are still boys. But there are a number in the palace who were castrated after they became men, had married and had families. They use the money they make in the palace to support their wives and children.’

‘I never heard of such a thing!’ I exclaimed.

‘I assure you it is so. I am in the palace, and I know such men.’

‘And their wives …?’

‘They live better than they might have done otherwise. Their children are cared for and fed. The eunuchs are often allowed out of the palace at night, you know. Some of these men go home at night to be with their families.’

‘But they cannot …’

He raised his hand. ‘Such arrangements do not mean that the woman can receive no pleasure at all. We need not speak of all the possibilities.’ He nodded. ‘Indeed, I daresay there are women married to ordinary men in Beijing who would gladly trade places with these wives.’

‘I don’t know what to say, sir,’ I stuttered. I was quite flabbergasted.

‘All eunuchs receive a modest pay,’ he went on. ‘But if one is lucky, there are plenty of ways of making money on the side. A few eunuchs even become rich.’ He paused. ‘My impression of you is that you would make friends easily and do quite well. And of course,’ he said, smiling, ‘you would be surrounded by the finer things of life.’

I was silent. He glanced out of the window.

‘I must be off,’ he said suddenly. ‘Should you ever wish to take this further – but only if you are truly sure that you are ready for such a drastic step – then there is a merchant in the city that I recommend you visit. You should go to his house discreetly, in the evening, without telling anyone the true nature of your business. But once alone with him, tell him why you have come, and he can be very helpful to you, both in arranging the operation and in getting you accepted by the palace – without which, of course, the operation would be a most unfortunate waste of time and money. This is the name of the street where he lives in the Inner City. Ask for Mr Chen, the merchant.’ He got up. ‘Good luck.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I said.

When I got home, I didn’t say a word about this conversation. But I had to tell them, of course, that I’d lost my work. I saw my mother’s whole body sag with shock, though she quickly tried to hide it.

Rose put on a very brave face. ‘I’m sure I can take in work of some kind,’ she said calmly. ‘And I know you will find a position soon.’

As for my father, he didn’t even seem to think there was a problem. ‘I’ll think of something,’ he told us all airily.

‘That,’ I muttered, ‘is what worries me.’

You’d think in a huge city like Beijing that there would be plenty of opportunities for work, but after ten days of looking, I soon discovered a simple fact: a city is a vast collection of villages. And just like in any village, a craftsman employs his own family or the son of a friend. Nor does a rich man looking for a servant want to employ a stranger who may rob him. He’ll more likely ask a trusted servant he already has, ‘Do you know of anyone?’ And that servant probably has a cousin or a friend he can recommend. In short, most of the good jobs were already spoken for, and strangers could pick up only casual work, the way my father did – which is to say, jobs with no prospects at all.

I also discovered something else: poor people. They were in every street. I’d seen them ever since the first day I came to see Grandfather’s Elder Brother when I was a boy. But I hadn’t really seen them. They were just in the background, nothing to do with me.

Starving people, dressed in rags, barefoot in winter. Sick people with dying children. Once you looked, you saw them everywhere, leaning against walls or peering out from narrow doorways. They reminded me of skinny birds, stripped of their feathers. As for their children, they made me think of fledglings that’ve fallen from their nest to the ground. If they weren’t dead already, you knew they soon would be.

And by the end of the tenth day, I was thinking, What lies between me and them? Not much. The money left from my father’s theft. Whatever work we could find as a family, so long as we kept our health. But with one more sickness – why, even if my father had an accident – we could be begging in the streets like those poor folk. And I’d be standing there, holding my little boy by the hand, watching him get thinner and thinner …

It was as if I were walking along the edge of a great dark abyss into which the whole family could fall. One bit of bad luck – that’s all it would take.

Sometimes I used to watch my father scurrying about the streets, looking so cheerful. Didn’t he realise the danger we were in? Was he just acting cheerful to keep our spirits up? Or maybe he couldn’t face the truth at all. I was never sure.

On the tenth day, I told him: ‘It’s no good, I’m not finding anything.’

I suppose I was expecting him to tell me to be patient, that something would turn up. But he didn’t say that. He was quiet for a minute. He seemed to be working out a solution of some kind. ‘You know,’ he remarked as if he was sharing a secret, ‘the best thing one can do is save a rich man’s life.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘What does that mean?’

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if you see a rich man in trouble, especially if you get the chance to save his life, he’s so grateful he’ll do anything for you. Quite a lot of people have come to fame and fortune that way.’

‘You’ve lost your mind!’ I shouted, which was no way to talk to one’s father.

‘No, really,’ he replied, looking offended. ‘It sometimes happens. You hear all kinds of stories.’

‘I’ll keep an eye out,’ I said.

The next day, dusk had fallen when I reached the street the eunuch had told me about and asked for Mr Chen the merchant. This hutong, as such streets are called, was on the western side of the Inner City, quite a respectable area where a lot of rich merchants and tradespeople lived.

Chen’s place looked like a typical merchant’s courtyard house – with a doorway up a few stone steps, by the southeast corner of the wall on the street.

I’d already learned how to tell somebody’s status in Beijing by the doorway of their house. Royalty and nobles had gateways flanked by stone lions – and you could tell their exact rank by the size of gate they were allowed. As a commoner, Mr Chen’s doorway was far more modest. Instead of lions, he had a thick disc like a millstone on either side of the double doors, which were dark red. The heavy lintel above the doors, however, suggested his wealth was pretty solid.

A servant came to the doorway. I gave my name and said I’d come to see his master on private business. It took him only a few moments to return and usher me in.

I stepped carefully over the threshold into the open passageway that ran across the house from right to left. In many houses, the blank wall in front of me would have been enough to stop evil spirits getting into the house, for everyone knows that spirits have difficulty turning corners. Some people have fierce gods painted on their doors as well, to scare off the bad spirits. But in Mr Chen’s entrance, one had to pass between a pair of door-god statues, fully armed and looking as if they’d destroy anything, body or spirit, that dared enter without permission. They were so impressive, they almost belonged in a bigger mansion. I suppose he’d got a good deal on them.

But the message was clear enough. Mr Chen showed a modest face to the world, but he’d kill you if you tried to hurt his family. I followed the servant, first left along the passageway, then right into the courtyard.

The first thing I noticed in the courtyard was the stone beneath my feet. Not a speck of dust. It must have been swept a dozen times a day. The wooden pillars and panels on the walls glowed in the soft light from the tasselled red lamps that hung around them. At the far end stood a pair of beautiful Ming vases with plants in them. Valuable. Then I was ushered into an office where the merchant awaited me.

Mr Chen was sitting on a square-framed wooden armchair behind a carved rosewood table. He was dressed in a long grey silk gown, very simple, best quality and wearing a black skullcap. I bowed low. He indicated I should take a chair on the other side of the table. I sat down. Then I stared in surprise.

Mr Chen was the eunuch I’d met.

‘You are Mr Chen?’ I asked stupidly.

‘I am,’ he acknowledged. ‘You had not guessed?’

I shook my head.

‘Well, I’ll tell you something,’ he continued. ‘Neither have any of my neighbours. They only know Mr Chen, the merchant, and my wife and children.’

‘They don’t know you’re a palace person?’

‘They have no idea. They see me come and go, dressed as a merchant, but they’re not sure what my business is. I change my clothes at the palace, you see. Only one of our servants, a woman, is aware of the truth. She’s known me all my life, and she will never tell.’

He rose from the table, indicated I should follow him and led the way into a handsome room where a lady was sitting on a wide sofa. There was a girl – about seventeen, I thought – sitting beside her, who was reading aloud, but paused as we entered. At a writing desk on the other side of the room, a young man of about twenty was making notes.

‘This is my wife, and these are my two children,’ said Mr Chen, as I bowed low. ‘What are you reading, my child?’ he asked the girl.

‘Journey to the West, Father,’ she replied.

‘My daughter reads well,’ Mr Chen said to me with pride. ‘Her mother does not read, but she likes to listen. Journey to the West is a great classic and an entertaining story, but it’s awfully long, and my daughter’s to be married in a few months. She won’t possibly finish it before she leaves us. Do you know the book? Could you read it?’

Journey to the West was very famous, so I knew a bit about it. The huge tale of how Monkey helps a priest on his journey to find the Buddhist Scriptures, and the demons and dangers they encounter along the way, would certainly have taken months to get through.

‘I can read a bit, Mr Chen,’ I answered honestly, ‘but not nearly well enough for that.’

‘I couldn’t do it, either,’ Mr Chen replied. ‘And my son is too busy working for a distinguished merchant to spend his time reading novels.’ He smiled kindly at his wife. ‘So when our daughter’s left the home, I suppose I shall have to engage a poor young student to read us the rest of it.’

After this little exchange, telling his family that we had business to complete, he led me back into his office. ‘So you have seen my family and how I live. I work in the catering department in charge of buying all the groceries for the palace. I am allowed to take a small cut from every purchase, so you can imagine, I make a lot of money from my position. It took me over fifteen years before I got this house. But you could work in the palace for thirty years and have nothing. There’s no way of knowing. Some men are lucky. It’s their destiny. Some are not.’

‘Do you think I’m lucky, Mr Chen?’

‘I had a feeling that you were from the moment that I met you. Your karma, if you like. I wouldn’t have suggested that you came here otherwise. Also,’ he said, smiling, ‘you are quite good-looking. They don’t want ugly people in the palace, you know.’

I don’t believe I answered at first. But I do remember thinking about the scene I’d just witnessed with his children, and realising that what this man had was everything I desired in the world. I wasn’t sure about being lucky. Losing my job didn’t seem like good luck. But then again, it might have been fate’s way of taking me from my humble village to the imperial palace in Beijing. You can never tell.

But I did know one thing. I knew it so completely that I think I must have been a rich person in a former life: a house like this, with all the finer things in life it contained, was where I belonged.

‘I’ll do it,’ I said.

‘You must wait three days,’ he told me. ‘During that time, I shall make the necessary arrangements. Strictly speaking, to get employment as a palace person, you should supply forms from your family, your relatives, and the chief of your village, which has to be notarised by the local authorities. However, I have some influence, and I can take care of all that. But you must take care never, at any time, to speak of any dishonesty on your father’s part. The operation itself is not without danger, especially for a grown man. The surgeons in the establishment run by a gentleman named Mr Bi are the best, and Mr Bi supplies more eunuchs to the palace than anyone. You will remain at his place for some time after the operation to make sure that everything heals safely. The charge for the operation is considerable, and I shall be happy to advance you the money, at a small rate of interest, which you can repay me at your leisure. For your loyalty and friendship, I assure you, are worth more to me than the repayment of the loan.’

I was starting to thank him, but he raised his hand to stop me.

‘There are two other things you must know,’ he went on. ‘As a eunuch, you can’t be buried with your family in holy ground, as self-mutilation is considered a sin. You’ll be buried in the eunuchs’ graveyard outside the city. However, there is a way around this. The surgeon at Mr Bi’s will keep the parts of you he removed in a sealed jar. Those jars are well guarded, I can promise you. One day, if you have the money, your son can buy them back and then your body will be considered complete again, and they can be buried with you in your family graveyard. Most eunuchs, of course, don’t have a son and thus they adopt one for this purpose. But you’ve got a real son, so you won’t have to go to that trouble.’

That was a comfort to me, I must say.

His final words were very clear. ‘During these coming days,’ he said, ‘you must discuss this with your family. You’re free to change your mind. Indeed, if you’re in any doubt at the end of that time, I urge you: do not proceed. Remember, once you have gone to Mr Bi, it’ll be too late.’

I told my family that evening. My mother sat down and burst into tears. ‘To think this should happen to my only son,’ she kept wailing.

‘You’ve got your grandchildren,’ I reminded her. ‘That’s all that matters now.’ But it didn’t seem to comfort her.

As for my father, he didn’t say anything for about a minute. Then he looked up at me so sadly. ‘I’m sorry about the boots.’ He shook his head.

‘What are you talking about?’ I said.

‘The boots I made for your teacher,’ he says. ‘If he’d liked the boots he’d have gone on teaching you, and you might be a schoolmaster by now. Or even a government official. It’s all my fault.’

I just didn’t reply. I mean, what can you say?

As for my wife, poor Rose wasn’t pleased at all. ‘That’s not very nice for me, is it?’ she said.

‘Well, it isn’t very nice for me, either.’ I may have snapped at her a bit when I said that. ‘We’ve got to think of the children, Rose,’ I said. ‘I wish you could have seen Mr Chen’s house. You would have been amazed. And his wife seemed to be quite happy. She’s got every comfort. And the life their children are going to have … It’s beyond anything you and I ever dreamed of.’ I was trying to comfort her. ‘If I could do the same thing for all of you …’ I said. But I wasn’t sure she was even listening.

‘Even if you don’t care about me,’ she blurted out, ‘aren’t you ashamed?’

‘I’ll be more ashamed if we all starve and die,’ I cried. I was getting a little desperate myself, I suppose. Nobody seemed to be giving me any support, and I was the one making the biggest sacrifice.

‘What will it cost?’ my father suddenly wanted to know.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘The money we’ve still got saved will cover it.’ I just said it to hurt him, I daresay. I didn’t tell him Mr Chen would lend me the money. I wanted him to suffer, too.

Well, nobody said anything to me after that. Not that evening or the next morning. Not a word. That was worse than if they’d kept arguing with me. Or perhaps they’d seen I was right – except that none of them wanted to say thank you.

The second evening, my mother sat beside me and begged me to think about it some more. ‘Perhaps something will turn up,’ she said. ‘I went to the Buddhist temple today. I’m going to the Taoist one tomorrow.’ Then she started crying again.

As for Rose, after refusing to speak to me all day, she was cold to me at night as well.

‘You may as well get some while it’s still there,’ I said when we got into bed. But she turned her back to me.

It was noon of the following day when my father returned to our lodgings looking pleased with himself. ‘Good news,’ he told me. ‘There’s no need to spend all that money.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘I’ve been speaking to a man whose nephew was castrated when he was a boy. It turns out it’s not that difficult. His family performed the operation themselves. All you need is to make sure you have a really sharp razor, plenty of paper, sesame oil and some prickly ash pepper. He gave me all the details. It takes a couple of months for everything to heal, but I’ll be there all the time, or if I’m not, Rose can always bandage you.’ He looked quite happy about it all.

‘Forget it,’ I said. ‘I’m going to the professional.’

‘You could save money,’ he said. He sounded quite reproachful.

The house of Mr Bi was built of brick, at the corner of an alley in the Tartar City, as they sometimes call the Manchu Inner City. When Mr Chen took me there, he seemed in a cheerful mood. He made me carry a chicken and a bottle of rice wine, as presents for the surgeon, and kept up a running commentary all the way.

‘As suppliers of eunuchs to the palace,’ he explained, ‘the Bi family are granted quite a high rank amongst the Manchu bannermen. Even their surgeons are seventh grade officials, which is higher than a local county magistrate.’ It all sounded quite impressive. ‘After your recovery, as soon as you start work,’ he went on, ‘you’ll get a monthly stipend, which is quite handsome, even at the start. You’ll be assigned a mentor and be taught all kinds of things, from court etiquette to skills that make you useful. After six years, if you do well, you may get lucky and be chosen to serve one of the imperial family. You could even find yourself in the emperor’s company every day.’

He kept me so busy listening to all these wonderful things that I hardly had time to think of what was about to happen to me.

You have to fast for two days. Only liquids, no food. The third day they washed my body and gave me a potion brewed from the hemp plant they call cannabis.

The surgeon came in to see me and asked how I felt. ‘Good,’ I said. ‘I feel good.’ And gave him a smile.

It was strange, really. I remember feeling quite relaxed and calm. Very mellow. But it was better than that. A sense of peace, you might say. I just knew for certain that I was doing the right thing.

‘I thought you’d give me opium to take away the pain,’ I said.

‘Sorry. No opium.’ He shook his head. ‘Opium’s very bad. The cannabis won’t take away the pain,’ he added, ‘but it helps with inflammation. And you won’t vomit so much, either.’ He seemed only a bit older than I was, but he had the quiet confidence of a man who knows his business. ‘This way,’ he said, and he led me into a room where I hadn’t been before.

There was a raised bench in the middle of the room, made of dark wood. His assistant, an old man, was standing beside it. He was wearing a grey cotton apron that made him look like a butcher. They had to help me onto the bench. I realised I was moving a bit slowly. ‘We strap you down now,’ the surgeon said, ‘so that you won’t move. Things go more smoothly that way.’

‘I’m glad to hear it,’ I said, trying to sound cheerful. You can’t help being a bit frightened.

So they strapped my arms and body to the bench, and opened my legs wide and strapped them to the sides of the bench, too, so that I couldn’t move at all. Then the surgeon put a black cloth over my eyes and tied it tight. I didn’t know he was going to do that, and I started to protest, but he said not to worry, they always did that.

At first, when he made the cuts on either side of my abdomen, I didn’t feel all that much. But then I began to cry out.

‘Take a deep breath, then close your mouth and push down as if you’re trying to shit,’ he said. ‘Good. Again. Again. Open your mouth.’ And the assistant popped something in. It felt like a hard-boiled egg – because that’s exactly what it was. ‘Close your mouth. That’s it. Now hold still. This is going to hurt.’

Hurt? It felt as if everything between my legs was suddenly on fire. I tried to scream, but the assistant had his hand over my mouth, and my mouth was full of the hard-boiled egg, so all I could do was make a sound like a horse whinnying in my throat. Then I felt another fire from down there. And then I blacked out.

They use pig’s gall to control the bleeding. I don’t know why, but that’s what they told me.

Actually, the worst thing wasn’t even the day of the operation. It was afterwards. I was strapped to that wooden bench for a month.

It just ached and burned, day after day. I kept taking the cannabis drink for three days, which helped a bit, and they made me drink rice soup through a wheat straw. Three times a day the assistant would help me move my legs – I was still strapped to the bench, of course – because otherwise you probably couldn’t walk when you got up. But it’s so uncomfortable, being tied to a hard bench like that. Torture, really.

And it’s so boring. Just lying there, staring at the ceiling, for thirty days. I didn’t know the true meaning of boredom until that time.

The only other thing I remember happening was, a day after the operation, the surgeon came in with a jar and let me look inside it. And there were all the vital bits he’d cut off me – pickled, you might say, in lime. I suppose I was glad to see them and to know they were safe. But honestly, they looked so shrivelled, so completely separate from me, that I could have wept.

My father came to see me. ‘Rose wasn’t sure if she should come,’ he said, and I told him not to bring her. I didn’t want my wife to see me strapped to the bench. ‘We may need to use a little of the money I have,’ he went on sheepishly, ‘with you not bringing any in just yet.’

‘That’s all right,’ I said. ‘I won’t need it all.’ I still hadn’t told him about the loan from Mr Chen, and I wasn’t going to.

A month later, when I was able to walk, I sent word to the family to come and see me, but it wasn’t a great success. Rose asked me if I was all right, and I said yes, and she said, ‘That’s good.’ It didn’t sound as though she really meant it. My mother started to cry, so my father said he’d better take her home, and Rose went with them.

They’ll cheer up when I bring them some money, I thought.

Mr Chen looked in several times to see how I was getting along, but apart from that I had no visitors.

I wasn’t the only person undergoing the operation at the house of Mr Bi. There were half a dozen others, but they were all boys. I was the only adult. Normally it took a patient three months from the operation until the day he was ready to go to the palace, but I made such unusual progress that I was fit to leave after only two. I was told I should go with three of the boys who were to leave next. They were nice enough, and I took care to be friendly to them. We’d sit and talk, and they’d ask me all sorts of questions, assuming that because I was older I must know everything. They were simple country boys, and none of them could read or write. So I was able to tell them a good deal they didn’t know about the palace and Beijing. I had a feeling they were destined for quite lowly careers. Certainly none of them had any feeling for the finer things of life.

On the day we were due to be collected, however, we were told we’d have to wait, on account of a yellow wind.

That’s the only thing I hate about our northern springs: they always seem to end with a yellow wind.

For four days the yellow dust filled the sky, so that if I ventured into the street, I could hardly see my hand in front of my face. I’d wrap a piece of silk or cotton across my nose and mouth, but the dust was so fine it seemed to get through, encrust itself on my lips and block my nose until I could scarcely breathe.

But at last it was over. A palace eunuch arrived to escort us. And Mr Chen also turned up to keep me company, which was very good of him.

The sky overhead was a clear pale blue that morning, but there was a sandy-coloured haze hanging over the horizon, and the sun came through it with a strange, harsh light. It almost felt like a dream. The street was still thick with dust, and we left our footprints as we went. ‘I hate this dust,’ I said to Mr Chen; but he only laughed.

‘You shouldn’t,’ he told me. ‘This is the dust that turns the waters of the Yellow River into gold.’

‘It still gets up my nose,’ I said.

‘And it enriches the great northern plain,’ he went on, ‘where all our wheat grows. Tell me,’ he asked, ‘are the roof tiles in the Forbidden City a different colour from those in the rest of Beijing?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Yellow.’

‘What colour is worn only by the emperor?’ he continued.

‘Yellow,’ I replied.

‘Learn to love yellow, then,’ he ordered. ‘Yellow River, yellow earth, yellow roofs, yellow silks …’

‘I get the point,’ I said.

As we approached the red walls of the Imperial City in that harsh sunlight, with a sullen glare coming from the huge roofs of the Tiananmen Gate, I noticed the three boys cowering nervously. I didn’t blame them. The closer one gets, the higher those great red walls and towers seem. And remember, the circuit of those walls is six miles and more. Six miles. No wonder people are frightened. But I wasn’t afraid.

Because walls have two purposes: they keep strangers out, of course; but they also protect the fortunate within. That’s what I was thinking as we entered the tunnel of the smaller gateway. This was the safest place in the world. I’d be protected. Well paid. Most of the people on the outside were losers; but I was a winner now. It was true I’d paid a price to get there. But you usually do pay a price for things, don’t you?

And as we came out of the tunnel, there it was before us: the Forbidden City itself, the Son of Heaven’s Palace, the centre of the world. I was so excited. I’d never seen it before.

There was a broad moat all the way around it. The walls were purple. We crossed the moat by a beautiful bridge and entered by a modest gateway in the western wall, where the eunuch showed our passes to the Manchu guards. Then, after passing through a little park of trees, we made our way down a short alley until we came to a low building.

‘I’ll leave you now,’ said Mr Chen. ‘Just do everything you’re told. They’ll give you all sorts of training about palace rules and so forth, which I know you’ll learn easily. I’ll come by in ten days to find out how you’re getting on.’

Well, naturally, I didn’t know what to expect. But I must say, I spent a very agreeable day.

They gave us all a medical check first. It might have been embarrassing, but since both we and all the people inspecting us had been castrated, it wasn’t so bad.

Then we got our uniforms – simple cotton top and bottoms, blue underwear, a broad black belt and short boots. That’s what you got when you started. The beautiful silks I’d seen were only for the eunuchs who’d attained high rank.

After that, we got to meet our mentors. These were eunuchs with some years of service who would teach us the basics. Though my mentor was older than the others, he evidently hadn’t been picked out for any promotion yet. He was like a rather solemn family dog, moving slowly and speaking in a soft, mournful voice, but he wasn’t unfriendly. ‘Did you know I’m supposed to hit you with a bamboo cane if you don’t learn your lessons?’ he asked me sadly. ‘Some of the eunuchs like whipping the new boys. But I hate it.’

‘I’ll try not to give you cause,’ I reassured him, which seemed to cheer him up a little.

‘By the way,’ he said, ‘as I’m your mentor, you’ve got to call me master.’

‘Yes, master,’ I said, and bowed.

‘You don’t really need to if we’re alone,’ he went on, ‘but I suppose you’d better, because otherwise you might forget when we’re in front of an official, and then I’d get into trouble for not teaching you to be respectful.’

‘Yes, master,’ I said, ‘that’s very wise.’

The first thing he explained to me was how to identify the senior eunuchs. ‘There are about two thousand eunuchs altogether,’ he said, ‘though there used to be more. And two hundred of them are officials – from the eighth mandarin rank up to the third. That’s normally as high as a palace person can go.’

‘And each rank has a different uniform and insignia?’ I suggested.

‘Exactly. I’ll tell them to you now,’ he said.

‘I have an idea,’ I said. ‘Is there a wardrobe room where we could look at the robes? I’d remember them a lot more easily if I could see them.’

‘Well …’ He looked a bit doubtful. ‘I suppose we could.’

The wardrobe was next to the eunuchs’ laundry. It was like a treasure trove to me: rows of silk coats – blue, red, purple and other colours. Some were plain silk with a big square patch on the chest, embroidered with the bird belonging to their rank. Others were covered with embroidery, with the bird worked into the rich design. The third rank was a gorgeous peacock, then a wild goose, then a silver pheasant, an egret and for the seventh rank a mandarin duck. The humblest clerk of the lowly ninth rank wore a little bird called a paradise flycatcher. There were hats as well, with feathers in jade holders and various grades of tassels. After we’d studied these for a while, I said: ‘Will you please test me, master?’ And of course I got them all right. He was quite amazed.

He didn’t realise that this wasn’t work to me at all. The moment I saw each beautiful design, I had it in my mind. These were the finer things of life – everything I loved. I could have stayed in there all day. I couldn’t wait to come back.

‘I expect I’ll forget some of them by tomorrow, master,’ I said. ‘But if we come in here for a few minutes each day, I’m sure I’ll get them all fixed in my head, so that I won’t let you down.’

The next morning, he taught me about the rooftops. For like everything else in the Forbidden City, each building belonged to a particular rank. ‘You know how every government building has at least three little figures on each corner of the roof,’ my mentor began. ‘On the outer point is a tiny man riding a bird. That’s the emperor’s servant running his errands. Behind him is at least one other animal, watching over him, and behind them both is an imperial dragon – he’s a bit bigger – who’ll eat them up if they don’t get on with it.’

‘A minimum of three figures,’ I said.

‘That’s right. But a more important building will have another two figures, making a total of five. More important still, another two, making seven; and most important of all, two more again, making nine. Always an odd number, you’ll notice, in a little procession down the roof’s ridgeline. There’s a bird, a lion, a seahorse, a bull, a figure that’s half goat and half bull, a young dragon and a fish. You’ll have to learn them all, their individual significance and exactly what all the combinations tell you about the building or gateway in question. Here in the Forbidden City you’ll find examples of every kind.’

‘All right,’ I said.

‘But there’s still one more figure. It’s only on a single building in the whole kingdom. Do you know what that is?’ I didn’t. ‘It’s a figure of a walking man,’ he told me. ‘He’s holding a sword as if it were a stick. He goes at the back, just in front of the dragon, to oversee all the other figures. And he’s to be found only on the roof of the Hall of Supreme Harmony, here in the Forbidden City, because that’s where the emperor’s throne is.’

‘Will I ever go in there?’ I asked.

‘I doubt it,’ he said, ‘but you may see the roof.’

The next day he took out a scroll and unrolled it on the table. It was a map of the Forbidden City, beautifully illustrated with little pictures of every building with their names written beside them, as well as the number of figures on each roof. We studied this closely for a couple of hours and I made good progress. When we paused in the middle of the day, my master asked if I had any questions.

‘I have noticed one thing, master, which you haven’t yet discussed.’

‘What is that?’ he enquired.

‘The names of the buildings,’ I said. ‘Every palace, every hall, has a beautiful name. Going north from the Hall of Supreme Harmony, for instance, I see the Hall of Preserving Harmony, then the Gate and the Palace of Heavenly Purity, the Palace of Earthly Tranquillity and the Hall of Imperial Peace. In the east there is the Gate of Tranquil Longevity. To the west there’s the Palace of Everlasting Spring. The list goes on and on. Everything is about heavenly peace, harmony, absence of discord.’

This pleased my master very much.

‘You are exactly correct,’ he replied. ‘And how could it be otherwise when the rule of the emperor is dedicated entirely to the maintenance of harmony, justice, and peace within the kingdom?’

‘Can the emperor really be so wise all the time?’ The moment I said it I cursed myself for being such a fool. Now I’ll be in trouble, I thought. But my master only smiled.

‘That was all thought of centuries ago,’ he said. ‘Everyone in the palace, including the emperor himself, is watched all the time. All his memoranda and all his actions, no matter how small, are recorded. Not only does he have counsellors, but there are officers who will inform him of the precedents for every action, going back into previous dynasties. Everything he does has to be according to law and custom. Not only that, there is always at hand at least one Confucian philosopher called a censor, who acts like a tutor and who is required to warn him if any action he is considering would be unjust. The censor may speak freely, without any fear, and the emperor is obliged to listen.

‘So you see,’ he concluded, ‘all this attention to order is part of a larger theme. If the palace isn’t perfectly ordered, with everything in its proper place and rank, and morally correct, how can we expect the kingdom to be ordered?’

‘I understand, master,’ I said. ‘And I think it’s wonderful.’ I still do, as a matter of fact.

Learning deportment took much longer. How to walk, how to bow, how to address everybody respectfully. There were so many little mistakes you could make, and even the smallest one could land you in deep trouble.

‘You can be grateful that we’re not as strictly treated as the serving-women,’ my mentor told me.

There were scores of these, from the humblest cleaner who polished the floor on her hands and knees, to the women who tended personally to the empress. These last were usually from high-ranking Manchu families, and it was supposed to be a great honour. ‘I can’t imagine the Manchu ladies waiting on the empress have a bad time,’ I said.

‘Actually, it’s the reverse,’ he said. ‘They have to keep terrible hours. If a member of the imperial family wants one of these women, nobody cares if she’s sleeping after a long day, she has to get up and run at once. The closer you are to the royal family, the greater your danger. They say that one poor girl dropped a piece of burning ash onto the empress’s gown once – by accident, of course – and it caught light. They put it out, but all the same … Bad mistake. What do you think happened to the girl?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Beheaded. Straightaway. So were most of her family, though it was hardly their fault, was it?’

‘And if a eunuch had done it?’

‘Oh, punished, demoted. But not beheaded – unless they thought you’d done it on purpose. They trust us more, you see. We’re just poor boys who owe everything to the court, so we’re not going to do anything against our masters.’

You can be sure I devoted myself to learning everything I could, and my master never even had to strike me once, though I often heard the other recruits catching it. In fact, by the time Mr Chen came to see me after ten days, word had already reached him that I was the best pupil they’d had for over a year, and that I was a paragon of virtue.

I’d just had my first pay packet, but when I offered to make a payment towards what I owed him, he wouldn’t hear of it.

‘Don’t even think of it yet,’ he told me, ‘your family needs the money.’ He smiled. ‘You’ve done me far more good already, by impressing everybody. I’ve been busy reminding them that it’s all thanks to me you came here.’ He made me tell him everything I’d been doing, and nodded approvingly. ‘Later on,’ he told me, ‘after you’ve completed your training and got a position, there’s a nice little job we’ll try to get you for extra money.’

‘What’s that?’ I asked.

‘Carrying a sedan chair for members of the royal family,’ he told me. ‘You’re one of a team and you aren’t often needed, but it would give you a second salary.’ He laughed. ‘It was an honour reserved for elderly eunuchs of long service, but after they’d nearly dropped one of the princes a few times, it was given to younger fellows like you.’

When I got home and gave my family my pay and told them all the good news, they were very happy to see me. I played with my little children, and that night I lay with my wife and made her quite happy, one way and another.

So you can imagine what a good mood I was in when I returned to the palace early in the morning.

My mentor was waiting for me, but instead of going with me into the schoolroom we often used for our lessons, he told me to go in alone and whispered: ‘Mr Liu wants to see you. He’s a head eunuch. Remember to bow low.’

The only person in the room was sitting in a chair. From the peacock on his silk robe I knew at once that this must be one of the few eunuchs in the third grade. The sleeves of his robe had long white extensions that flapped down to his knees – which told me he served the emperor personally. I bowed very low indeed. As I raised myself back to a respectful attention, I saw there were some papers on the small table at his side.

His face was smooth and still as a statue’s. ‘Did you know your papers are not in order?’ he asked me.

‘Your unworthy servant did not, honoured sir,’ I said.

‘I daresay Mr Chen arranged them for you,’ he remarked. I nodded, since this was indeed the case. ‘Mr Chen is an important person,’ he went on. ‘If Mr Chen tells the clerks in my department – for I am in complete charge of all the palace eunuchs, you see – that an applicant’s papers are good enough to be stamped and sealed, they will do as he says. I have the power to countermand him, of course.’

I trembled. He watched me.

‘I shall not countermand his orders, however. You will remain here – for the time being, at least.’ He paused. ‘Why do you suppose I am doing that? Do you think it’s because you are an exemplary student, one who shows outstanding talent for this kind of work?’

‘I hope so, honoured sir,’ I said uncertainly.

‘Well, it’s true that if you were useless, I’d throw you out at once. I might express surprise that Mr Chen introduced such an unworthy person. I might even question his judgement. But of course that’s not the case. Mr Chen has excellent judgement. The reports from your mentor, and others who are watching you – for one is always watched in the palace, you know – are really outstanding. You are considered very promising indeed.’

‘I am grateful, honoured sir, and strive to please,’ I murmured.

‘Yet that is not why I am keeping you.’ He gazed at me. ‘So how can we explain this puzzle?’

‘Your foolish servant cannot say,’ I answered.

‘Normally, after their basic training, we sort the new recruits into two categories. Those who show little talent are sent out to be servants in the houses of nobles and high officials in the city. Those who show promise receive further training and education for all kinds of special tasks – anything from keeping accounts to becoming musicians. They may work in any of several dozen departments. Mr Chen, for instance, has made his career in food procurement. Once allocated, everyone’s performance is reviewed after three years, and again at six years. At the six-year review, a few may be selected to work in the household of a member of the royal family. Most eunuchs remain in quite humble jobs. About one in ten rises to official rank, as Mr Chen has done. Long service and seniority also mean – minus some heinous crime – that the eunuch has a position for life.’ He paused a moment. ‘I assume that you are hoping for both security and promotion to official rank. Is that correct?’

‘If I am found worthy,’ I said softly, and bowed very low.

‘Well, the reason I’m keeping you here is to deny your hopes. You will remain under my eye so I can ensure that you receive no promotion and no rewards of any kind. You’ll be assigned menial tasks, in obscure corners of the Forbidden City – places where you’ll never even catch a glimpse of the emperor’s family. You’ll have to stay here as a drudge as long as you live, and when you die, you’ll be buried in the poor eunuchs’ cemetery. Because you’ll certainly never earn enough to buy your balls back. What do you think of that?’

I stared at him in horror. I couldn’t believe my ears. ‘But why?’ I cried.

‘Can’t you guess?’ He gave me a bland smile. And then I began to understand.

‘Since I have given satisfaction, honoured sir,’ I said slowly, ‘I am wondering if this has something to do with Mr Chen.’

‘You are correct. You have a quick brain.’ He nodded. ‘Were the circumstances otherwise, you might go far. It’s really a pity, but there it is.’

‘Honoured sir,’ I ventured, ‘if you intend to ruin my life, would you graciously tell your servant why he is to be destroyed.’

‘I detest Mr Chen and all persons like him.’

‘Because we were not castrated until after we had families?’

‘Exactly. You think you can have it both ways. The rest of us were denied everything you enjoyed. In compensation, we receive the protection and opportunities of service in this palace. But then interlopers like you and Mr Chen, who’ve paid none of the penalty, come in and steal our rewards for yourselves.’

‘Do most of the palace people feel the same about us?’ I asked.

‘Probably. But what matters is what I feel. Although I outrank Mr Chen, I can’t touch him because he has tenure. But thanks to your presence, I can humiliate him. He brings in a talented protégé. He boasts about him. Excellent. I watch. Then I see to it that you get no favour or promotion of any kind. There will be nothing he can do about it. For he has no say over any department outside his own, you see. You are completely in my power.’

‘And you’re going to sacrifice me.’

‘Yes, I am. By sacrificing you, I show that his scheme to infiltrate more of his own kind into the palace will never work. Everyone will know. I shall make sure they do. Mr Chen is going to lose face. And that will please me. More important still, married men are hardly likely to apply in the future, once they hear what happened to you.’

It made sense. I couldn’t deny it. So everything I had gone through was for nothing. Both I and my family were destroyed. I looked at him with hatred. I couldn’t help it.

‘Don’t look at me like that,’ he said sharply.

‘Why not?’ I said. ‘You’re going to destroy me anyway.’ I had nothing to lose. ‘Do you know why I came here?’ I said. ‘My little boy was sick. We thought he was going to die. We saved him, but the medicine cost us everything we had. So I said to myself, what if he gets sick again? And then I met Mr Chen. What would you have done in my place?’

‘This isn’t going to do you any good, you know,’ he replied. I noticed he was watching me, but I couldn’t make out what he was thinking. Was there just a hint of sympathy in his eyes when I told him about my son? Did he respect me for standing up for myself? Or was he just waiting, like a cat playing with a mouse? I couldn’t guess which. Looking back on it, I daresay it could have been all three things at the same time.

‘You’re going to have a very unhappy life,’ he said. ‘Now get out.’

And I thought to myself: now what am I going to do?
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1858

In the spring of 1858, Cecil Whiteparish had taken a chance. Of course he couldn’t be certain. It was a shot in the dark.

‘It’s never worked before,’ he said to Minnie, ‘but it just might, this time.’

Since the expedition with Read, Cecil’s life in Hong Kong had been pretty good. His marriage to Minnie was happy. He had three children now.

The Hong Kong missions were all thriving. As well as tracts and Bibles, their printing presses were turning out all kinds of lively Christian works. The Pilgrim’s Progress was a particular favourite. And missionary scholars were translating Chinese classics into English. ‘We must help our people understand this country better,’ Cecil liked to say. ‘That’s part of our task, too.’

Mr Legge, the Scots Congregationalist minister, had started a seminary where Chinese converts were training to become missionaries themselves. And some of these converts were showing great promise.

Perhaps the best of them was Hong. Hong was a Hakka. As a young village schoolmaster, he’d been attracted to the Taiping, then given that up and worked for several missions before finding Legge. ‘I’ve taught him well,’ the Scotsman observed. ‘Doctrinally, he’s sound. A few more years, and he’ll make converts of his own.’

When Hong attended the Bible classes that Cecil gave at his house, the Whiteparish family soon adopted him. In his mid-thirties, strongly built, friendly, always glad to play with the children, he became like their favourite uncle. The family even gave him a private nickname – Daniel – after the Old Testament hero. Everyone was delighted when he married one of the Chinese converts, a lovely young woman, and they had a baby son.

‘I believe our Daniel has got everything a man could want,’ Cecil remarked to Minnie at the time. But Minnie was not so sure.

‘I have a feeling,’ she replied, ‘that there’s something we don’t know about him. Something in his past.’

‘I’m sure it’s nothing bad,’ said Cecil.

Another pleasure in Cecil’s life had been the development of a new relationship with his cousin Trader. Naturally, this had all been done by letter. And so interesting did the two men find each other’s letters that as time went on, the social differences that had divided them in the past were practically forgotten. More than once Cecil had remarked to Minnie: ‘We haven’t seen John since he came to our wedding. I’d be so glad if he came to see us here again.’

Most surprising to John Trader had been how well informed his missionary cousin had become about all matters relating to trade. Yet it wasn’t really so surprising. For as the Hong Kong colony grew and living conditions got better, not only Western merchants gathered there, but the big Chinese operators of Canton had been coming to the island to live beside them. Missionaries, merchants and professional men from many nations were living side by side, and an intelligent fellow like Whiteparish could not fail to be well informed about most of the things that were passing in that world.

Cecil had been especially flattered to receive a letter from John asking for his opinion: ‘My two partners are suggesting,’ he wrote, ‘that we should take on a fourth, a junior partner who might in due course be based in the port of Shanghai. What do you think?’

He’d replied at once:


As it happens, I visited Shanghai recently. At the time of the Opium War, it was only a walled fishing village, near the mouth of the Yangtze River, with a little fort to protect it from pirates. But now it’s growing fast. Some Triad gangs got control of the place for a while, but they’ve been kicked out. The local Chinese mandarins and the British get along rather well – we help the Chinese keep order and collect the taxes. Outside the old walled town, new French and British quarters are building fast. Quite handsome.

The Taiping have devastated the Yangtze valley. Since their advance on Peking failed, however, they’ve been contained by the emperor’s army in the Nanjing area. But they still disrupt the river trade. They’d like to break out of Nanjing; and the emperor’s men would like to break in. But this stalemate can’t last forever. And once China is at peace and open for trade, I predict the huge wealth of the Yangtze will flow through Shanghai.

So the South China trade will be conducted in Hong Kong, the Yangtze trade in Shanghai. You’ll need a man in each.



With so much progress already evident in Hong Kong, and more to be hoped for, at least in China’s future, why should Whiteparish, a thoughtful missionary, be troubled by a sense of foreboding?

He didn’t like to say it, but the truth was that he had misgivings about his own countrymen and their friends.

For the West was growing impatient with the East. The reports he received from Trader confirmed the fact. The treaties made after the end of the Opium War – not only with Britain but with France and America, too – were not eternal. They came up for renewal during the following decade, and those renewals were now overdue.

‘The politicians say they want free trade and Christianity,’ he remarked to Minnie.

‘By which they mean free trade,’ she replied.

British merchants still believed, correctly or not, that they could sell huge quantities of cotton goods to the vast population of China – which might be four hundred million people, though nobody knew.

But it was the profounder issue that really made the men of the West impatient. It was time China entered the modern world, they insisted. Time to stop treating other countries as ignorant barbarians and servants; time to live in a world of free men and equals. They wanted change, and they wanted it now. History was on their side. The Chinese had had a whole decade to think about it. What was wrong with them?

The new treaties would end all this nonsense. British, French and American representatives were ready. British troops had been earmarked to accompany the diplomats. They might not be used, but they would show that the envoys meant business. The British delegation was led by Lord Elgin, a seasoned diplomat.

Before they could go to Beijing, there were two interruptions. The first came in 1857, the sudden outbreak of violence in India against insensitive British domination, known as the Mutiny, which almost threatened Calcutta itself. The troops due to come to China had to deal with this first.

‘The one salutary result of this bloodletting,’ Cecil wrote to Trader, ‘is that the British Empire has learnt it must seek a better understanding of the customs and religions of the local people. A useful lesson in humility.’

The second had been the local dispute down in Canton over illegal shipping between the British and the cantankerous Chinese governor of Guangzhou, which resulted in the governor being booted out and the British, French and Americans, for the moment at least, running the city themselves. No one showed any humility in this affair. A sense of tension remained.

But after these interruptions the West was ready, the troops were available, and the envoys had been about to sail up the coast from Hong Kong to the mouth of the Peiho River that led up to Beijing.

It was ten days before Lord Elgin was due to leave Hong Kong that Cecil, finding a chance to be alone with the envoy at a dinner, had raised his fears. ‘May I speak frankly to you, Lord Elgin?’

‘You certainly may.’ Middle-aged, balding, his intelligent eyes set wide apart, the noble diplomat was known as a good listener.

‘You have seen how our missions are thriving here on the island, and how we and the Chinese get along. I am hopeful that, with patience, this kind of cooperation could spread throughout the Chinese empire.’

‘The sentiment for patience is lacking in London.’

‘I am aware. But here’s the thing. If we again impose our will by force of arms, then not only do we create enmity, but the only thing the Chinese will see is that our arms are better. They will therefore acquire similar arms, which is surely not our objective.’

‘I’m hoping not to use arms.’ Elgin paused. ‘I may have another card up my sleeve. Tell me your opinion of the Taiping and their so-called Heavenly King. Are they Christians?’

‘They might become Christians in the future; but at present they are a cult, ruled by a man who claims to be the brother of Jesus, but who is certainly moody and possibly mad.’

‘The Chinese, however, may suppose that we and the Taiping worship the same god.’

‘They shouldn’t. But they may.’

‘So if I indicate that we might consider joining forces with the Taiping, it’ll frighten the emperor. Make him more amenable.’

‘You are devious.’

‘That is my job.’

‘Will you demand that our ambassador present his credentials to the emperor without performing the kowtow, face on the ground?’

‘Of course. No kowtow. Not appropriate in the modern age.’

‘I have a suggestion. Let the ambassador meet with a minister or a royal prince. Both men will be the representative of their monarch, but no kowtow would be called for.’

‘Intelligent. But impossible. London won’t hear of it. Question of principle.’

‘Damn the principle.’

‘I didn’t think missionaries talked like that!’ Elgin smiled.

‘This one does.’

Elgin sighed. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said quietly, ‘I can do that.’

It was a week after Lord Elgin and his party had departed, that early one morning, Cecil and Minnie heard someone hammering at the door – and were surprised to find Daniel there, apparently beside himself. ‘You’ve got to help me!’ he cried as soon as they let him in.

‘What’s the matter?’ Minnie asked.

‘I must go to Nanjing. I have to see the Heavenly King.’

‘Nanjing’s surrounded by the emperor’s army,’ Cecil had pointed out. ‘You’ll never reach it. And even if you did, whatever makes you think the Heavenly King will see you?’

Daniel looked at him, a little wildly, then shook his head. ‘You don’t understand, dear friend,’ he said. ‘You see’ – he took a deep breath – ‘the Heavenly King is my cousin.’

It did not take him long to tell his story. He hadn’t seen the Heavenly King for many years, since they had studied the Bible together. But they had been close. Legge knew about this, but thought it best for Hong to keep the matter secret.

And now Daniel had had a dream. A powerful dream, in which he’d been instructed to go to the Heavenly King, correct the errors in his cousin’s understanding and bring the Taiping truly within the Christian fold.

‘It’s my destiny,’ he cried. ‘Suddenly my whole life makes sense.’ He looked at Minnie earnestly. ‘I must do it. I must.’

By noon, Cecil had spoken to Legge, who confirmed the story. But the Scottish minister was dismissive. ‘If the imperial army doesn’t kill him, his own cousin will. The Heavenly King has built his rule on the basis of his own warped ideas of Christianity. D’you think he’s going to like it if his long-lost cousin appears and tells him it’s all wrong? He’ll murder him.’

‘Hong understands that,’ Cecil replied. ‘But he thinks it’s his mission, and he’s prepared to risk his life. What if he were to bring all those people to the true Christian faith? It’s not impossible. Who are we to tell him he’s wrong?’

‘I’ll take no part in this,’ Legge replied. ‘I’d restrain the man by force, if the law allowed.’ He nodded grimly. ‘He’ll be needing money for his journey, which I’ll not give him. Not a penny.’

And so it was that Cecil Whiteparish took his chance. He knew it was a shot in the dark. Of course it might fail. One couldn’t be certain. ‘No one has put the Taiping on the right path before. But as a missionary, I cannot say that such a thing cannot be done. Perhaps Daniel is the one man who could pull it off.’

It took Cecil a week to get the money together. Many of the community supported Legge. Even those who contributed to the fund that Cecil raised – even these friends – mostly asked Cecil not to reveal that they’d contributed.

But what about Daniel’s wife and baby son? He could not possibly take them with him on such a dangerous journey.

‘My wife insists she’ll look after the lass and the bairn,’ Legge announced. ‘But don’t forget, Whiteparish, you’re sending the man to his doom.’

After Daniel set out, months passed. And nobody knew whether he had reached Nanjing, or even if he was alive.

Lord Elgin had done a good job that summer. His gunboats knocked the shore forts guarding the Grand Canal to bits; and after some brutal negotiations, he got everything he wanted.

A British ambassador would meet the emperor without making the kowtow. The opium trade was made legal. There was to be free trade. Christian missionaries could make converts all over China; the emperor would protect them. And the British, French, Americans and other foreigners were not to be called barbarians anymore – at least officially!

Lord Elgin, praised by his countrymen, departed for his home in Scotland.

All that remained was for the treaty to be formally ratified, when ambassadors from Britain, France and America came to the Chinese capital the following summer.

And so it might have come to pass without further ado, had it not been for Lord Elgin’s younger brother, who, arriving as ambassador the following year, came with troops rather than tact, got embroiled in a dispute down at the forts, decided to barge through like the bully he was, and this time found that the Chinese had repaired the forts and learned to defend them better, and they gave him the drubbing he deserved and sent him packing. So all Lord Elgin’s work was brought to naught.


Can you believe it, my dear cousin? Poor Elgin was staying with the royal family at Balmoral when news of the catastrophe arrived. He’s mortified. What words he will say to his younger brother when they next meet doesn’t bear thinking about. He’s being asked to go back and sort out the mess. You may be sure he has no wish to go, but feels duty bound. I imagine he’ll set out in the new year. It’s possible that I may encounter him before he departs. If so, I’ll write you word of our meeting.

Yr affectionate cousin,

John Trader.



[image: Image]

On a February morning, in the year of our Lord 1860, a single slim middle-aged Chinese man in a long robe might have been observed making his way swiftly up the lane from the waterfront towards the house of Cecil Whiteparish. There was nothing about him to attract attention. Nobody would have suspected that the plaited queue that hung from his hat down the centre of his back was false, and that a few months ago the hair on his head, though grey, had been thick and free. In short, no one would have taken him for a Taiping warrior.

Nio hurried up the lane. Hong Kong was bigger than he’d expected, with building sites everywhere. Down at the dock, they’d given him directions to the missionary’s house, but twice he’d had to pause to ask the way.

He could hardly believe that he’d made it to the British island alive. Getting past the Manchu camps and patrols between Nanjing and the coast had been the hardest. He might have been killed or captured a dozen times. But it seemed the Heavenly King had been right when he’d assured him, ‘My Elder Brother, Jesus, has promised me: you are under divine protection.’ And therefore the Heavenly King might also have been right when he ordered: ‘First, you must get the support of Cecil Whiteparish. He is the key to everything. He may be the man upon whom our entire future depends.’

Sometimes it had seemed to Nio that the Heavenly King, with his strange moods, when he’d hardly speak for days, and his religious visions, might be going a little mad. But there was nothing mad about the plan. The plan could work.

Nio had seen many things. Things that haunted him, things he’d like to forget. But if the plan worked, they might have been worthwhile.

Just before Cecil Whiteparish left his house, he kissed his wife. Minnie was pregnant again, with only two months to go before the baby was due. This would be their fourth.

He went to the door and opened it. A bright morning. Small white clouds scudded busily across a pale blue sky. He closed the door and was about to step into the lane when he saw the lone figure coming towards him. ‘Good Heavens,’ said Cecil. There was no mistaking Nio. He hardly needed to notice the scar on his cheek.

The two men had been closeted together in the dining room for half an hour before Minnie Whiteparish made her appearance.

‘Sit down, my dear,’ said Cecil, ‘and let me tell you the remarkable news my friend here has brought. You remember how Daniel left last year, hoping to get to Nanjing?’

‘How could I forget?’

‘Well, not only did he reach Nanjing. It seems the only people the Taiping Heavenly King trusts now are his own family; so when his cousin and childhood companion turned up, he was overjoyed. He’s made our friend Hong his closest adviser.’

‘I hope Daniel will be a good influence on him,’ said Minnie calmly.

‘That’s just the point,’ replied Whiteparish. ‘It seems he put his plan into effect with notable success. He sends us assurances that the community at Nanjing is, if not perfect in every particular of doctrine and behaviour, so hugely reformed that we should have no hesitation in pronouncing them Christian.’

‘Does the Heavenly King still believe he is the brother of Christ?’

‘Hong particularly sends me word that the king and the Taiping now believe themselves to be brothers and sisters in Christ, just as all good Christians do.’

‘Let us hope so,’ said his wife.

‘I don’t think we need quibble too much on every point.’

‘Has our visitor been to see Daniel’s poor wife and child? They’ve been waiting up at the mission here for a year without any word from him, not knowing if he is alive or dead.’

‘He is going there directly, as soon as we have finished,’ Cecil answered.

‘I’ll leave you, then, so that you can conclude your business quickly,’ said Minnie, with a nod to Nio as she withdrew.

Once she was gone, the two men resumed their conversation in Cantonese.

‘You said when you arrived that you had come to me for help,’ said Whiteparish. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I have a message for the British government’s highest representative. It is of greatest importance.’

‘I see.’ Whiteparish was thoughtful. ‘There’s no one really senior in Hong Kong at this moment. But someone’s probably on the way.’

‘Whom do you think they will send?’

‘Well’ – Whiteparish hesitated only a moment – ‘the word is that it’s Lord Elgin.’

‘It will be Lord Elgin,’ Nio said with certainty, though how he could know such a thing Cecil had no idea.

‘Then you’d better wait and deliver your message to him.’

But Nio shook his head. ‘It is not I whom the Heavenly King wishes to deliver the message. It is you.’

‘Me?’ Whiteparish stared at him in astonishment.

‘Yes. The Heavenly King cannot come himself. He must remain in Nanjing. Nor can his cousin, whom you call Daniel, be spared. But Daniel has told the Heavenly King that he trusts you entirely. The British respect you. No one would doubt your word. And you know Lord Elgin personally. You are the perfect person to explain to Lord Elgin what we ask and what we offer. The only reason the Heavenly King sent me was because I know you. I am to tell you everything, then leave. All our lives depend on you.’

‘Oh,’ said Cecil.

‘I am to reveal to you the Taiping strategy and battle plan.’

‘Isn’t that supposed to be secret?’

‘We trust you.’

Whiteparish considered. ‘You understand I cannot hide anything from Lord Elgin?’

‘I understand.’

‘You may tell me, then,’ said Whiteparish.

‘The emperor’s forces have almost surrounded Nanjing. They hope to throttle us.’

‘Can they?’

‘Maybe. If they don’t give up. And as long as they keep getting supplied.’

‘Where do the supplies come from?’

‘Through Hangzhou city, from the coast at Zhapu.’

‘Have you forces outside who can relieve you?’

‘No need. We have General Li.’ Nio smiled. ‘The only Taiping leader who wears spectacles. Looks like a schoolmaster. But the men worship him. Very cunning.’

‘What is his plan?’

‘We break out. A few thousand men, very fast. Attack Hangzhou, maybe Zhapu. The emperor’s army will chase us, leaving not so many troops around Nanjing. We double back and the whole Taiping force attacks the emperor’s men left at Nanjing.’

‘Split the enemy and then smash the divided parts. You think it will work?’

‘Yes.’ Nio nodded. ‘General Li is very good at this.’

‘And then?’

‘Another breakout. This one strikes north, up the Grand Canal. But not far. Just enough to protect our flank. Then cut across to the coast at Shanghai. Two days’ march.’

‘You want to take Shanghai?’

‘We want the harbour. The Chinese defences at Shanghai are nothing. Easy to take.’

‘Aren’t you forgetting something? Shanghai’s not an old fort and a fishing village anymore. It’s the one treaty port that’s really open, and it’s grown. There are foreign concessions outside the fort now, not just merchant factories, but whole communities – British, French, American. What are you going to do about them?’

‘We only want the fort. Not the concessions. This is the message for Lord Elgin: tell the Western communities to fly a yellow flag over every building – house, church, store. Our troops will know: touch any foreigner under a yellow flag and you’ll be executed. Tell your people: just stay indoors until the fighting’s over. It won’t take long.’

‘And then?’

‘Business as usual.’

Whiteparish wondered: was this the whole story?

‘What else do the Taiping want from us?’ he asked.

‘Only what I’ve said.’

‘You mean, don’t interfere between the Taiping and the emperor. Remain neutral, as we call it.’

‘Of course.’

On the face of it, the message made sense. When Lord Elgin came, it would be to settle the relationship with the emperor of China and open up trade. Cecil didn’t imagine Elgin would wish to involve his troops in a sideshow battle between the emperor and the Taiping.

‘What about arms?’ Once or twice he’d heard rumours of British merchants discreetly running arms up to Nanjing for the Taiping.

‘You can always buy arms,’ Nio answered. He smiled. ‘When it comes to selling arms, there are no nations on the high seas.’

‘So that’s everything?’

‘No. Did you notice, when you spoke of Lord Elgin, that I already knew it was he who would come?’

‘Yes. But it made no sense.’

‘I will tell you why. Some time ago, the Heavenly King had a vision, in which he was told that God was sending a great man to help him. After praying further, the Heavenly King was certain that this great man is Lord Elgin.’

‘I see. How curious.’ Cecil frowned. ‘We’ll have to see, won’t we?’

‘So this is the further message from the Heavenly King to Lord Elgin. The Taiping are friends of the British. We share the same religion. The old Manchu dynasty is corrupt and crumbling. It is God’s will that we should replace it with a Christian kingdom, where the British and other Christian people will be welcome to send missionaries – for we know what good people you are – and also to trade freely. We shall open the doors of the new kingdom to you.’

‘It is a powerful message.’

‘Daniel told me to say to you that you may trust this message.’

‘We can have consuls in the ports? An ambassador in Beijing?’

‘Why not?’

‘And the trade will be free? Our merchants can go up the Yangtze River and sell cotton?’

‘Of course. The only items the Heavenly King cannot approve are alcohol and tobacco. He believes they are bad.’

‘I don’t think that would be a problem.’

‘And opium, of course. But all the Christian missionaries are against the wicked opium trade. Daniel was able to assure the Heavenly King about that.’

‘Ah,’ said Whiteparish, and fell silent. ‘We must go step by step,’ he said at last.

‘That is all my message,’ said Nio. ‘Will you deliver it?’

‘I promise,’ said Cecil. ‘How long will you stay?’

‘One day at the mission with Daniel’s family. Then I have another duty to perform.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I am going to see my Big Sister.’

It was not until his children were tucked up in bed that night, and he and Minnie were dining quietly together, that Cecil was able to share his thoughts.

‘You know, my dear,’ he said after telling her everything that Nio had proposed, ‘Nio may be deluding himself. The Taiping king may be using him cynically. But if the message is genuine, the implications of all this could be very great. The prospect of our missions having free access to the whole of China … it’s what we’ve always dreamed of.’

Minnie was a little tired. Her back was hurting. ‘If it’s God’s will,’ she said quietly.

‘There are some,’ he mused, ‘who believe that a Christian China is prophesied in the Book of Isaiah. The prophet speaks of a great gathering of those who believe in the Lord God, from the north and the west and from the “land of Sinim”. It could be that Sinim is China. I heard an excellent sermon on that very subject a year ago.’ He paused. ‘I must confess, the responsibility of conveying the message to Lord Elgin – assuming it’s he who will come – weighs heavily upon me.’

‘If you think you may forget something, dear, you should write it down while it’s fresh in your mind.’

‘I don’t mean that. It’s the import of the message that is so grave.’

She smiled gently. ‘Fortunately, that will be for Lord Elgin to worry about, Cecil, and not you.’

‘He may ask for my assessment of the message, what it means. He may ask for my advice.’

‘He may not.’

‘And then what should I say? That is what troubles me.’

‘God will tell you what to say,’ she replied, hoping he was done.
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There was nothing special about the day. As she often did in the early afternoon, Mei-Ling had crossed the little bridge and was walking along the path that led through the trees by the edge of the pond when she thought she heard a faint rustle to her left. She stopped, and so did the sound – a small animal among the leaves, no doubt. But she’d gone only a few more steps when she heard the snap of a breaking twig upon the track behind her and turned.

‘Little Brother,’ she cried. And seeing him glance down the path quickly: ‘There’s no one about. How did you get here?’

‘My horse has been tethered in the woods since early morning. I watched the village wake up, saw your husband leave the house. He must have returned from America.’

‘You’re being careful.’

‘I wasn’t careful enough last time. Remember?’

She gazed at him. Her Little Brother was looking older, greyer, she thought. ‘My husband never went to America. He came back.’

They found a log to sit on, hidden from the path.

‘What are you doing here?’ she asked. ‘I have thought about you so often, wondering what had become of you. I want to know everything.’

‘I will tell you. But first you must tell me: how is your family? Are things any better?’

‘The same, I suppose.’ She smiled sadly. ‘My husband is well, but his brother is useless. Even with our sons, who are good workers, there’s only so much we can do. My husband’s brother has sold most of the land. The house is falling apart. They say the Americans are looking for workers again, and the pay is good. Maybe my husband and one of the boys will go. Maybe not. But we survive, Little Brother. We are not starving.’

‘I brought you money.’

‘There is no need, Little Brother. I still have some of what you gave me before. Keep it for yourself.’

‘I brought it for you. I have money for myself. We’ll hide it before I go.’

She sighed. She supposed he could afford it.

He told her about his mission, just as he had told Whiteparish. ‘But there was one thing I did not tell the British,’ he added.

‘What’s that?’

‘We still have a lot of silver from the towns we captured. I mean, a lot. And there’s more stored in the fort at Shanghai.’

‘What will you do with it?’ She smiled. ‘Retire rich?’

‘No. Once we have Shanghai harbour, we’re going to buy iron warships, steamships, like the British have. Maybe a dozen, maybe more. Then we’ll take them upriver to Nanjing, blast the emperor’s camps outside the city and completely cut off their supplies. The whole Yangtze River will be ours.’

‘You really think you will overcome the emperor?’

‘And drive the Manchu out? Yes. Especially if the British cooperate. It’s in their interest to do so.’

Mei-Ling thought for a moment. ‘I know it’s what you’ve always wanted,’ she said softly. She paused. ‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Of course.’

‘Is the Heavenly King insane?’

She noticed that Nio hesitated. ‘I don’t know,’ he replied slowly. ‘I think maybe great men often seem a little mad. They see things we don’t. You have to look at what he’s achieved. He has a kingdom. He may yet take the whole empire. It’s ready to fall.’

‘You say that because you want it to be true.’

‘I know.’

‘He could win and still be crazy.’

Nio was considering this proposition when, glancing across the water, he gave a small start and pointed. ‘Who’s the child?’

Across the pond, Mei-Ling’s mother-in-law could be seen emerging from the gate of the house, leading a small girl by the hand.

‘That’s our daughter,’ she said. ‘She came less than a year after your last visit.’ She smiled. ‘I’d always wanted a girl.’

‘You must be happy.’

‘Yes.’

‘Your husband doesn’t mind having a girl?’

‘He dotes on her.’

The old woman and the little girl had stepped onto the bridge.

‘She looks just like you!’ Nio exclaimed.

‘So people say,’ Mei-Ling answered. ‘Mother says that when she’s a little older, we should have her feet bound. She could make a fine marriage.’

‘Hakka women don’t bind their feet,’ said Nio with a frown.

‘Nor do the Manchu women. But it’s the only way she can have a better life than ours.’

The answer didn’t seem to satisfy Nio. ‘When we take over, things will be different,’ he said.

But even while her eyes rested on her daughter, Mei-Ling’s mind had moved elsewhere. ‘Are you going to marry, Little Brother?’ she suddenly asked.

‘Some time ago, I did take a wife. The Heavenly King gave her to me.’

‘That is good. Have you children?’

‘There was a child, but it died at birth. My wife died, too.’

‘I am sorry. Did you love her?’

‘We weren’t together long.’ He gave her a sad smile. ‘Not like I love you, Big Sister.’

‘That’s different.’ She shook her head. Her Little Brother was a middle-aged man, yet just for a moment he had sounded almost like a child.

‘When this is over,’ he said, ‘I shall retire and settle down. Take a wife. Have a family. The Heavenly King has promised me.’

‘Good. I hope it is soon.’ She was still staring across the water, but now she turned to him. ‘Does it haunt you? All that you’ve seen. The men you have killed.’

‘I am a soldier.’

She nodded slowly. He could not speak of it. She understood.

They buried the silver he had brought. Then they went to where his horse was tethered, and he said goodbye and rode away through the trees. And Mei-Ling gazed after him, feeling as helpless as a mother parted from her child.
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By the time this reaches you, Cousin Cecil, Lord Elgin will already be close. I had the opportunity to converse with him for some time just hours ago, and hasten to share what I learned while it is still fresh in my mind.

He’s doing his duty by going back, but hopes he won’t be in China long. His object, he confirmed to me, is quite simply to ratify the treaty he already made, by whatever means are necessary. Whether that proves easy or difficult remains to be seen. He will be accompanied by the French envoy, Baron Gros. The two will support each other.

But it was when we touched upon the larger issues that I found him most interesting. Would we be content, I asked him, to let the crumbling old Manchu dynasty collapse? What about the Taiping, nominally Christian as they may be? Would he want the foreign powers to take over, as we recently did in Canton? He was careful not to be specific, but he did make a general point, which I share with you.

We need a Chinese government, he said, that is strong enough to make treaties and keep order. But no stronger than that. Perhaps a government that can rule only if we help them. That may be ideal. But on no account do we want a China that is powerful enough to inconvenience us. Remember what Napoleon said: China is a sleeping giant. When she awakes, the world will tremble.

I wonder what you think.
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March 1860

Guanji was nearer thirty than twenty, and it was the first time that anyone hadn’t been impressed with him. Unfortunately, the person in question held the key to his future career.

There was no doubt about it: the Mongolian brigade general who had arrived to command the Zhapu garrison didn’t think much of him or his attainments. He told him so.

When he saw Guanji ride his horse, he remarked, ‘A boy of seven from the steppe would outlast you.’ When he saw him shoot his bow and arrow, he merely said, ‘Pretty.’ As for the fact that Guanji had assiduously studied and achieved his juren status in the imperial exams, the Mongolian’s eyes narrowed to a slit, thin as a knife to cut a throat, while from his mouth came a snort of contempt.

‘He’s an oaf, a vulgarian,’ Uncle remarked. ‘You know his nickname, don’t you? Genghis. Because he seems to think he’s Genghis Khan. All the same,’ he cautioned Guanji, ‘he’s your commander, he belongs to the Mongol Plain White Banner, which gives him prestige, and he has influence, so you need a good report from him.’

‘What can I do?’ Guanji had asked.

‘Keep your head down and do your duty. Don’t try to ingratiate yourself. He’ll despise you for it. But be absolutely thorough.’

The Mongolian was thickset and strongly built, with a wide, intelligent face. He always smelled of snuff, which he took from a small cylindrical snuffbox with an ivory spoon. He never wasted words, but his orders were always clear, and for three months Guanji carried them out quickly, efficiently, and to the letter.

At the end of that time, Genghis had rewarded him with one remark. ‘You know the trouble with you? You’ve never been face-to-face with death. To see another man in front of you, looking straight into your eyes, and know that only one of you is going to live. That’s the moment of truth.’

Guanji carried the thought with him and wondered what he could do about it.

He might have grown up as the pet of the old warriors in the garrison and been made to understand that the development of his Manchu identity was his only chance of success in life, but it had been the news that his cousin and big sister Ilha had been killed with all her family at Nanjing, back in 1853, that had finally decided the course of his life.

That had been the shock. That had been the rage. That had been the sense of loss that could not be assuaged. That had been the memory that came to him late in the night, when his shoulders hunched in hatred and he stared ahead into the dark and conjured up dreams of vengeance in time to come.

A grim determination had gathered, set, and hardened within him, like a lodestone. He’d focused himself entirely. Everything he did was in pursuit of twin goals: to reach high office under the Manchu emperor; and to destroy the Taiping rebels.

The intimations that something spiritual might be lacking in his life, which had come to him from time to time during his schooldays, were not entirely snuffed out. In the course of his studies for the imperial exams, aided by his uncle and his scholar friends, he had been able to drink a little at the great fountain of Chinese culture. Indeed, after he took the exams, the examiners told him privately that had he studied for a few more years, he might well have earned this degree that as a Manchu bannerman he was entitled to, and which it was now their pleasure to bestow.

By the time he reached his mid-twenties, therefore, as a rising young Manchu officer in the Bordered Yellow Banner, he was taken very seriously in his native garrison of Zhapu.

‘In a while,’ his uncle said, ‘it may be time to find you a wife. I’d like to see you receive a promotion first, though.’

Guanji agreed. All he needed, he thought, as the emperor’s army slowly tightened its circle around the Taiping’s Heavenly Kingdom, was a chance to join the army outside Nanjing and to distinguish himself. He made applications, but had so far been refused.

‘No job is more important than keeping the supplies coming through Zhapu to Hangzhou,’ he was told. And he knew this was true.

When the terse Mongolian brigade general had arrived to take charge, Guanji had hoped that it might be a prelude to action. He answered directly to Genghis, so the opportunity was excellent, if only he could impress him.

If he could just encounter a moment of truth.

The orders arrived without warning. Guanji was talking to old bannerman friends in the Zhapu garrison one morning when the brigade general suddenly appeared and beckoned him.

‘The Taiping rebels have broken out of Nanjing. They’re headed for Hangzhou. Seven thousand men under General Li. We’re to reinforce the garrison defending the place. I want four hundred riflemen, fully equipped, ready to march in two hours.’

‘At once, sir.’ Guanji hesitated, just a moment. Did he dare ask?

‘You’re coming, too.’

They followed the line of the canal leading from Zhapu to the northern edge of Hangzhou. The men with their smart uniforms and pigtails looked sharp and eager. They were well drilled.

Guanji rode beside the Mongolian. ‘I’d have thought,’ he ventured, ‘that the Taiping might come in larger numbers.’

‘Seven thousand good troops could take Hangzhou,’ Genghis grunted.

‘They say that their General Li wears spectacles.’

‘Don’t underestimate Li. He knows his business.’

Guanji didn’t interrupt the brigade general’s thoughts after that, until they made their bivouac for the first night of the eighty-mile march.

It was on the fourth evening that they came to the great city of Hangzhou. An officer with half a dozen mounted men met them upon the road and led them to the first of the two gates in the northern wall of the city, which opened to receive them and immediately closed again once they were in. To their right they saw the inside wall of the garrison quarter. Guanji smiled.

Genghis noticed. ‘Why smile?’

‘My old school, sir.’

The Mongolian said nothing.

Inside the garrison, to Guanji’s pleasure, they were allocated quarters in the school hall. The men were fed and soon asleep. Guanji also was ready to turn in. But Genghis was not. ‘Take me up on the city wall,’ he demanded.

While the garrison enclave was separated from the rest of the city on its northern, southern and eastern sides by a strong, high curtain wall, with small gates giving access to the city streets, its western border was the city wall itself. And this section of wall contained a single stout gateway that gave onto a broad stretch of open ground, dotted with trees, beyond which lay the placid waters of the great West Lake. The gateway contained a staircase up onto the ramparts.

They mounted together in the darkness and looked over the battlements.

The entire space from the gate to the lakeshore had been occupied. A hundred campfires were burning there. One could even see shadowy figures by the glow of the fires.

‘Taiping,’ said the Mongolian. ‘A detachment of ’em, anyway.’

‘It looks as if they mean to assault this gate and take the garrison.’

‘They may try,’ agreed Genghis. ‘They’ll have to kill you and me first,’ he added.

Guanji awoke at dawn to the sound of gunfire. A lot of guns – though it seemed to be coming from down at the southern end of the city. He’d hardly leaped up before the brigade general appeared.

‘It’s begun. There’s a council of war. Assemble the men and wait till I return.’

An hour passed. When the brigade general finally got back, he was looking grim. He told Guanji to stand his men down and then to follow him. A few minutes later they were back on the wall where they’d been the night before.

The Taiping, whose fires they had seen in the darkness, were drawn up in formation two hundred yards away. There were about a thousand of them. With their long hair down to their shoulders, swords and guns at the ready, they looked fearsome. Their red-bordered yellow war banners were streaming in the wind.

Genghis looked at them impassively. He put a little snuff on the back of his hand and sniffed. ‘The commanders here are fools,’ he remarked. He didn’t say why. Then he turned to study the view to his left.

Below the garrison quarter there was a broad thoroughfare leading to the next western gate. On the other side of the thoroughfare was the big yamen of the city prefect, a collection of buildings and courts surrounded by a brick-and-plaster barrier, built for privacy rather than defence and with a parade ground in front of it. Immediately after the prefect’s yamen lay a maze of streets, where merchants’ mansions, craftsmen’s workshops, temple precincts and great labyrinths of poor folks’ hovels clustered and bustled and crumbled all together in the typical tightly pressed chaos of an ancient Chinese city. This continued about a mile until the southern rampart.

‘The Taiping have breached the wall in the southwest corner.’ He pointed. Guanji could see troops and Taiping banners on the West Lake shoreline at the end of the city wall. ‘They’ve been pouring in. Of course, the local militia was there to oppose them. What do you suppose happened?’

‘Hard fighting I should think, sir.’

‘Most of the militiamen started running away.’ The brigade general nodded thoughtfully. ‘Maybe they panicked. Maybe the Taiping had already infiltrated them. Probably both. Care to guess the next move?’

‘I suppose the Taiping are working their way towards us.’

‘The townspeople are furious. They’ve filled the streets. Told the militia if they don’t fight, they’ll string ’em up. And they’ve started attacking the Taiping themselves, with their bare hands if necessary. Quite a lot of Manchu in this city.’

‘The Manchu will fight,’ said Guanji proudly.

‘Hmm. Seems the women are fiercest. They’ve already hanged a dozen militiamen, and they’re hacking at the Taiping with chopping knives.’ He nodded with amused satisfaction, then turned to Guanji. ‘Why are Manchu women better street fighters than Han Chinese women?’

‘It’s the warrior spirit in our blood,’ said Guanji proudly.

‘You’ve had too much education. Rots the brain. Keep it simple.’

‘I’m not sure, sir.’

‘Feet! In any city, more than half the Han women have got bound feet. They can only hobble about. Manchu women don’t bind their feet. So they move ten times as fast.’

‘You’re right, sir,’ Guanji acknowledged. ‘I’m a fool.’

‘They won’t be able to stop them, you know. It’ll be a bloody business down there. First thing they’ll do is kill every civilian they find – men, women and children. Spreads terror. Then they’ll tell the rest: “Join us or be massacred.” Ever seen anything like that?’

‘Once, at Zhapu, when I was a little boy. I’m afraid thousands of people are going to die.’

‘Not thousands. Tens of thousands. Think about it. There must be well over half a million people crowded into this city. Say they kill only one in ten. That’s fifty thousand. It’s not the open battles where most of the lives are lost. It’s in the cities.’

‘Are we going to help them?’

‘The fools at the council wanted me to. I managed to hold ’em off.’

‘You don’t think we should, sir?’

‘I’ve got four hundred riflemen. What’s their best terrain?’

‘Open field of fire, sir. From behind cover, if possible.’

‘And what do you see down there? An anthill. House-to-house fighting. The worst kind of battle there is. I could lose half my men in a morning. The local people will do better sneaking up on them, because they know every nook and cranny of the place.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Let the Manchu women slit the Taiping throats at night.’

Guanji pondered. ‘If we made a sudden sally out of the garrison gate, we could hit those Taiping in front of us, on the open ground, and then retreat inside the garrison.’

‘We could. There may not be much point.’

‘You don’t think they mean to attack the garrison, sir?’

‘When General Li shows you his men, it’s for a reason. You have to ask, why does he do it? What does he want me to think? What does he want me to do? Yesterday he showed us his men threatening the garrison. Then he attacked the other end of the town. His men are still outside the garrison. All that tells you is that he wants us to think they’ll attack it.’

‘Do you have an idea what his game really is, sir?’

The Mongolian grunted, took some more snuff, and didn’t reply.

But even Genghis couldn’t keep his men out of a street fight that day. At noon, he was overruled. By that time the southern part of Hangzhou was under Taiping control, and the rebels were feeling their way northwards. ‘What would the emperor say if we do nothing?’ the gathered commanders asked themselves. A show of force was called for. At the very least, the rebels must be stopped before they reached the prefect’s yamen and the Manchu garrison.

About a thousand men, Manchu bannermen of the Hangzhou garrison and the four hundred rifles from Zhapu, were ordered forward. The Mongolian drew his men up in a long line on the space in front of the yamen, where he also erected a stout barricade, but he was obliged to sacrifice a company of fifty men to form one of the columns that were to march into the narrow streets of the city to probe and engage the enemy.

‘You command them,’ he ordered Guanji.

‘Yes, sir,’ Guanji replied.

As he led his men southward down the long street, Guanji assumed he was probably going to die. He imagined the Mongolian thought so, too. He felt no resentment. Genghis was doing his job.

And to his own surprise he found that, at this moment, he had only one desire himself. To do the same. His job. As he focused on the present necessity, his childhood dreams of bringing honour to his clan with a great career faded into the background. I should like, he thought, to perform just one professional action before I die. That would be enough. One good performance.

With this in mind, he led his men forward.

There were only a few people in the streets. He questioned them as he passed. Any sign of Taiping? Not yet. Was he going to fight them? he was asked. And when he said yes, he was met with smiles and encouragement.

After a quarter of a mile, the street veered left in front of a little temple, then resumed its path southward again. There were fewer people now. Then the street reached a small open square into which three other streets, all from the south, debouched. Guanji raised his hand for his troops to stop.

The square was silent, empty. Except for one figure. On the opposite side, a rope was hanging from the wooden balcony of one of the houses. At the end of the rope was a dead militiaman. His body was slowly swaying in the wind. Were his executioners concealed in the houses in the square? Impossible to tell.

He listened attentively. From a street at the far corner of the square he could hear sounds of shouting, then the beat of a drum, distant, but slowly getting closer. He turned to the sergeant.

‘Take a dozen men, break into the houses and grab anything you can to make a barricade. And send a scout across the square to see who’s coming.’

The position was excellent. If he placed his barricade across the end of the street here, his men would have a clear view of the whole square. He could also retreat up the street the way he came.

The barricade was soon built. Tables, chairs, benches, chests, wooden screens – good cover for his men, tough for any assailant to climb over.

‘I found one old woman, sir,’ the sergeant reported. ‘The Taiping were here. Killed a few people before they moved on. But they said they’d be occupying the place and told all the people to get out in the meantime. The old woman says she isn’t moving. And something else.’

‘What’s that?’

‘She wants her furniture back.’

Moments later, their scout came running across the square. ‘Taiping. At least a hundred, maybe more. They’ll reach the square in a few minutes.’

Guanji thought fast. ‘Divide the men, Sergeant. They must all be primed and ready to fire. Send ten back up the street behind us, a hundred paces. Form a line across the street. If we have to retreat, they’ll cover us and pick the enemy off as they climb the barricade. The other forty in four lines of ten across. The first line at the barricade. Three more lines to replace them. As soon as we’ve fired the first volley, the front line goes to the back and reloads. And so in turn, until I order the retreat.’

The men were well drilled, and in moments all was ready. Guanji stationed himself at one end of the barricade where he had a good view of the street at the far corner of the square. He told the men to keep their heads down so they’d be invisible to the enemy until he gave the order.

A minute passed. Another. Then he saw three men enter the square. Tough-looking fellows with ragged hair halfway down their backs. Taiping, certainly. They glanced around. One of them caught sight of the barricade, stared, and pointed it out to his fellows. Guanji kept very still. They had not seen him. With luck they’d think it was abandoned. They started forward, clearly intending to inspect it. Guanji silently cursed. He wanted more than three men to shoot. But they’d only gone a few paces when a crowd of Taiping issued from the street behind them. One carried a yellow Taiping banner. Then more, including two drummers, who obligingly made a rat-a-tat. The whole column was piling in behind them now. There must be fifty men, densely crowded, in the line of fire. A perfect target.

‘Now,’ he told his men. ‘Fire!’

There was a roar. The first three Taiping all went down. Another half dozen went down behind them. An easy target, but good shooting. He heard the sergeant behind him call out: ‘Back. Reload. Next line forward.’

The Taiping, taken completely by surprise, had stopped in their tracks. Those who hadn’t seen the barricade would see the smoke, but could have no idea what size of force they were up against.

‘See the target?’ he called out, and received several nods. ‘Fire!’

Again, the volley did its work. There were screams of agony coming from across the square now. Thanks to the smoke, he could only see imperfectly. It looked as if, under such rapid and withering fire, the Taiping were trying to retreat from the square. But they couldn’t, because of the column of men still pushing forward from the street behind them.

The third line of his riflemen were in place. He indicated where they should aim through the smoke. ‘Fire!’

More screams. How many had they brought down so far? Twenty? Maybe more? He had two lines of riflemen left. The line covering them up the street at the rear, and the ten men taking their position at the barricade. He glanced back to see whether the first group had reloaded yet. Almost. ‘Hold your fire,’ he ordered the men at the barricade. Let the smoke clear.

But before he had a clear view across the square again, a group of a dozen Taiping came charging through the smoke towards the barricade. Whatever else they might be, these Taiping warriors were no cowards. They carried guns and long knives. With their hair streaming out, they looked like demons.

‘Mark your man and fire at will,’ he cried as he drew his sword.

A series of bangs. He saw five, six of the Taiping go down. The rest had reached the barricade. One was scrambling over right in front of him. He thrust, hard, caught the fellow in the neck, saw him fall back, his hand still gripped around the leg of a wooden chair. Two more were almost over, and he could see more figures running across the square.

‘Fall back!’ he called to his men.

But it was too late for one of them. A couple of Taiping were almost upon him. Guanji threw himself at them. He caught the first with a sword thrust from behind, into the kidney. As he did so, the second swung at him. He felt something in his left arm, nothing much. He slashed and saw a red line open into a gash on the fellow’s neck. The man staggered. Guanji didn’t wait, but grabbed his rifleman by the belt and jerked him up. ‘Come!’ he cried as together they ran unevenly back up the street.

He looked back. Any other men down? It didn’t look like it. But Taiping warriors were scrambling over the barrier. He heard his sergeant shout, ‘Go to the side,’ and understood. Of course. His fifth line of men, ready to fire. He dragged the rifleman with him against the wall of a house. There was a crash as the fusillade was delivered. Screams came from the barricade. He didn’t even look back, but plunged forward. Moments later he passed the line of riflemen. ‘Go on, sir,’ the sergeant cried. ‘Keep going.’

Fifty yards ahead, the sergeant already had another line of men, ready to fire. Good work, he thought. He’d recommend the sergeant for that.

By the time they all assembled behind the second line, it didn’t seem that the Taiping were going to follow them past the barricade. All the same, better to be safe. ‘Reload,’ he called out. ‘Every man reload.’

As soon as this was done, Guanji had the sergeant tell the men to fall in. ‘Have we lost anyone?’ he asked.

‘Not one, sir.’

‘Anybody wounded?’

‘Only you, sir.’

‘Me?’ He’d forgotten feeling something in his arm.

‘Often happens in the heat of battle, sir. Man gets wounded, doesn’t feel it.’ The sergeant smiled. ‘With permission, sir.’ He drew out one of several lengths of white cotton cloth wrapped around his belt. ‘I always carry a few of these.’ He took hold of Guanji’s arm, from which a quantity of blood was now flowing. ‘I’ll just bind that up,’ he said cheerfully. ‘You’ll be wanting to march the men back, I should think, sir,’ he suggested as soon as he was done.

When they reached the brigade general, Guanji gave his report. Brief but precise, including a commendation of the sergeant for good order and initiative. ‘We inflicted casualties,’ he concluded. ‘I’m pretty confident of twenty. None of us hurt, except for a few bruises and this nick on my arm.’

‘You didn’t hold your position.’

‘No, sir. I had no backup and every reason to believe there were large numbers of Taiping to come. I might have killed another twenty, but then lost all my men.’

‘Good. Correct decision.’ A hint of a smile appeared on the Mongolian’s face. ‘Some of the other parties have taken quite a mauling.’ He turned and called the sergeant over. ‘Twenty enemy casualties?’ he asked.

‘Maybe more, sir. They were very nicely grouped. And we had a good position.’

‘How are the men?’

‘In very good heart, sir. They’ll always trust a good officer.’

‘I’ll see to his wound. Bring me a bucket of water. And a warm knife.’ He turned to Guanji and indicated a crate of ammunition. ‘Sit on that.’

It was several minutes before the sergeant returned. Putting the bucket of water on the ground, he unwrapped the bandage from Guanji’s arm. The Mongolian poured some of the water onto the wound, inspected it carefully, then poured some more.

‘It’s clean,’ he said with a nod, and turned to the sergeant. ‘Knife?’

It was a short dagger. Guanji glanced at it. The blade seemed to be glowing. He felt the sergeant’s arm go around his chest.

‘I’ll just hold you now, sir,’ the sergeant said calmly.

Guanji saw the brigade general dip the dagger into the water. It made a loud hiss. Then Guanji heard the Mongolian’s voice, very soft, just behind his ear.

‘I’m going to cauterise the wound. Grit your teeth, put your tongue on the roof of your mouth, and don’t let your mouth open. If you make any sound at all, I’ll send you back to Zhapu with a bad report.’ Then he laid the dagger on Guanji’s arm.

The pain was unlike anything he’d felt before. A blazing, searing shock that would have thrown his whole body upwards if the sergeant’s arm had not held him in place, like a hoop of iron around his chest. He might have fainted, except that he was too afraid of annoying the Mongolian. And he did make a sound.

It did not come from his mouth. It came from somewhere between his chest and his throat, so suddenly and so violently that there was nothing he could do about it.

There was a silence.

‘Did you hear a sound, sergeant?’ the Mongolian enquired.

‘Came from the town.’

Genghis grunted. ‘That must’ve been it.’

Suddenly Guanji found he was shivering.

‘I’ll give you some water, sir,’ said the sergeant.

The Taiping did not try to attack the Mongolian’s big barricade that afternoon. The prefect’s yamen remained untouched. At dusk, leaving a watch of forty men to guard the barricade, the rest of the Manchu troops went back inside the walls of the garrison. Guanji went with them.

And there he remained. Days passed. The Zhapu riflemen continued to man the barricade, but they were not sent down into the city streets again. Instead, the Hangzhou command adopted a different policy, sending a stream of squads with gunpowder and ammunition to supply the Manchu partisans who were harassing the Taiping troops wherever they could. The Manchu women had shown a talent for making small bombs and delivered them effectively. Every hour, Guanji would hear the rattle of musketry or the sound of an explosion coming from somewhere in the town.

But though they lost dozens of men, the Taiping continued to make progress, advancing several blocks a day, taking their revenge on each troublesome enclave as it came. After three days, they were nearly at the yamen. And by that time, the Hangzhou military council had already sent an urgent plea to the imperial forces besieging Nanjing, begging for reinforcements.

Guanji was optimistic. ‘If they send us enough men,’ he suggested to the Mongolian, ‘General Li could be trapped here. His Taiping troops could be wiped out.’

‘Perhaps,’ Genghis replied.

Meanwhile, a stalemate seemed to prevail.

Each night, Guanji would go up on the wall. It was quiet up there, and he liked to be alone. Despite the campfires of the Taiping, he could see the great West Lake clearly and could make out the gentle curves of the hills around it in the moonlight.

A few days before his sudden departure from Zhapu, his uncle had gone to visit an old friend, a scholar who lived in a house on one of the lakeside hills. Was his uncle there now? he wondered. Was he safe? He thought of his uncle’s printing press in the city and hoped the old man hadn’t gone there. Had the Taiping ransacked the place? There was no way of finding out at the moment. He’d try to go and inspect it himself as soon as this business was over.

It was strange to think of these two worlds side by side – the quiet, poetic world of the scholars and the angry banners of the Taiping – both sharing the lakeside space in the moonlight. But the moon was waning. A few more days, and he wouldn’t be able to see the water at all, unless the stars were very bright.

The Taiping struck suddenly, hours after Guanji had gone down from the wall, on the night of the waning crescent moon. A thousand men, moving silently and carrying knives, raced to the barricade in front of the yamen and overpowered the watch. Forty sleepy Manchu riflemen were slaughtered in the darkness in less than a minute, and their bodies tossed in a heap at the eastern side of the open space, for the garrison to collect if they chose. Then, before the dawn, they dismantled the barricade and re-erected it so that it ran from the yamen across the street to the garrison wall, sealing off the city gate. As though to proclaim their dominance, they ran their Taiping flags and banners up all around the walls of the areas they occupied, including the prefect’s yamen and the adjoining western gate, as if to say: ‘All this is our precinct, our fortress.’ This left only the garrison and the northernmost part of the city in imperial hands.

Their plan of action became clear, even before the dawn. It was signalled by the sound of picks and shovels striking the ground. Guanji and the brigade general looked down from the garrison wall. The rebels had erected a protective roof to cover them while they worked, but there could be no doubt about what they were doing. ‘They’re tunnelling under the garrison wall, sir,’ said Guanji. ‘What’ll they do then?’

‘Fill it with gunpowder and blow it up, most likely. That’ll make a breach they can get through.’

‘What can we do?’

‘Try a countermine. Dig underneath them and collapse the floor of their tunnel. That’s the usual procedure. Of course, they may dig a counter to our countermine, and so on.’ Genghis nodded. ‘Tedious business.’

By the next day, the Taiping were digging four mines, and it was hard to be sure where they were all going. And there was still the big Taiping force outside the garrison’s western gate to consider. Would the Taiping launch two attacks at the same time, one from the south and the other from outside the western gate? Guanji supposed so.

There was talk that day of a big Manchu assault on the yamen, but there were so many well-armed Taiping in there that the Hangzhou command was nervous of losing too many men. ‘Let’s wait for the reinforcements from Nanjing,’ they agreed.

So the Taiping continued their preparations; and the emperor’s men waited for help.

Help came. The day of the new moon. A huge contingent from the emperor’s Southern Grand Battalion had broken off its siege of the Heavenly Kingdom to relieve Hangzhou. Thousands of troops were massed outside the city’s northern gates.

Guanji was expecting them to enter at once, but the brigade general explained, ‘Not enough room in the city at the moment. They’ll camp outside tonight.’ It seemed to make sense. Only later, when they were out of earshot of anyone else, did his commander tell him in a low voice: ‘They may be full of Taiping spies. We want to keep them out there until the moment we fight.’

‘Can I trust anyone, sir?’ Guanji asked sadly.

‘No. Except me. D’you know why?’

‘You’re my commander.’

‘Because I’m Mongolian. We’re the only trustworthy people.’ It seemed to amuse him, because he laughed. ‘Every Mongolian will tell you that.’

Guanji didn’t go up on the wall that night. First thing in the morning, the brigade general went to a war council. Guanji made sure that all the Zhapu riflemen were ready for action and awaited his chief’s return eagerly. But hours passed and there was no sign of him.

It was late morning when the sergeant brought the woman to him. She’d come to a small side gate of the garrison, asking to speak to an officer. One of the sentries knew her as a trustworthy Manchu and had summoned the sergeant.

She was a tough, stout woman, about forty, he guessed. Her story was simple. The rebels had killed her husband a week ago. She hated them. The evening before, a lot of the Taiping in the southern part of the town had started moving towards the garrison. Word was, they were preparing a big assault. They were going to smash their way into the garrison soon. Very soon. So she’d made her way cautiously from the southern part of the town and come to warn them.

It made sense. Seeing the emperor’s reinforcements arrive, the Taiping were clearly going to throw everything they had at the garrison, to take it quickly. Then let the Manchu break in if they could.

Guanji didn’t hesitate. Sending a man to tell the brigade general, he immediately split his riflemen into two parties: a hundred and fifty in formation, to deliver volley after volley at any Taiping force that broke in through the garrison’s west gate; the other two hundred and fifty to be ready to repel whatever attack might come through a breach in the wall from the southern side.

He didn’t have to wait long until Genghis appeared. The Mongolian approved his actions, listened carefully to the Manchu woman, and told Guanji to accompany him up onto the wall.

‘Will this affect the battle plan, sir?’ Guanji asked.

‘There is no battle plan,’ the Mongolian replied drily. ‘The war council still can’t make up their minds.’

They gazed out at the Taiping troops opposite the west gate. The rebels had dug a trench and thrown up a rampart that stretched from the city wall to the lake. If the men of the Southern Grand Battalion came around the city to attack them, they obviously meant to put up a strong defence.

The Mongolian turned to look down the length of the city wall. There seemed to be a Taiping flag flying every few yards. Guanji stared at the prefect’s yamen. The roofs of the buildings and the numerous Taiping banners obstructed much of the view, but it was evident that the rebels were still busily undermining the garrison wall. He could see men adding to the piles of excavated earth.

‘They were mining last night as well,’ Guanji volunteered. ‘I stood at the foot of the wall, and I could hear them digging underground. They were still at it when I turned in – and that was after midnight.’

‘Did you go up on top of the wall?’

‘Not last night, sir. I didn’t think I’d see much, as there was no moon.’

‘No moon.’ The Mongolian nodded thoughtfully. ‘Of course. It’s been waning for days.’ He was silent for a moment. And then suddenly he slapped his thigh. ‘No moon,’ he cried. ‘What a fool I’ve been!’

‘Sir?’

‘That’s what Li’s been up to. The cunning devil.’

‘General Li?’

‘This …’ The Mongolian waved towards the activity in the yamen below. ‘It’s a bluff. He’s not trying to take the garrison at all. He doesn’t want Hangzhou. He’s just been waiting for our relief force to show up. That was his game. Draw troops away from Nanjing, split the Southern Grand Battalion.’

‘And now they’re here, sir, what’ll he do?’

‘Do? He’s already done it. Why would he wait? He’s gone. He must have sneaked his troops out by the western gate last night. Right under our noses, in the dark. Made a night march. They’re on their way back to Nanjing.’

‘Where they’ll fall upon the remaining besiegers.’

‘That’s right.’

‘And the Taiping troops burrowing under the garrison wall, and the Taiping camp outside?’

‘Decoys. Like those flags on the walls. To make us think he’s still there. Every day he can fool us, he puts more distance between himself and any troops we send after him.’

‘What’ll you do, sir?’

‘If I’m right, there’s probably no more than three hundred men in the yamen. We can take care of them and the Taiping camp ourselves, and send the Southern Grand Battalion troops straight back to Nanjing.’ Genghis shook his head. ‘Trouble is, I can’t prove it. The only thing the war council will do is prepare for the possible enemy attack. Strictly defensive. That’s all.’

Guanji considered.

‘If I can get into the yamen, I should be able to see at once. There’s either six thousand men in there, or a few hundred. Would the war council accept a report from me?’

‘They might. How would you get in?’

‘Maybe,’ said Guanji, ‘the Manchu woman could guide me.’

She’d looked at him appraisingly. ‘If you want to get into the yamen, you’ll have to go dressed as a rebel. I have Taiping clothes that would fit you, at my house.’

‘How did you get them?’

‘Killed a Taiping.’

Even getting to her house, they had to be careful. He couldn’t go through the rebel-occupied city dressed as a Manchu officer and risk being arrested by a Taiping patrol. By the time they set out, he’d changed into poor man’s clothes. If anyone asked, he was her brother.

It was mid-afternoon by the time they got to her house, near the southern gate. Time to change again. Two of her children and an old woman he assumed was her mother-in-law watched as he tried on the loose smock with its red Taiping badge and the dead man’s leather belt.

‘Do you want his sword?’ she asked. ‘He had a sword.’

It was a typical Chinese soldier’s sword, straight and pointed, with sharpened sides, about the same length as his own, though not as good. Guanji tried it. ‘I may as well,’ he said. ‘What about my hair?’

‘Turn around.’ She carefully undid his plaited Manchu pigtail, wet his hair and spread it across his shoulders. She tried the dead man’s hat on Guanji’s head. It fitted, near enough.

‘Could I pass for a rebel now?’ he asked with a grin.

‘Not in daylight,’ she said. ‘Better wait for dusk.’

It was nearly two hours before they set off. Even going through the southern part of the city, they had to be careful. For now that he was dressed as a rebel, he had to watch out for the townsfolk. There were still plenty of local people, Han or Manchu, who’d willingly slit the throat of a lone Taiping rebel if they saw one. Hiding his Taiping clothing under an old Chinese coat, and with his hair loosely bound into a temporary pigtail with twine, Guanji shuffled along beside the Manchu woman as they made their way northwards up quiet streets and alleys.

If the streets were strangely deserted, he soon realised that the houses were mostly occupied. Uncertain what was going to happen next, people were staying indoors for safety. When she did meet someone in the street, the Manchu woman would ask them, ‘Where are the Taiping?’ And each time the answer was similar: either that they had left the day before, or that a patrol had been seen an hour or two ago, but not since.

Once they came to a Buddhist temple. The door had been broken in, but someone, out of devotion presumably, had placed a lamp inside and lit a few candles. They paused for a moment to look in. The Taiping had smashed the tables, the statues, everything. As they continued working their way northwards, the situation remained the same: people hiding, Taiping gone.

When they came to the square where he and his riflemen had ambushed the Taiping, however, the woman put her hand on his arm and told him to stop. ‘This is where you must be Taiping,’ she whispered. She took his coat and quickly untied his hair, letting it fall loose to his shoulders. ‘Yesterday, all these houses were full of them.’

He surveyed the square. A wood fire had been lit in the centre. It was still burning with a low flame, but there was no sign of anyone to tend it. A few remains of the barricade he’d thrown up could be seen in one corner of the square. They’d been using it for firewood. The houses stared blankly. He couldn’t see a lamp in any of them, or any indication of human presence. But looking northwards up a street that must lead to the yamen, he could see lights a quarter mile ahead.

‘I’ll go on alone,’ he said quietly. ‘Wait for me.’

She nodded.

He was almost certain already. The Mongolian was right. The Taiping had fooled the defenders of Hangzhou, and they’d gone. But he had to be sure. Totally sure. Otherwise, if the Taiping breached the wall and came rushing into a garrison who believed the threat was over, thousands of his people were going to die. He walked slowly, the Taiping sword hanging from his belt. He was conscious of the beating of his heart.

He’d gone a couple hundred yards when he saw some Taiping at last. A small group, two of them carrying torches, crossed the street ahead of him and disappeared into an alley. Several of them glanced at him, but without interest.

So far, so good. The houses he passed appeared to be empty. He saw no lights within, nor did he hear any voices. Twice he pushed open a street door and stepped into the courtyard of a house. The first was empty. In the second, a single old man, squatting in a corner under a lamp, looked at him sadly, probably wondering if this intruder was going to hurt him. His confidence growing, Guanji walked towards the lights ahead.

Banners. There were red-and-yellow Taiping banners everywhere. That was the first thing he noticed as he came to the yamen quarter’s open spaces. Banners, but not in the hands of Taiping warriors. Some were stuck in the ground; others were tied to posts or fastened to the overhanging roofs of the buildings. A field of banners, rippling in the wind. Campfires and lamps hanging from the buildings completed the effect. Seen from above – from the garrison wall, for instance – anyone would have thought the place was full of troops.

There were some troops: a couple of men by each fire, rows of men sitting or lying on the broad steps in front of the larger buildings. Strangely, when he boldly entered the big prefect’s mansion in the centre of the yamen, he encountered only half a dozen warriors playing checkers in the big hall. They looked up at him idly. He glanced around as if he’d been expecting to find someone there, shook his head and walked out. At the north end of the yamen he saw several big heaps of earth, obviously quarried from the tunnelling under the wall, and realised that these, too, had been carefully sited so as to be visible from the garrison.

So how many men were in the quarter? He estimated he’d seen about a hundred. Double it, and double that again: it still didn’t amount to five hundred. Certainly not five thousand.

Just to be certain, he worked his way back through the streets under the western wall. It was the same story. Almost empty.

He was done. The mission had been easier than expected. With a sense of relief, he made his way back towards the empty square.

It was just as he had left it. The small fire was still glowing in the middle, the houses silent. Where was the Manchu woman? He stepped into the square and started to walk towards the fire so that she’d see him. He looked from side to side. Was she hiding? Had something happened to her? Did she know something he didn’t?

He heard a hiss from somewhere directly on his left, and was just turning to look, when something else caught his eye: torchlight ahead, by the remnants of the barricade in the corner. Two torches, three, four. And before he could take evasive action, a small patrol swung briskly into the square. Four torchbearers and six fully armed Taiping, led by an officer. They came straight towards him.

He froze. No good running. Better bluff it out.

‘You’re going the wrong way,’ the officer called. ‘Fall in behind.’

Obviously the patrol was making a final roundup in the town, to collect all their men. It probably meant they were leaving tonight.

He waited for them to draw level. If he fell into step at the back, he might be able to make a run for it as they left the square. The officer was only ten feet from him.

‘Halt!’ the officer cried. He stared at Guanji.

He looked to be about forty. His hair was grey. His bearing suggested years of authority. He had a scar down one cheek. His eyes were fixed on Guanji’s long hair, so recently released from a pigtail. Seen close up, even by torchlight, it might not look very convincing. ‘I don’t know you,’ he said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Zhang, sir.’ It was the first common name Guanji could think of.

‘What’s my name?’

Guanji saw the trap at once. If this was a senior officer, every Taiping in the city would know his name. But what could he say? He hesitated.

‘You’re a spy,’ said the officer calmly. He drew out a long knife.

Guanji pulled out his sword. A useless gesture, of course. The patrol could easily overpower him. It was just instinctive.

Two of the Taiping soldiers started towards him, but the officer raised his hand and signalled them to stand back. ‘Are you an officer?’ asked the man with the scar on his face.

‘Yes.’

‘Good.’ He nodded. ‘Prepare to die.’ It wasn’t a threat. Just a statement of fact.

Understanding what was required, two of the torchbearers stationed themselves on one side of the space between their officer and Guanji, and two on the other. The little killing ground needed light.

Guanji held his sword firmly. The straight blade glimmered in the torchlight. He felt its weight, made sure that he was well balanced, and kept his eyes on his man. There were two things to watch: the point of your opponent’s weapon and his feet.

The words of the Mongolian suddenly came into his mind: ‘You know the trouble with you? You’ve never been face-to-face with death. To see another man in front of you, looking straight into your eyes, and know that only one of you is going to live. That’s the moment of truth.’

So this was it. The moment of truth.

Guanji did not feel fear, exactly. He was too concentrated on the business in hand. He was not a bad swordsman. He bent his knees a little, testing his balance again. The point of his sword was up, trained upon the throat of his opponent, fixed. His arm might move, but the point of his sword would not.

And then the Taiping officer with the scar began to move, and it was not like the way Guanji moved at all. He seemed to rock from side to side, as though transforming himself into another animal. Maybe a cat? If so, a feral cat. Or something else, still more deadly, a creature that Guanji did not know. A serpent cat, perhaps.

The Taiping was passing his long knife between his hands, from side to side, rhythmically. It was almost hypnotic to watch.

Guanji’s sword was longer that the Taiping’s knife. That should give him the advantage. But as the Taiping moved in a swaying crouch towards him, he knew it did not. This was no ordinary soldier. This was a pirate, a street brigand, who had killed many men.

Then Guanji knew that he was going to die. He kept his sword up, but he took a step back.

Was the Taiping smiling? No, he might have been, but he was not. He knew he was going to kill his man. It would be quick, clean.

Guanji took one more step back. The torchbearers did not move. The Taiping was fully in the torchlight, Guanji almost in shadow. But it made no difference. Guanji saw the Taiping’s feet twitch. He was about to spring. Guanji tensed, gripped his sword.

The woman came from the shadows so suddenly that no one even saw her. She barrelled into the torchbearer nearest the Taiping officer, seizing his torch, which she thrust towards the officer’s face.

But there was no need. The Taiping officer had been distracted. Not for long. Not even for a second. But long enough for Guanji.

Instinctively, he leaped forward and lunged with his sword into the Taiping’s chest. The man’s knees buckled. With all his strength, Guanji ripped the sword down, to open the wound, and out.

He heard the woman cry: ‘Run. This way. Quick!’ He felt her grabbing his arm.

The torchbearers and the half-dozen troops were so surprised they hadn’t even started to move as Guanji and the woman fled into the shadows.

At the edge of the square she pushed him into an alley and commanded again, ‘Run,’ as she flung the torch back at the pursuing soldiers.

He couldn’t see where he was going, but she was right behind him. He stumbled, felt her strong arm under his, and righted himself. There were shouts behind them. They were still being pursued.

‘To the end, turn left, then turn right,’ the woman’s voice said. ‘Keep running. I’ll catch up with you.’

At the end of the alley he made the turn and suddenly realised that she was no longer with him. Ten yards farther, as he turned right, he heard a scream behind him. A woman’s scream. She screamed again. He paused. Should he go back? He had to help her. But he also had to get away. He had to report. By the sound of it, the woman might already be dead. He ran on. He could hear the sound of running steps behind him. It must be one of the Taiping troops. Ahead, he could just see that the alley ended in a dimly lit street. He got to the street. Empty, except for a single lamp hanging from a house. He threw himself to one side and gripped his sword. He’d kill his Taiping pursuer as he came out of the alley.

And was in the act of lunging when he saw that it was the Manchu woman.

‘Come,’ she said, turning up the street. ‘The garrison’s this way.’

‘I thought you were dead,’ he said. ‘I heard you scream twice.’

‘That’s because there were two of them.’ She glanced at him and gave a grim smile. ‘I scream when I kill.’

‘Thank you,’ he said.

The brigade general was pleased with them both, for Guanji told him exactly what happened, including how the woman had saved his life.

The Mongolian gave her a small bag of silver.

‘You don’t have to pay me,’ she said.

‘You have children?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then take the money,’ said the Mongolian.

‘Everything you said was right,’ said Guanji as soon as she was gone. ‘We can take the Taiping camp tonight, and the ones in the yamen, too.’

‘We can, but we can’t,’ the Mongolian answered. ‘I spoke to the army council while you were gone. They won’t risk anything at night. But we can attack in the morning.’

‘The Taiping may have gone by then, sir,’ Guanji protested.

‘Probably.’

‘Then my mission was for nothing.’

‘Don’t say that. You had your moment of truth.’ He smiled. ‘And you may have killed a senior Taiping officer.’

‘Thanks to the woman,’ Guanji reminded him.

‘If you’re going to be a general,’ said Genghis, ‘you’d better learn something. Never miss a chance to claim a victory for yourself. It’s the only thing people want to hear.’

‘I’ll remember that, sir. Though I doubt I’ll ever be a general.’

‘Why not? You’ve proved that you possess the one thing a general needs.’

‘Really, sir? What’s that?’

The Mongolian grinned and put a little snuff on the back of his hand. ‘Luck.’
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It was in August of that year that the bespectacled General Li and his Taiping army finally came to Shanghai. They were confident of success.

During the last six months, all the clever plans of General Li had worked. The feint up to Hangzhou had fooled the emperor’s men entirely. The huge detachment of the Southern Grand Battalion that had gone to relieve Hangzhou had left the remaining army outside Nanjing severely weakened. Slipping back from Hangzhou by night marches, the Taiping had taken the emperor’s men completely by surprise and devastated them.

Even better – and this General Li had not foreseen – the Southern Grand Battalion troops, having discovered their mistake, didn’t race back to Nanjing to see if they could save the situation. When they discovered that even the rear guard of the Taiping had given them the slip in the night, they went into Hangzhou and looted the town. Raped, killed, and pillaged their own side – Han Chinese and Manchu alike. Not a way to make the emperor’s government popular with his people.

Hangzhou had been a success for General Li, no question. Except for one sadness. He’d lost his best commander. Nio.

Well, not quite lost him. Badly wounded, arresting a spy. His men wouldn’t leave him for dead. They’d carried his body back and brought him with them out of the town that night. Then carried him all the way back to Nanjing.

He should have died, with the great wound that he had. But Nio was tough.

And so General Li, his commander, had made it his personal mission to bring Nio back to life.

For many weeks, Nio had lain in the Heavenly Kingdom, being tended by the best physicians the city had. His wound had slowly healed without infection. But he was very weak. He couldn’t walk. He didn’t even seem to want to talk. He just lay on his bed like a pale ghost.

And General Li wasn’t having it. If Nio had lost heart, then he was going to get it back for him. ‘You know,’ he remarked as he sat by Nio’s bed one day, ‘everything’s going our way. Lord Elgin has arrived in Hong Kong. He’ll certainly have got the message you left. And he’s on the way to Beijing with eighteen thousand men. Even if he doesn’t join forces with us yet, he’s going to humiliate the emperor. That’s what we need. Meanwhile, I’m going to strike up to Shanghai. Do exactly what we planned. The garrison’s not large. The barbarians will stand aside. We’ll take the port, buy those iron ships, and this rotting old empire will fall to bits. Would you like to see that?’

He stared through his glasses at Nio’s face and thought he detected a faint smile. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he cried, ‘I’ll bring you with me to Shanghai. You can watch us take the place. That’ll put heart into you. We’ll enter Shanghai together.’

And so it was that, on a sunny August day, Nio was brought on a stretcher, with General Li’s Taiping army, to the walls of Shanghai.

‘Put him in a chair,’ said General Li. ‘Let him watch.’ The day was not too hot. ‘A little sun will do him good.’ He put an orderly in charge of him. ‘Put a hat on him if the sun’s too much.’

‘Yes, sir,’ the orderly said.

General Li had taken every precaution. Though he had no doubt that the message would have been given to the foreign communities months ago, by the British authorities at Hong Kong, he had caused fresh instructions to be printed in both Chinese and English and delivered to the gates of the foreign concessions this very last night. They knew they had only to put yellow flags on their buildings and they would not be harmed. He wasn’t even going to enter the foreign quarters for the time being. Just the old Chinese fort.

And there it was, in plain view. A modest enclosure near the broad water’s edge.

Would the Chinese troops even fight? Not if they had any sense.

So with their red-and-yellow banners streaming, to the sound of gongs and drums, the Taiping troops marched towards the gate of the old Chinese fort. The wall of the British concession lay on one side of them. It was only eight or ten feet high.

The Chinese defenders of the old fort had thrown up an emplacement for cannon in front of their gates. But Chinese gunnery held few fears for the seasoned Taiping troops. They’d probably fire a token volley and give up.

General Li went forward with his men. He glanced back once, towards Nio in his chair. When Nio saw Shanghai as a Taiping port; when he witnessed the foreign merchants living cheerfully under the rule of their Taiping fellow Christians; above all, when those iron ships, which would smash the Manchu forces and bring the emperor down, were moored off the Shanghai waterfront, then Nio would come back into the land of the living.

The thought pleased General Li very much.

It was just at that moment that the firing began. First, a salvo from the cannon by the gates. A deadly salvo of grapeshot that ripped great red gashes in the lines of fluttering yellow flags.

General Li frowned. Those did not sound like Chinese cannon.

A perfectly directed second salvo, canister shot this time, punched through the advancing Taiping column.

Those were British guns and gunners. Li was sure of it. What were they doing there?

Before he could even work it out, all along the British concession wall appeared lines of men armed with modern British rifles pouring a terrible fusillade onto the Taiping flank. Now firing started from the Chinese fortress wall as well. Flintlocks mostly. But when they did hit, they did awful damage.

The Taiping troops were so astonished that they stopped. They’d been given strict instructions to respect the British, who were on their side. Even cunning General Li stopped and stared in horror.

‘Retreat!’ he ordered. They were sitting ducks where they were. Few of the men heard the command. They hesitated. Another volley of canister shot from the cannon battery. The British were pouring their fire from the walls. Shots were coming from the other concessions, too.

The Taiping troops, realising they were in a horrible trap, began to fall back. General Li fell back with them.

But why had the British turned suddenly into enemies? It made no sense. They were making war on the emperor, too. Was there something they still didn’t like about the Taiping version of Christianity? Nothing wrong with it as far as General Li knew. Was this to do with opium? Had they cut a deal with the emperor?

He had no idea. But he must regroup the men and call off the assault. That was the first thing. He must save his men.

For the next half hour he had no time to think of anything else.

Neither the British nor the Chinese came out from behind their walls. That was something. He was able to draw up his men at a safe distance.

But if he did not know how or why, one thing was certain: the game had changed. All his hopes and plans were in ruins. And those of the Heavenly King.

And of Nio, of course.

Nio. Was he still sitting in his chair, out in front of them, now? Had they retreated past him?

They had.

At least none of the British had tried a shot at him from their walls.

But when General Li came to Nio, he saw that his best commander was very far away by now, in another place entirely, leaving, in death, a look of inexpressible sadness on his face.
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You can imagine how I felt. Mr Liu was a head eunuch in charge of the palace household. He had the power. I had none. And he was going to destroy me.

He didn’t waste any time.

The next morning, when I arrived for work at the eunuchs’ quarters and went to my mentor, he told me, ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not your mentor anymore. You’re to report to the laundry next door.’

The laundry was a big rectangular workroom, with vats you could have drowned in. Along one side there were the mangles and the racks where the clothes were hung to dry. Apart from a faint scent of pine resin from the wooden scrubbing boards, the space was pervaded by the acrid smell of lye laundry soap. The eunuch in charge was a tall man who looked as if he’d had the life scrubbed out of him long ago. And I remember looking around and thinking, This is going to be so boring.

But I needn’t have worried about that.

‘The orders have been changed,’ the laundryman said. He pointed to a shrivelled old eunuch in blue cotton overalls – none too clean, I might add – standing by the door. ‘You’re to go with him,’ he told me.

‘You can call me Stinker,’ the old man said. ‘Most people do.’ He looked at me curiously. ‘What was your crime?’

‘Does it matter?’ I asked.

‘No,’ he said. ‘But usually people get sent to work with me for a month, to punish them for something. And I was just told you’ll be working with me for the rest of your life. So I wondered what you could have done.’

‘There’s plenty of time to tell you,’ I said. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Up to the kitchens,’ he answered.

The eunuchs’ quarters were tucked away in the corner of the southern wall, just below the side gate. The kitchens were all the way up in the northwestern corner. So we had to walk the entire length of the Forbidden City to reach them.

Our path took us by long alleyways, past the walls of all kinds of enclosures: the Garden of Benevolent Tranquillity, the Palace of Longevity and Health, the Pavilion of Rain and Flowers.

There were gardens and alleys into which we could look. Once we passed a small, rather dark alley. ‘What’s in there?’ I asked.

‘A ghost,’ Stinker told me. ‘She’s been haunting that alley for three hundred years, and she can be really mean. People avoid it.’

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I won’t go in there, then.’

The kitchens occupied a long range of buildings inside the northern wall. Nearby gateways gave access to the courtyards of the imperial quarters.

‘Welcome to your new home,’ said Stinker.

‘Are we going to cook?’ I asked.

‘No. We are in charge of the waste,’ he replied.

The Forbidden City’s plumbing arrangements were impressive. The drinking water was brought through pipes and channels that went all the way out to the Jade Spring in the Western Hills. It was healthy and sweet to the taste.

The sewage system dated back centuries, to the start of the Ming dynasty, with tunnels deep underground where streams carried the waste away.

So every morning, the junior eunuchs took the chamber pots and emptied them into these deep drains, and that took care of that business.

But the solid waste from the kitchens was another matter. It all had to be carried away by carters, who could come as far as the Forbidden City’s western gate, but not enter. The eunuchs had to bring the kitchen waste to them in handcarts, and this was normally done every other day.

Stinker’s job, therefore, was to collect the scraps, bones, entrails, carcasses, slops, blood, dirt and any other waste from the kitchen workers, put it in barrels, cart the barrels to the gate, and keep the kitchen area clean. Every ten days or so, he also had to clean out the barrels. That, of course, is how he got his name.

The worst thing for me, that first day, was when Stinker told me: ‘As it happens, today’s the day we clean out the barrels. We always strip naked for that,’ he added. I didn’t want to. I was still embarrassed about being a eunuch. Some people imagine being castrated makes you look like a woman, but it really doesn’t. No matter how well the operation’s been done, it’s not a pretty sight.

‘Why?’ I wailed.

‘Because by the time we’re done, if we’re wearing our overalls, the laundry can never get the stink out of them. And even if they could, they don’t want to handle them.’

I have to say they were right. It took hours to scrub and wash down those barrels and somehow get the smell out of the wood. When we were done and had cleaned the handcarts as well, we washed ourselves with laundry soap and scrubbing brushes – especially our pigtails, you can imagine. Then we put on the clean overalls we’d been given in the morning, stacked the clean barrels in the storeroom, lit the incense burners to fumigate them during the night, and closed the door. We took the dirty overalls we’d worn during the day to the laundry and then went home.

There was a delicious smell coming from the kitchen when I got home. Someone had paid my father for running errands by giving him a duck to roast. Rose had been preparing a little feast all afternoon: Beijing duck, noodles, stir-fry vegetables, dumplings.

So I played with my little children, and then they were put to bed while my father and I sat down to our meal.

‘It’s a pleasure to see how much you love your little boy,’ my father said to me quietly.

‘I do,’ I admitted.

‘One day he will thank you for saving his life,’ he went on. ‘He’ll understand the sacrifices you’ve made.’

‘I hope so,’ I said. But I was thinking that, the way things were going, my son mightn’t have much to thank me for. As for my sacrifices, it looked as if they’d all been for nothing.

The night before, I hadn’t told my family anything about my troubles, and I certainly wasn’t going to tell them anything now. I suppose I was just praying that something would turn up to end the nightmare I was in.

‘So did anything good happen today?’ he wanted to know. ‘Did you make any friends?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘An old palace servant. He told me all sorts of things about the palace, going back to the Ming dynasty.’

‘That’s good,’ he agreed. ‘You should always listen to old people. They know so much. What did you do today?’

‘Well, actually,’ I said, ‘we worked in the emperor’s kitchen.’

‘You saw the emperor?’

‘Oh no.’ I laughed. He nodded as though he understood, but he looked impressed. ‘Don’t go boasting to the neighbours,’ I said. ‘We don’t want anyone to know what I do.’

‘Of course not,’ he said.

After the meal, we all went to bed. My parents and our children all slept on the kang in the main room, but Rose and I had a tiny room to one side that was more private. When I lay beside her, I felt such a surge of gratitude and affection, I wished there was more I could do for her; but at least I could caress her. And she had just started moaning softly with pleasure when suddenly she stopped and sat up.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

‘There’s a smell,’ she said, and she wrinkled up her nose. ‘Ugh,’ she said, ‘it’s your hands. They smell like waste.’

‘There was an accident at the palace,’ I told her. ‘We had to clean it up.’

‘Oh,’ she said. And she turned her back to me, which wasn’t very nice, but I couldn’t blame her when I thought of the barrels she must be smelling. So I just lay there feeling ashamed and wondered what I could do.

The next time we cleaned the barrels, I scrubbed my fingers over and under my nails until they almost bled. Rose didn’t say anything more that night.

My fingers soon got so raw that I had to bandage them. Next I started wearing leather gloves. The gloves smelled terrible, but they helped a bit.

The next time I was paid, of course, I got only the bare minimum, which was a pittance, and when I brought it home, my father took me to one side and asked me, ‘Is that really all you got?’ And I said, ‘Things will get better. We just have to be patient.’ But the truth was, I had no idea how to get anything more.

Since I had been sent to work with Old Stinker, I had never set eyes on Mr Chen. I could understand it. He’d been humiliated. There was nothing he could do. I was just an embarrassment to him, and I daresay he wished everyone would forget he had anything to do with me.

But I was growing so desperate that I decided to go to see him all the same. After all, he knew everything there was to know about the palace. Perhaps together we could think of some way out of the mess I was in. So I went to his house one evening and knocked at the big door on the street. A servant appeared and took my name. But then he came back and said that his master wasn’t there; then he closed the door in my face.

I wasn’t surprised. But I wasn’t giving up, either. The next day I managed to get away early and I waited by the corner of the street. And after a while, sure enough, I saw him coming.

He wasn’t at all pleased to see me, I can tell you, but I stuck to him like glue, and I could see that he was afraid I’d make a scene, so he hurried me into his house just to get me out of people’s sight.

‘I can’t do anything for you,’ he said. ‘If I’d realised Mr Liu hated me so much, I’d never have helped you in the first place. But I didn’t.’

‘Have you got anything on him, sir?’ I asked. ‘Something I could use to blackmail him.’

‘No,’ he answered. ‘He’s taken bribes, of course, but then …’ He spread his hands as though to say, Haven’t we all?

‘That’s a pity,’ I said.

‘You owe me a lot of money,’ he suddenly declared.

‘Which I can’t pay,’ I replied. But he was just saying that to get rid of me, so I left.

After a while I began to think about killing myself. Was I really going to spend the rest of my life with the old man – day after day, month after month, year after year – and then turn into the next Old Stinker? I’d never have enough money to repay Mr Chen or buy my private parts back. So I’d go into the poor eunuchs’ graveyard, incomplete.

In the meantime, how was I going to keep my family on the pittance I was getting? And once my father was gone, would my little boys even survive?

Everything I’d done had been for nothing. And sooner or later my family was going to discover the truth about what I did at the palace. I didn’t know if I could face the shame of that. I’d sooner have died, to tell the truth and come back in my next life as a worm.

So that was the choice: a lifetime of shame ahead of me, and maybe not even save my boys; or death, and turn my back on every duty I had.

Head eunuch Liu appeared to inspect the kitchen without any warning. One morning I came in to get my overalls, and there he was, just as I remembered him, in his peacock robes, looking serenely into the cooking pots. Everyone was terrified, of course. And so was I for a moment or two. But then something else occurred to me.

I daresay he inspects the kitchen once in a while, I thought, but he’s also come to look at me, just to make sure that I’m suffering and that he has really humiliated Mr Chen.

One thing was sure: I wasn’t going to pass up a chance to confront him.

So I went up to him, made a low bow, and said, ‘Mr Liu, may your humble servant speak with you for a moment, after your inspection?’ And I must have been right, because after staring at me blankly for a moment, he said, ‘Tell Old Stinker to start without you.’

He led me to the little office and sat down behind the table, leaving me standing in front of it. Then he just watched me, waiting for me to speak.

‘Mr Chen is very humiliated,’ I began.

‘So I hear,’ he answered.

‘It’s terrible, what you’ve done to me, Mr Liu,’ I said. ‘My family still don’t know what I do, but they’ll find out. I can’t get the smell off my hands. And I get so little pay … I can’t support them on it. Will you ever show me any mercy?’

‘No. It would make me look weak.’

‘Then may this foolish servant ask your advice?’ I said.

He looked a bit surprised. ‘My advice?’

‘Yes, Mr Liu. Should I kill myself?’

‘Are you serious?’ he asked.

‘Your lowly servant is very serious,’ I said.

‘How would you do it?’ he asked. He seemed quite curious.

‘When the last Ming emperor lost his kingdom to the Manchu invaders, he went up a hill and hanged himself for shame,’ I said. ‘If that was good enough for him, it’s got to be good enough for me. But I thought I should ask you first.’

‘Why?’

‘You might not want me to.’

‘Oh?’ He glared at me. ‘Why not?’

‘Well, sir,’ I said, ‘everyone knows that my suffering is to embarrass Mr Chen. So if it drives me to kill myself, people might say bad things about you.’

After a pause, he nodded. ‘You’re quite intelligent,’ he replied. ‘But you’re mistaken. People don’t value life as much as you think. You’ve heard the story of the lady-in-waiting who spilled hot ash on an empress, and how she was executed. Unlike you, she came from a noble family. But nobody complained. So don’t think anybody’s going to be shocked by your death. Or even interested.’ He considered. ‘And you’re overlooking something else. There are dozens of people in this palace whom I’ve helped and promoted down the years, who owe their lives and fortunes to me. If I drive you to your death, it will only add fear to their gratitude, which is quite useful to me, you know.’

‘I see what you mean, Mr Liu,’ I said.

‘On the whole,’ he continued easily, ‘I’d be quite agreeable to your killing yourself.’

You had to admire his logic.

‘Well, that’s it, then,’ I said.

‘You were unlucky in having Mr Chen for a friend.’

‘I don’t believe in friendship anymore,’ I cried. ‘I don’t think it exists.’

‘No,’ he corrected me, ‘it does. But I grant you it is rare.’ He seemed to be meditating. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘you could have taken another line of argument.’

‘May your humble servant ask what that would have been?’ I enquired.

‘That for the time being, I might prefer to have you alive. As long as you’re with Old Stinker, you’re a constant humiliation to Mr Chen. Once you are dead, people will soon forget. Though Mr Chen certainly won’t try to promote any more of his kind in the palace – which was my goal – I’d like to rub his nose in it for a few more years.’ He nodded to himself. ‘So I will make you this offer. I shall give you a present that will allow you to keep your family for a year. A private present from me to you. On no account may you tell anyone about it. Above all, you must not pay Mr Chen a single copper coin of the money you owe him. If he asks for anything, you will tell him you have no money. Do you agree to this?’

‘But I have to go on with Old Stinker?’ I forgot even to address him politely.

‘Exactly so.’

I had to think of my family. ‘You’ve got me there, honourable sir,’ I said.

‘In a year’s time, if I still wish to humiliate Mr Chen, and if you have done nothing to displease me, then I may give you another present.’ He looked at me. ‘Well?’

‘Your servant thanks you, Mr Liu,’ I said.

‘On your way home tonight, you will see me in the street, and I shall slip you the money.’

And sure enough, he did. A small bag of silver, far more than I expected. It was nothing to him, of course, but it would more than feed my family for a year.

‘Don’t tell your family about the money,’ he warned me, ‘or they’ll spend it all. Keep it hidden and give them only a little at a time.’

He was right, of course. The moment I produced a silver dollar that night and told my family I’d been given a tip for my good work in the palace, I saw my father’s face light up.

‘Well done, my son,’ he cried. ‘At this rate, I shan’t need to work anymore.’ And although he was laughing, I could tell he meant it. In my experience, the minute someone thinks they don’t have to work, you can never get the notion out of their head again.

‘Don’t stop working, Father,’ I said. ‘This could be the last tip I ever get.’

The next problem was: where to hide the money?

I still kept all my lacquer work brushes and other implements in a box. So I stowed the silver in that for the night. But it was no use leaving it there. Sooner or later, someone would be sure to open the box and find it. By the morning, though, I’d had an idea.

After work that day, instead of hurrying home at once, I walked slowly past the alley that Old Stinker had told me was haunted. It appeared to be empty, and nobody saw me turn into it. The alley ended in a little yard with a door a few feet away on the left and a garden beyond. It was very quiet, and the moss on the cobblestones suggested to me that no one ever came there. I gently tried the door. It was locked.

I looked about. The alley walls were topped with little tile roofs, but they were too high to reach. The cobblestones under my feet seemed more promising. And sure enough, a couple of feet from the door, against the wall, I saw a cobblestone that seemed to be loose. I had a short knife with me. In a few minutes, I’d managed to prize the cobblestone out. Underneath it was just beaten earth. I carved out a little pocket in the middle, just big enough to receive the silver coins, leaving a rectangle of hard earth around it. Then I replaced the cobblestone. One would never have guessed there was a tiny hiding place beneath it.

During this time, I wasn’t troubled by the ghost at all.

The next day, early in the morning, I visited that place again. I easily prized up the stone and deposited the silver. Everything fitted perfectly. But just to be safe, I had made a little paste using dust and lacquer to bind it, and this I worked in around the cobblestone like a thin cement. It would hold the stone perfectly, but I could easily loosen it whenever I needed to open my little store again. By the time I’d carefully cut and transplanted some pieces of the moss growing on the neighbouring stones, no one would ever have imagined the place had been disturbed.

I was still kneeling on the ground when I had the sensation of something behind me. It felt like the shade of a passing cloud. It was rather cold.

I didn’t look back or move at all. I just said, ‘Thank you, Honoured Lady, for guarding my silver. It’s all I’ve got.’

There was no sound, but the sense of coldness seemed to melt away. And when I got up and looked around, there was nobody there.

As it happened, a month later, head eunuch Liu was sent on a mission by the emperor to inspect the coastal defences to the south of Beijing. This showed how much the emperor trusted him, because normally eunuchs were not allowed to leave the capital. But it meant that Liu was away for nearly a month, and during that time his deputy took his place. This eunuch was rather frail. His name was Mr Yuan, but behind his back everyone called him Shaking Leaf because he was always worried something would go wrong, which is probably why his arrangements were actually rather thorough.

To make matters worse for Mr Yuan, the emperor returned to the Forbidden City for that month. People told me that everything was more formal in the Forbidden City than up at the Summer Palace; nobody wanted to be there, and all the courtiers were in a bad temper.

Old Stinker and I had far more work to do because of all the extra chamber pots, so we weren’t happy. As for poor Shaking Leaf, there were so many little things that could go wrong each day that he was in a constant state of anxiety.

He was certainly in quite a flap the day that changed my fortune.

They say that we’re all made by our previous lives. Our affinities for each other were made in the deep past, and when we meet people who become important in our lives, it may seem like a chance accident – no more significant than the flapping of a butterfly’s wing – but in fact a hidden force is drawing us together across the surface of the stream of life. Yuanfen, they call it.

So you might say that the head eunuch’s being away on the day that the emperor’s favourite concubine broke her fingernail was just a coincidence. Random chance. But I don’t think so. It was yuanfen, drawing us together.

I was in the kitchen at the end of the afternoon, all cleaned up and ready to go home, when Shaking Leaf suddenly appeared. ‘Does anyone here know how to reattach a lady’s broken fingernail?’ he cried out.

Now the moment he said that, I was all ears. I knew what he must be talking about. Fashionable Manchu ladies at that time often had fingernails whole inches long. Proof they didn’t have to work, I suppose. But if the most important eunuch in the palace was so concerned about it, then the owner of the fingernail must be someone important. Very important. And why was he asking in the kitchen, of all places?

Obviously, he’d tried everywhere else. So why hadn’t anyone volunteered? I mean, it was hardly likely that none of the palace ladies or the servants on duty could have fixed a broken fingernail, was it?

They don’t want the job, I thought. This means danger. But also opportunity. And what did I have to lose? Nothing. As a matter of fact, if he’d asked if anyone knew how to catch a tiger, I daresay I’d have volunteered for that, too.

‘I can help you, Mr Yuan,’ I said.

‘You? Why?’ he demanded.

‘I was a lacquer craftsman, sir,’ I answered. ‘I did the finest work. With lacquer and varnish I’m sure I could fix any broken nail.’

‘Well, you’re all I’ve got,’ he said irritably. ‘I hope you can.’

‘May your foolish servant ask,’ I ventured, as he led me along a passage, ‘whose fingernail has been broken?’

‘The emperor’s favourite concubine. The Noble Consort Yi.’

That was her name just then. Later she’d be known as Cixi. People often change their names several times as they move up in rank. But she was already important.

If the empress, his official wife, had been able to give the Son of Heaven children, things would have been different. But for some reason the empress, who was a gentle, rather timid young woman, seemed unable to have them. So it was up to the concubines.

I’d heard that, like most of the palace concubines, the Noble Consort Yi came from a noble Manchu clan – the Yehe Nara, in her case – though her father hadn’t amounted to much. ‘She isn’t beautiful,’ people said, ‘but she’s clever.’ When her father hadn’t troubled to get her a teacher, she’d taught herself to read and write. The emperor liked to talk to her. And most important of all, she’d given him a son.

‘I hear she is a charming lady,’ I said softly.

‘Yes,’ he answered. ‘When she wants to be. Just don’t cross her, that’s all.’ As we hurried along, he told me more. ‘The servant who does her nails broke one. So she’s had the girl beaten.’ He frowned. ‘Unfortunately, the girl wasn’t strong enough to take it.’ He shook his head. But then he brightened. ‘Don’t worry,’ he added, ‘you’ll be all right.’

No wonder no one wanted to take the girl’s place.

‘How do I address her?’ I asked him. ‘Am I supposed to kowtow?’

‘Just call yourself her slave and bow low.’ He gave me a nod. ‘She won’t be testing your etiquette. All she wants is her nail fixed.’

The concubines lived in a compound of several little palaces, each with its own courtyard, on the west side of the emperor’s private apartments. Shaking Leaf led the way. He knew all the shortcuts. We went through corridors with gilded walls and heavy-beamed ceilings, down open passageways with red walls and golden gateways, through courtyards where curving yellow-tiled roofs gracefully overhung their sides. I noticed ornamental trees in many of them. They say the huge central spaces of the Forbidden City are treeless because the emperors were afraid of assassins hiding behind tree trunks. But there were all manner of fragrant and flowering trees in the smaller palaces.

Finally we came through a gateway with a green lintel and found ourselves in a long rectangular courtyard, with apartments to the left and right. Some of the doors were open, and I could see silk-covered beds in curtained alcoves inside.

There were half a dozen ladies in the courtyard, attended by a couple of eunuchs. The ladies were all dressed in long silk Manchu gowns, with slits down the sides and Manchu platform shoes that made them look even more tall and elegant. I noticed several Pekinese palace dogs waddling around. But the ladies were looking nervous. There was a swing hanging from a tree bough. No one was sitting in it.

Shaking Leaf led me towards the hall at the end. The central doorway was open. On either side of it stood one of the big bronze water tubs they keep in every palace in case of fire. Shaking Leaf stepped into the hall in front of me. I watched him bow low and murmur a few words. Then it was my turn.

‘Your slave attends you, Highness,’ I said quietly. Then I knelt. He’d told me only to bow, but I wanted to kneel.

‘Get up and let me look at you,’ said a voice – very clear; quite pleasant in fact. So I stood and raised my eyes towards the Noble Consort Yi.

I’ve met only a few people in my life whom I’d call superior beings. Even in palaces most of them aren’t. But she was. I could see it at once. And I could see how she’d done it.

Most women try to make themselves look pretty with makeup. They want small features and doe eyes. They smile. They haven’t a thought in their heads. It’s what the men want, so you can’t really blame them. Please the men – and your mother-in-law – and you’ll survive. But this young woman was different. She was sitting bolt upright on a wooden armchair, still as a Buddha. I could see the square white platforms under her embroidered shoes, and then I realised something else. Her feet were tiny. You’d have thought they were bound, except that she was a Manchu, so they couldn’t have been.

Her gown was the colour of plum blossom, which signifies inner strength. As well as the borders, which were a shade darker, the gown had a pattern of stripes and open squares, each side matching the other. And this bold effect was continued above. For while her hair was parted in the middle and pulled tightly back, in the usual Manchu manner, it wasn’t wound around a big fan-shaped comb on the back of her head, as with the other ladies, but around a single horizontal wooden bar above her head, which she hadn’t even decorated with flowers.

Instead of trying to look pretty, the Noble Consort Yi had created an ensemble like a perfectly constructed Chinese character: complex yet strong. And she was perfectly controlled, her emotions contained. Every gardener knows: contain a space inside a wall and it seems larger. Contain a character, and its symmetry grows fearsome. Clearly she understood all this. She knew how to look at herself from the outside, to create a design of which she was only a part. That is style, and art.

People said her face was plain. What did they know? Her face was oval. Her features were certainly too heavy to be called pretty, but they were perfectly regular. She wore long heavy earrings. Her chin was firm. She knew her own mind. Did something in her mouth suggest she might like to be kind? Perhaps. But her dark amber eyes belonged to an older woman – cautious, watchful. This woman is brave, I thought, but careful.

Her eyes took me in. ‘Have you experience with manicure?’

‘Your slave is not a manicurist, Highness,’ I replied. ‘But I am skilled in all kinds of lacquer work. I am sure I could apply manicurist’s lacquer well enough to hold your broken nail.’

She gazed at me. ‘The stupid girl’s things are on that table over there.’

The cutters, files, brushes and little lacquer pots were jumbled in a shallow box as if they had been thrown there.

‘Perhaps if we had some glue …’ Shaking Leaf began.

‘No glue,’ she said sharply. ‘I hate glue.’ She was quite right, by the way. Glue’s more trouble than it’s worth. Sometimes it’s poisonous. Worse, it’s often stronger than the nail, which means the nail may tear again.

So I gathered what I needed and knelt in front of her. Her hand was resting on the arm of the chair, with the fingers pointing downwards, level with my eyes. The fingernails were certainly long. The nail of the third finger was the longest, a good three inches and curved. It was wonderfully decorated. I don’t just mean the red lacquer – which, I soon learned, only the royal women are allowed to wear – but the droplets of gold and the tiny diamonds embedded in the lacquer. I’d never seen such a fingernail before.

It was the index finger that had the broken nail. A nasty tear. No wonder she was angry. ‘Do we have the broken end?’ I asked.

One of the ladies brought it to me on a little cushion. I put it back in place on the finger to see if it fitted cleanly. It did. The tear might help me, because there was some overhang between the broken-off bit and the rest. If I put a little lacquer between the top of the existing nail and the underside of the torn section, that would act as a glue to hold the two together. Then it would be a question of lacquering both the underside and the top of the nail.

‘Your slave will need you to rest your hand on the arm of the chair and not move it, Highness,’ I said to her. ‘I shall apply some coats of lacquer, but it will take time to dry.’

She said nothing, but put her hand where I wanted.

I must say, she was very good. I worked for an hour and she never moved at all. Not a flicker. She had wonderful control.

‘Your slave thinks that is enough for today,’ I said finally. While I was working, I’d noticed that as well as the diamond inlay on her index fingernail, she had a beautifully worked silver nail guard on her fourth. ‘Is there perhaps a nail guard Your Highness could wear to protect the broken nail for the night?’ I asked. ‘The lacquer will continue to strengthen during that time.’ She had a painted wooden one that I was able to fit nicely over my work.

I’d just put that in place when I heard Shaking Leaf’s soft voice. ‘We shall find a proper manicurist by the morning, Noble Consort,’ he murmured, ‘and bring her to you.’

Well, that didn’t suit me at all. I knew exactly what he was thinking. He’d brought me there because she was throwing a tantrum and he was in a panic. But he also knew how furious head eunuch Liu would be when he discovered I’d got in there.

‘May your slave speak?’ I asked. She nodded. ‘What your slave has done will last until tomorrow,’ I said, ‘but if I may bring my own lacquer and brushes in the morning, I can make something so strong it will last until the nail has grown at least another inch.’

Shaking Leaf started to object, but she cut him short. ‘Let him finish,’ she said. ‘There’s no point in doing it otherwise.’

The next morning she had changed her gown. A pale cream colour, with a softer pattern. She wore the same head comb as the day before, but this time she had dressed it with artificial flowers, peony and plum blossom, made of pearl and coral. I told myself she’d done it for me. Not that she had, of course.

I set to work straightaway. It felt so good, having my own brushes in my hand.

She didn’t say a word at first, but I could sense that she was watching me closely. ‘You really know what you’re doing,’ she said finally.

‘Yes, Highness,’ I replied. ‘I do.’

Shaking Leaf had already told me that, as she wasn’t actually a princess, I shouldn’t address her as ‘Highness’. ‘You should say “Noble Consort” instead,’ he’d instructed. But I think she liked ‘Highness’, so I pretended I didn’t know any better and went on doing it.

She didn’t say anything more for a bit, but then she turned to Shaking Leaf, who was watching morosely. ‘What happened to that stupid girl I told you to beat?’ she demanded.

‘I’m afraid she died, Noble Consort,’ he said softly.

‘Really? They must have beaten her too hard.’ She didn’t sound upset. But people with privilege and power are often cold. They have to be. A minute later, she tapped me on the head with one of the fingernails of her free hand. I looked up. ‘You like the finer things of life, don’t you?’

She’d seen that in me! I don’t know how, but she’d seen it. ‘Your slave does,’ I murmured, and bowed my head.

And then she smiled at me. ‘Tell me about yourself,’ she ordered. I don’t suppose she was truly interested, but it was a way of passing the time. ‘What age were you when you had the operation?’

‘Just recently, Highness, a few months ago,’ I told her.

‘Recently? What do you mean?’ Now she was really curious. ‘Explain.’

So while I worked on her nail, I told her my life story – well, some of it, anyway. And how I had the operation to become a palace person on account of my little boy.

‘So you have a wife and family?’

‘Your slave does.’

‘How extraordinary.’ Then she frowned. ‘When they did the operation, did they take everything off?’ She was looking at me suspiciously now.

‘Yes, Highness,’ I assured her. ‘Everything. I promise.’

‘It was all done according to the regulations,’ Shaking Leaf said nervously.

‘Show me,’ she said.

It was one of the worst moments in my life. I know I blushed. It was so humiliating. ‘Oh, please, Highness,’ I begged her.

She pointed to a screen in a corner of the room. ‘Go behind that,’ she told me. Then she turned to one of her ladies. ‘Look, and tell me.’

So I did as I was told and stripped down. It was bad enough having one of the court ladies look at me, but at least it wasn’t all of them, and particularly the Noble Consort Yi.

‘All gone,’ the lady called out in a singsong voice.

‘You can’t be too careful,’ the Noble Consort remarked to me when I was back at my work. ‘You certainly made a sacrifice.’

‘It is worth it to serve you, Highness,’ I said, and I went on with my work. I could see Shaking Leaf fidgeting, but I took my time. ‘Your slave has done all he can for now,’ I said finally. I saw Shaking Leaf look relieved.

So this’ll be it, I thought. Back to the chamber pots for me tomorrow.

‘You seem to have done a good job,’ the Noble Consort said. I saw her nod to the lady who’d inspected me. I understood what was coming: a silver coin or two, thank you very much. Goodbye. Unless I could pull off one more trick.

‘May your slave speak?’ I said. Shaking Leaf gave me a warning look. I ignored it. The Noble Consort nodded, so I pressed on. ‘Often the palace people are given training in all manner of skills and arts. Your slave believes, with the skills he already has, that he could quickly learn the arts of manicure and serve you in that capacity.’

She gazed at me. ‘Cheeky monkey,’ she remarked. She seemed to be thinking.

‘Such training is provided only to trainees who show great aptitude, after several years,’ Shaking Leaf reminded her. ‘And then more years of proof are necessary before a palace person may be considered to serve a member of the royal family.’ He spoke softly, but I could see he was terrified.

‘Well,’ she replied tartly, ‘so far you’ve provided me with a servant who broke my nail, and then you beat her to death, which nobody told you to do.’

‘It was not I who beat her, Noble Consort,’ he said nervously.

‘You’re in charge while Mr Liu is away,’ she retorted. ‘So it’s your responsibility.’

I felt quite sorry for him, actually, because I knew what a pickle he was in. And what he said about the employment rules was true, of course.

‘Your slave meant no disrespect.’ I made a low bow first to her, then to Shaking Leaf. ‘Your slave was so eager to serve that he forgot himself. It is true that it is far too early for me to think of such an honour. I only beg that in the years ahead Your Highness may remember me, if I am worthy.’

She might remember me, I thought. You never know. She might.

‘There are also certain objections to this person,’ said Shaking Leaf.

Looking back, I’ve often thought that if he hadn’t said that, she probably would have given me up – for it wasn’t of any consequence to her, really. I’d have been dismissed.

But anxiousness had made him overplay his hand, and she’d picked up on it at once. Her instincts were excellent. ‘Objections to him? Then why did you bring him here?’ she demanded.

‘It was an emergency, Noble Consort. I wished to serve you quickly.’

‘What objections?’

‘It would be best to ask Mr Liu when he returns,’ he murmured.

‘Did his mentor complain of him?’

Shaking Leaf was in a bind now. He didn’t like to lie. I could see that. Dangerous to lie, too. She’d be furious if she found out – and he was already in trouble.

‘No, Noble Consort.’

‘How was his mentor’s report? Good, poor, or indifferent?’ She wouldn’t let go.

I looked at him – not as if I’d contradict him, and not an imploring look, either. I just looked at him.

‘Good,’ he said reluctantly.

‘How good?’ She was like a cat with a rat.

‘Very good, Noble Consort.’

‘So I should speak to Mr Liu?’

‘It would be best,’ he said miserably.

‘Then I shall. It’s settled.’ He looked relieved. ‘In the meantime, however,’ she continued, ‘he is to be trained in manicure at once. And he will attend to my nails each day so that we can see if he is learning anything.’

‘Noble Consort …’ Shaking Leaf tried to interrupt her. He was in agony.

‘Just until Mr Liu returns,’ she said with a smile, and dismissed us both.

He was away for fifteen days. Fifteen blessed days. Every morning I went to the palace to attend to her nails, but the rest of the day I spent with a manicurist in Beijing. ‘Find me the best manicurist in the city,’ I’d told my father, and sure enough he had: an old man who’d been amazed how fast I learned. For if you have talent and your entire existence is focused on a single object, you can learn ten times as fast as a normal student will.

I paid for that apprenticeship myself, using some of the money I’d hidden. I could have asked the palace to pay, but I didn’t want to. I wanted to surprise them. And I did. By the end of the fifteen days, the Noble Consort said I was the best manicurist she’d ever had.

‘It’s because your slave was a lacquer craftsman first,’ I told her.

‘I’m giving you a new name: Lacquer Nail,’ she said. ‘Do you like it?’

Not that it would have made a difference if I didn’t.

‘Your slave is honoured,’ I said, and bowed low. I did like it, in fact.

So that is how I got the name of Lacquer Nail.

She usually talked to me as I worked. And she was always curious. Naturally, one of her first questions was about the head eunuch. What had he got against me? Why didn’t Shaking Leaf want to tell her? I’d known she’d ask, and I’d prepared my answer.

‘Highness,’ I said, ‘you know your slave wants to obey you. How could it be otherwise? But if Mr Liu thinks that I have told you, it will make him so angry that I don’t know what will happen to me.’ I paused and looked into her eyes. ‘Perhaps I would disappear.’ I said it quietly. I saw her take it in. She didn’t contradict me. ‘However,’ I continued, ‘all the eunuchs know the story. Any of your ladies could find it out from one of them.’

She said nothing, but the next day she gave me a funny look. ‘I heard about Mr Chen,’ she said.

‘Not from me, Highness,’ I said anxiously.

‘No. Not from you.’

She didn’t mention it again. But then she got curious about another thing, which was much more personal and quite embarrassing. ‘So what’s it like for a eunuch to be married?’ she asked me one day.

I realised what she was after, but I pretended I didn’t. ‘As your slave expects you know, Highness, some of the palace people – if they’ve been fortunate in their careers and are able to buy back their missing parts – adopt sons to inherit from them, whose duty is to make sure they are buried in the proper manner with their ancestors. And your slave has heard that some of these older palace people also take wives.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘But can their wives be happy?’

‘Your slave supposes each case is different,’ I replied. ‘The wives are well provided for.’

She gave me a look, and I was afraid she was going to interrogate me further. But I suppose she felt it was beneath her dignity.

Two days later, as I was leaving through the courtyard, one of her ladies who was alone out there asked me to push her in the swing. After we’d done that for a little while and she’d engaged me in conversation in a friendly manner, she casually remarked: ‘It’s nice to talk to someone. We’re quite lonely here, you know.’ I bowed politely but said nothing. ‘Some concubines have been here for years,’ she went on, ‘and scarcely seen the emperor, let alone spent time with him.’

‘I suppose it’s no worse than being an unmarried spinster,’ I suggested. ‘And still a great honour for the lady and her family.’

‘They’d rather be married,’ she said. ‘At least they get to make love and have children.’ Again, I remained silent. She glanced around, to make sure there was no one else in the courtyard. ‘I want to ask you something,’ she whispered.

I already guessed what was coming and who was behind this little game. But there was nothing to do except play along.

‘I don’t mean to pry,’ she said, ‘but is it like that for your wife?’

‘My wife?’ I pretended to misunderstand. ‘My wife has children.’

‘I know. But now that you’ve been castrated … when you’re with her at night, I mean … what do you do?’

I’d known it was coming. I knew who wanted to know. And I had prepared for it. But I still had to be awfully careful. It was so dangerous.

If I said a word about my intimate life with my wife, it would be all around the palace in no time. And people would think I might want or might be persuaded to do the same for the emperor’s women. It would be just the excuse Mr Liu was looking for to forbid any more people like me from being admitted again. He’d have me thrown out at once. If anyone suspected I’d even tried anything, I’d probably be executed.

‘My wife is a good woman,’ I said. ‘She looks after my parents and the children. She asks for nothing. Naturally, now I can only be her friend. She is like a sister. But there are many married couples who live in this way. She is dutiful and quite content.’

‘Oh,’ she said. She didn’t bother me again.

And so the fifteen days passed. I may not have satisfied the Noble Consort’s curiosity, but she continued to be happy with my manicures, which was all that mattered. I met her little boy a few times. He was four, I think. He seemed to be a nice child.

The emperor was in the palace, and the Noble Consort Yi was often with him, but I did not see him myself at that time.

Then head eunuch Liu returned.

He gazed at me. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have said he looked benevolent. ‘Well, I didn’t foresee this,’ he remarked.

‘Nor did I, Mr Liu,’ I said.

‘You needn’t bother to explain,’ he said, raising his hand. ‘I know everything that happened.’ He shook his head. ‘I thought I couldn’t be surprised.’ He sighed. ‘But one can always learn something new.’ That was typical of him, I must say. People who get to the top always want to keep learning. The question was, what would he do?

‘I hear the Noble Consort Yi has given you a new name,’ he went on drily. ‘Lacquer Nail.’

‘It is true, Mr Liu,’ I said, and bowed my head.

‘Well, if she wants you to do her nails, I suppose you’d better.’ The look he gave me said it all. He’d bide his time, but he’d still destroy me. ‘Rejoice while you can,’ he said bleakly.

‘Your unworthy servant can only accept his fate,’ I mumbled.

‘You haven’t accepted your fate at all,’ he snapped. ‘You volunteered for the job, and then you asked her for a position.’

‘Your foolish servant was so surprised, he acted impulsively,’ I said. ‘You were not there to guide me.’ That got a snort. ‘May your servant speak?’ I ventured.

‘What?’ He glared at me.

‘Your servant has been drawn to the finer things in life, ever since he was a boy,’ I said. ‘It made me become a lacquer worker. And the day I first saw a retinue of the palace people, I knew this was where I belonged. So I have dared to wonder if these extraordinary circumstances, which I certainly didn’t foresee, might be the result of some hidden force at work. Could it be the operation of yuanfen?’

I’ve never seen a more cynical expression on any man’s face. ‘I see. You think you’re someone special. It’s a common delusion.’ He sighed. ‘Any fool who wins a game of mah-jong believes it was destiny.’

‘I suppose, sir,’ I suggested, ‘that if something happens, it must have been destined.’

‘Don’t try to be clever,’ he said. ‘Do you realise you’re making a lot of enemies? How do you imagine the other palace people feel? They’d have to wait six years for such a chance. But you, a new arrival, insinuate yourself with the emperor’s consort and get promoted over all their heads. You think they like that?’

‘No, Mr Liu,’ I replied.

‘You haven’t a friend in the palace,’ he said. ‘Except one: the Noble Consort Yi. And how long will that last? Until you make a mistake and she throws you out.’ He paused a moment. ‘Or she gets thrown out herself.’

He said those last words very softly, but I heard them well enough, and I felt a stab of fear. What did that mean? What did he know that I didn’t? I must have looked shocked.

‘I’ve seen them come,’ he went on. ‘I’ve seen them go.’ He considered for a moment. ‘She’s got some things in her favour. At least the emperor manages to perform with her. Most of the time he can’t, you know.’

I stared at him in disbelief. He was talking about the Son of Heaven! To me, the lowest of all the eunuchs.

‘It’s no secret,’ he said blandly. ‘Not here in the palace. When he was a very young man he used to sneak out and visit whores in the city. That was his main adventure. But since then … He’s had a child with one of the other concubines. But only a daughter. The empress herself, poor lady, seems to be barren. Only the Noble Consort Yi has given him a son.’

‘Doesn’t that make her position secure, sir?’ I dared to ask.

‘Not entirely. Legally, her son could be given to another mother. The empress, for instance. The son might still be the heir. But the Noble Consort Yi could find herself out in the cold.’

‘Your servant hears that the emperor likes her company,’ I said.

‘Yes. He even discusses state affairs with her. It’s against the rules for concubines to meddle in such things, but he doesn’t seem to care. He asks her advice, and she gives it.’

‘Her advice is bad?’ I asked.

‘No. She may be ignorant, but her judgement is rather good.’ He sighed. ‘The kingdom’s in a terrible state. I suppose you realise that? The Taiping have ruined most of the Yangtze valley. That’s where the Noble Consort Yi spent her childhood, by the way. She hates the Taiping with a passion. We had them boxed in, but they broke out again this spring, went up to Hangzhou and back, then mauled our troops outside Nanjing. Who knows what their next move will be? The emperor is terrified of them. The last time the Taiping got anywhere near Beijing, he wanted to desert his capital and run away beyond the Great Wall. Did you know that?’

‘No, sir,’ I said, ‘I didn’t.’ I remembered the Taiping advance all too well, but I didn’t know about the emperor. I was quite shocked.

‘She’s the one who persuaded him to stay, before the news of his cowardice leaked out.’

‘Why north of the Great Wall, sir?’ I asked.

‘Centuries ago, before the Ming dynasty, the Mongol emperors, the family of Genghis Khan, had a huge hunting palace called Xanadu up on the steppe. I suppose because they wanted to be like them, the present Manchu dynasty built a similar place, though not as far north, on their ancestral hunting grounds. Until a generation ago they used to go up there for a huge hunt every summer. But it got so expensive they gave it up. The place is slowly falling apart. But he feels safer up in those endless plains, I suppose. I daresay he’d run all the way into the forests of Manchuria if he had to.’

I was quite astonished that Mr Liu was saying these things to me. Looking back on it, I’m sure he must have felt frustrated by the emperor. I like to think that however angry he was with me, he allowed himself to share his thoughts because he knew I was intelligent. Naturally, I wanted to know more.

‘Is the emperor afraid of the barbarians, too, sir?’ I prompted.

‘The pirates? We’re still not sure what they want. There’s always the worry they could combine with the Taiping, of course.’

‘And the Noble Consort Yi?’

‘Despises all barbarians. Says we should destroy them. They may have better ships and guns, but their numbers are small. Do you know how many people the emperor rules?’

‘Your servant does not,’ I said.

‘About four hundred million. Think of it. In a land battle, if the pirates fired every musket and every cannon they have, how many could they kill before they were swamped? Twenty thousand? I doubt it. Moreover, though it’s true that they’ve smashed our ships and forts in the past, when they came to the coastal forts last year, we were better prepared and we defeated them. That put the Noble Consort Yi in high favour. Even the emperor pretends not to be afraid.’

‘Is it believed the barbarians will come again?’ I asked.

‘They may. But we’re even better prepared now. I have seen for myself.’

This sounded well. But it raised a question in my mind. ‘All this would seem to support the strong position of the Noble Consort Yi,’ I suggested. ‘Yet your servant had the impression that you thought she might fall from favour.’

‘Yes. It must worry you a great deal.’ I noticed the satisfaction in his voice. ‘You’ll have to discover that for yourself, won’t you? By the way,’ he continued, ‘the court’s moving to the Summer Palace in two days. You’ll like it there.’ He gazed at me. ‘Enjoy it,’ he said softly, ‘while you can.’

As the long cortege left the Forbidden City, I was sitting in a covered wagon with a dozen other eunuchs. The morning was overcast but warm. As we rumbled slowly through the northwestern suburbs, I wasn’t really paying much attention to the scene. I was too busy wondering why Mr Liu seemed so confident that the Noble Consort Yi would fall.

‘This is the road to paradise,’ the fellow sitting next to me cried, and several of the other eunuchs nodded and smiled.

Despite what Mr Liu had said about everyone’s hating me, the other palace people in the cart had all been very friendly. I suppose I might have wondered why, but I didn’t.

The narrowing road wound between wooded slopes. The distance from the suburbs to the Summer Palace was only a few miles. Although we travelled at a snail’s pace, we still passed through the gateway before noon. And I found that the fellow’s words had been true: we were in paradise.

How can I describe it, the most beautiful place in the history of the world? People call it the old Summer Palace now, but the palace itself, the emperor’s residence, was just one compound in the Yuanmingyuan – the Garden of Perfect Brightness. And when we say garden, we don’t mean a walled enclosure, but a huge park, a landscape with lakes, islands, and wooded hills, sprinkled with temples, villas, pagodas – everything to delight the eye and calm the soul. Nor was the Yuanmingyuan the only garden. There were two or three other great parks adjoining it so that the emperor’s paradise went on for miles.

That first day when we entered, I felt as if I’d walked inside a landscape painting – the kind where mountains rise out of the mists into the silent sky, curved bridges hang over the empty void, and scholars contemplate in tiny hermitages, perched high on distant rocks.

People talk about yin and yang as the two forces of the universe. We say that yang is the male force, the bright sun, the blue heavens and so forth, while yin is the female, the earth, the moon, shadow. Like man and wife, yang and yin complement each other; each needs the other to exist. And our sages showed great wisdom when they also declared that there is a little yin in yang and a little yang in yin. For inside the famous yin-yang circle, we see that each of the two interlocking shapes contains a dot of the opposite colour. Yang and yin must be in balance, or there can be no harmony in the world.

So it didn’t take me long, once I came to know the Yuanmingyuan, to understand its purpose. For it was nothing less than to be the yin to the yang of the Forbidden City.

The mighty symmetry of the vast fortress was all about the emperor’s power, which shines, golden as the sun; the huge round temple, with its blue roof, where the Son of Heaven made sacrifices to the gods; the animals and figures on the corners of every roof that showed the exact status of the building in the city’s perfect Confucian order. All these were tokens of the manly yang, which belongs to the sky.

But the paradise of the Summer Palace evoked the spirit of the yin. This wasn’t a walled fortress, but nature’s landscape. The various buildings were dotted here and there, sometimes half hidden in the trees in the most picturesque manner. Nor was each building strictly regular. The different parts seemed to have grown up together in the most informal way, almost by chance.

There was art in all this. One might say the hand of man arranges the chaos of nature, and that this is the yang within the yin. Indeed, it’s true that some of the hills and lakes in the Yuanmingyuan were artificial. But it wasn’t so simple. Like the painter and the calligrapher, the landscape designer must sense the spirit of the place and allow that spirit to permeate and fill his mind. This is the negative capability of the yin. Then, almost without positive thought, he allows the spirit to guide his hand.

She sent for me the next morning. The emperor and his family lived in a waterside compound by what they call the Front Lake. This was just like a rich man’s summer villa, really, but more spread out, with a lot of courtyards.

After I’d done her nails, she asked me, ‘Are the other palace people treating you kindly?’ I said that they were. She looked a bit surprised, but she didn’t make any comment. Then one of the older eunuchs appeared and asked if she wished to walk outside with her ladies, and she said yes. So I assumed I should withdraw. But she motioned me to follow them.

The royal compound faced the Front Lake, which was a large body of water. Behind the compound, however, lay the Back Lake, which was also a good size. This being my first day on duty, I hadn’t had a chance to look at this lake, and so as we walked towards it, I was quite curious.

‘Lacquer Nail’s never seen the Back Lake,’ the Noble Consort said to the old eunuch. ‘Tell him about it, and we shall all listen.’ So after bowing low and clearing his throat, the old man began.

‘The Back Lake has for many generations been the delight of the Son of Heaven.’ He called the words out in a high singsong voice, as if he were reading out a royal proclamation. I noticed several of the ladies looking amused, but nobody interrupted him. ‘As well as its waters, which contain many golden carp and other fish of great rarity, the lake is blessed with nine islands, which are reached by footbridges of wonderful beauty. Each island, some small, others larger, has its own particular character. Over there’ – he indicated an island not far off – ‘you see the Island of the Peony Terrace, where there are over a hundred kinds of peony and where many of the emperors have composed notable poems. Over there’ – he pointed to another – ‘is the Island of the Green Wutong Tree Academy, where the emperor likes to listen to the sound of falling rain. Farther off you can see a steep hill, the top of which is the highest point in the Yuanmingyuan. That hill is in fact on another island. At the base of the hill is the lovely Apricot Blossom Spring Villa, a favourite place in the spring. Of great importance also is the Island of Shrines, where there are temples to all the important religions.’

And so he went on until he had described the nine islands. And all the time he was speaking I, who truly love the finer things of life, was gazing in rapture across the lake at this silent, watery stillness, in the heart of the paradise at the centre of the world.

‘Thank you,’ said the Noble Consort Yi when he was done. ‘Very good.’ She turned to me. ‘Some women,’ she remarked, ‘use red paint on their lower lip, in the middle and smear it down into a little red square towards their chin. I hardly ever do that. Do you think I should? What’s your opinion?’

I stared at her in amazement. ‘My opinion, Noble Consort?’ I asked. I didn’t know why she was asking me. What did it mean? And what on earth was I supposed to say?

‘It’s quite a simple question,’ she said. ‘And if you don’t answer at once, it will be disobedient.’

I hoped this was some kind of joke, but I couldn’t be sure. ‘Your servant thinks the Noble Consort’s face has a perfect elegance and can hardly imagine it could be bettered,’ I replied. Now as it happens, I’ve never liked that fashion of smearing the lower lip red. So what I really wanted to say was: don’t do it for me. But of course I couldn’t say that.

‘So you’re telling me not to,’ she said with a smile.

‘Your humble servant could never do such a thing,’ I replied.

‘Oh well,’ she said, ‘you can go now. Come back tomorrow.’

The next morning she was waiting for me with several of her ladies. Her little son the prince was there, too. And the first thing I noticed was that she had painted her lower lip with a red square. I bowed low and didn’t say anything. Nor did she.

Had she done it to tease me? I wondered. Or to remind me that my opinion counted for nothing? Be careful, I told myself. This may have nothing to do with you at all. She’d probably been asking everybody before deciding to give the red lipstick a try. Whatever her reasons, it wasn’t for me to say a word unless she asked me, which she didn’t. But I had the feeling, all the same, that she was teasing me for her private amusement.

When I had done her nails, which didn’t take long, she called one of her ladies and told me to attend to her nails as well.

I’d just finished this second task when everyone in the room suddenly turned towards the door and bowed. So I turned, too.

I’d caught sight of the empress once or twice in the Forbidden City, but I’d never been in her presence before, so I immediately went on my knees and knocked my head on the floor in the kowtow.

‘Just bow,’ I heard her say softly. So I scrambled to my feet and bowed low.

‘Bow lower,’ called the Noble Consort Yi. So I tried to do that and nearly fell on my face. Then I realised that both she and the empress were laughing. Not maliciously. They were just having a little fun with me. ‘This is Lacquer Nail, the one I told you about,’ said the Noble Consort.

‘I have heard only good things about you, Lacquer Nail,’ said the empress. And she smiled at me.

I knew she was pretty, of course. But I must say, seeing her close up for the first time, I was really amazed. Dainty features, flawless skin: she looked like a painting on a vase.

So how was it possible that she hadn’t given the emperor a child? Mr Liu had said she was barren. It might be the case. Or was the emperor not attracted?

I’m not impressed by conventional prettiness. If she’d been a painted doll with a cold heart, I suppose her character might have put him off. But she wasn’t like that at all. A sweet gentleness radiated from her. She was a lovely person in every way. Any man would want to take her in his arms. And if you feel affection, then it’s going to be all right on the night, I always think. I could remember that, even if I had been chopped myself.

And I felt sorry for her, because she must have felt that she’d failed the Son of Heaven and the whole empire, not to mention her own clan, who were losing a lot of face when they might have expected all kinds of riches, if only she’d produced an heir. And every day the poor girl had to walk around the palace and know that people were looking at her and thinking: there goes the pretty wife who was a failure in the bedroom.

So I wondered how she felt about the concubine who’d done so much better and given the emperor a son. Was she jealous? However nice a person she was, I thought, it would be hard for her not to hate the Noble Consort Yi.

Yet this didn’t appear to be the case. Not that day or any time afterwards. Quite the contrary. As far as I could see, the empress loved the Noble Consort Yi like a sister.

How had the concubine done it? I still don’t know. Perhaps she saw the empress was lonely and needed a friend. Was it possible the empress didn’t really like being intimate with her husband and wasn’t sorry if someone else performed that duty? As for discussing state affairs with His Imperial Majesty like the Noble Consort did, I can’t imagine the empress had the desire or the ability to do such a thing. I daresay she never had any wish to be empress in the first place. It’s not as if anyone would have asked her what she wanted.

They stayed in the room chatting for a while, talking about what they should wear and how they might do their hair and whether they should visit one of the nine islands that afternoon. Then the Noble Consort gave me a sign that I should go, and I didn’t see her again that day.

But where was the emperor? That’s what I wanted to know. If I could just observe him and the Noble Consort together, then I might get some idea of how things stood between them – and therefore what my own fate was likely to be. Was he getting bored with her? How long had I got before she fell out of favour and I was cast out of paradise?

I soon learned where he was physically. Close by the residential compound was the Audience Hall, where the emperor might receive ministers, provincial governors, or even the envoys of subject peoples from faraway lands; and a short distance from that was a courtyard complex called the Hall of Diligent Government, where palace people conducted the imperial administration. When the emperor was not secluded in his private apartment, he was usually in one or the other of these business places.

Over ten days or so, I saw a governor, several ministers, and other great men making their way into the Audience Hall. But although people went about quite freely in the open grounds of the Summer Palace, I never once in that time caught a glimpse of the Son of Heaven.

Until I made a new friend. Though the other palace people were all pleasant in their manner towards me, they all knew I shouldn’t be there, so I couldn’t expect any of them suddenly to become my new best friend. But Mr Ma was different.

I discovered him by accident when I was walking by myself one afternoon and noticed a fenced enclosure. Being inquisitive, I looked in.

The space reminded me of the lacquer workshop where I’d first gone as an apprentice. Along each side were long, low sheds. The middle was filled with tables upon which stood dozens of miniature trees in shallow pots. And when I say miniature, I mean that many were hardly two feet high. But they’d been bound with ropes, to constrict their growth and twist them into curious shapes.

I’d found the nursery of the penzai trees. And Mr Ma was their keeper.

He was very old and bent. He’d been a gardener all his life. His face was rather hollow and his eyes watered, but when they peered up at you, they were surprisingly clear.

Since I like the finer things of life and always want to know how works of art are made, it wasn’t long before I got to talking to Mr Ma. I don’t think he welcomed visitors to his domain, but once he saw I was genuinely interested, he decided to tolerate me.

‘You’ve heard of the land of Japan, across the sea?’ he asked, and I said I had. ‘Well, they have trees like this. They call them bonsai. But they didn’t think of the idea themselves, you know. They stole the idea from us. Almost everything those people have comes from us.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘We’re the centre of the world.’ This answer seemed to satisfy him.

‘I put the trees out on tables during the summer, and they go into the sheds for the winter. All the penzai trees in the Summer Palace and the Forbidden City come from my nursery.’

‘May I return?’ I asked, and he didn’t say no.

A few days later I looked in there again. Mr Ma was busy adjusting the ropes on one of the trees. I watched him from a distance but didn’t interrupt him.

When he’d finished, he beckoned me over. ‘What do you notice about this tree?’ he asked me.

‘You have made the branches grow horizontally,’ I answered.

‘What else?’

‘The crown of the tree spreads out like a fan,’ I said.

‘Good. That is the Beijing style.’ He nodded. ‘When we bind the penzai tree with ropes, we do not stop it growing, but we compress the tree’s growth into a small space. As a result, the tree looks delicate, but it is very strong. All its essence, all its energy, is held contained.’

‘That is like a work of art,’ I told him. ‘All the natural energy is forced into a pattern from which it can never escape.’

He’d just started to nod his approval when something else caught his eye. His thin hand grabbed my arm and dragged me down with him as he fell to his knees. Looking towards the entrance, I saw that a single man was standing there, accompanied by two eunuchs. Mr Ma began the kowtow, so I knew who it must be.

I suppose I’d expected the emperor to be richly dressed in imperial yellow, the way one sees emperors in official portraits; but he wasn’t dressed like that at all. Actually, he was in a loose brown robe tied with a girdle, like a monk or scholar, with a simple red conical hat on his head, the same as the two eunuchs accompanying him. He was still quite a young man, not even thirty, but his face looked strained, his eyes hollow. Was there a nervous tic by one eye? I wasn’t sure. I’ve seen similar expressions on ragged poor people in the street. But to see a youthful emperor in such a state? That was a bit of a shock.

As soon as we were on our feet, I drew back while the emperor addressed himself to the old gardener.

‘We need three or four more trees in the apartments, Mr Ma,’ he said very pleasantly. ‘Will you help me choose them?’

They spent several minutes selecting the trees, the emperor asking questions, and old Mr Ma answering in a soft voice. I heard the old man say, ‘They’ll be delivered directly, Majesty.’

Then I heard the emperor sigh. ‘It’s so peaceful in here,’ he said. ‘I always feel better when I come to see you.’

It seemed a strange thing to say when, as far as I was concerned, the entire paradise of the Yuanmingyuan was a haven of peace. But I suppose it wasn’t the same for him.

The emperor left, and after waiting until he was well out of the way, I scurried off myself.

The next day, for the first time since I’d been at the Summer Palace, just as I was entering the eunuchs’ quarters beside the imperial residence, I found myself face-to-face with head eunuch Liu. I really didn’t want to encounter him, but there was nothing I could do, so I bowed low.

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Are the palace people being nice to you?’

‘Yes, Mr Liu,’ I answered. ‘It’s very kind of you to ask.’

‘Have you made any friends?’

‘Your servant has only just arrived,’ I said. ‘But I have had the honour of making the acquaintance of Mr Ma. He is good enough to talk to me when I visit his tree nursery.’

‘You always find the interesting people, don’t you?’ he remarked. He sounded almost friendly. ‘Have you seen the emperor yet?’

‘Your humble servant saw the emperor yesterday, when he was visiting Mr Ma,’ I replied.

‘And what did you think of him?’

Was it a trap? Was he hoping I’d say something bad about the Son of Heaven that he could report?

‘His Majesty was very kind to Mr Ma,’ I said carefully. ‘Your servant had the impression that he was fond of the old gentleman.’ After all, it was true.

And just for a moment Mr Liu’s face seemed to soften. ‘He is. Ma’s a dear old man, no question. What else did you notice?’

‘His Majesty said he felt at peace there. Was His Majesty tired, perhaps?’

‘He’s a wreck. He’s still young, of course. I suppose he might live for years.’ As on previous occasions, I wasn’t quite sure if Mr Liu was talking to me or to himself. ‘Well, I must go,’ he said briskly, and left me.

So now I had another thing to worry about. Not only did my life depend on the Noble Consort Yi, but on whether the Son of Heaven continued to live. And it didn’t sound as if the prospects were too good.

What would happen to me if he died? I had no idea.

Several days later I went to see Mr Ma again. I followed him around in silence, leaving it to him to speak to me if he wished. After a while he showed me an unusually complex little tree and told me it was the same age as he was. I didn’t like to ask what age that might be, so I just nodded politely.

‘They can grow to be centuries old, you know,’ he remarked. Then he turned and looked up at me with his watery eyes. ‘I am not yet centuries old,’ he added.

I laughed and bowed. ‘Not yet, master,’ I said. I was pleased that he had shared a little joke with me, and I called him master because, to me, that’s what he was. He noticed the compliment and silently accepted it.

This emboldened me, a few minutes later, to venture a question concerning myself. ‘I am so happy to be in this place, master,’ I told him. ‘But I am only here because of the favour of the Noble Consort Yi. Without that favour, Mr Liu would send me away at once.’

‘So I have heard,’ he said.

‘Yet sometimes I think that despite his opposition, Mr Liu likes me,’ I went on. ‘I’ve also noticed that all the palace people have been very kind to me, and I don’t think they would be without his instructions. Can you tell me what all this means? Is it possible that one day, even if I lost the Noble Consort’s patronage, he might change his mind and be my friend?’ One might say I was grasping at straws, but I was so anxious to find some way of staying in that paradise.

The old man didn’t answer at once. After I’d waited a bit, I thought he wasn’t going to answer at all.

But in the end, he asked me a question. ‘Why would Mr Liu tell the palace people to be nice to you?’ When I couldn’t answer, he continued: ‘If the palace people were unfriendly towards you, the Noble Consort would hear about it, wouldn’t she?’

‘I suppose so,’ I said. ‘Actually, she asked me if they were being kind to me.’

‘Exactly. And if they weren’t nice to you, she’d blame Mr Liu and be angry with him. And powerful though he is, he’d avoid that. But there’s another reason he wants everyone to be kind to you. Can you guess why?’

‘No,’ I confessed.

‘He wants you to be happy.’

‘You mean he likes me?’

‘You’re intelligent, so he may. But that’s got nothing to do with it. He wants you to be happy so that one day, when he sends you away, your pain and humiliation will be greater.’

‘Why?’

‘To show his power.’ He paused to let that sink in. ‘No one will have driven you out. For fear of him, all the palace people have smiled at you so that, when the day comes, you will fall by his hand alone, while they all watch. It’s like a ritual. He has to sacrifice you to save his own face, even if he does like you.’

‘I’ve been very foolish,’ I said.

‘It’s a palace. You rose too fast. If you want to rise in the world, you need a lot of friends.’

‘Has anything like this ever happened to you?’ I asked him.

‘No, I stuck to gardening.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘Only my trees obey me.’

People sometimes complain about the summer weather in Beijing. I never do. First, in the month of May, as the barbarians call it, comes the fifteenday period we know as Summer’s Coming. Then Full Grain; then Ear of Grain; then Summer Solstice. Some sixty days in all – mostly calm and clear. Is the heat uncomfortable? Is it too humid? Not up in Beijing.

After the fifteen days of the Summer Solstice come the Lesser and then the Greater Heat. Here, I grant you, it’s hot and humid. A few thunderstorms at first, downpours later. Our clothes stick to our skin. But we shouldn’t complain. The land needs the water.

For just as the Winter Solstice is the male season of the yang – when the emperor must be in the Forbidden City to make the sacrifices for the return of the sun to the sky – so the Summer Solstice is the time of the female yin, when the earth brings forth her fruits and is nourished by the rain.

In fact, out in the hills and lakes of the Summer Palace, I hardly felt the humidity. And when the thunder did come rolling in and the curtains of rain drew across the sky and the flashes of lightning lit up the nine islands in the lake … those were some of the most exciting moments I ever experienced in my life.

As for the outside world, by the Solstice that year, I’d almost forgotten about it. The Taiping were far away. There was no sign of the barbarians returning. After my duties tending to the nails of the Noble Consort Yi and her ladies, she often told me to remain in attendance, and I’d find myself one of a party visiting the islands in the afternoon or evening. Sometimes the eunuchs put on little plays to amuse everybody. Several were notable musicians. One old man was a master of the twenty-one-string guzheng zither; another of the bamboo flute; another of the lute. Though the most magical moments of all, for me, were listening to the mournful song of the two-string erhu drifting over the lake as the sun went down.

I discovered another thing about the Summer Palace, too. It wasn’t only the most beautiful park in the world. It was a gigantic treasure house.

Every villa, every temple, was full of the most wonderful objects – porcelain, lacquer, statues of gold, furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl and precious gems, gorgeous silk tapestries, jade stones, paintings … collections built up over centuries. Even in the eunuchs’ quarters there were beautiful old beds and chairs and carpets. In the passage by the main entrance there was a gleaming antique sword, its hilt encrusted with rubies, just hanging on the wall within easy reach. I should think it was priceless. I daresay someone, maybe a hundred years ago, had hung it there temporarily and then forgotten about it.

At Summer’s Coming, the Noble Consort Yi had told me I should go to see my family for a day or two. This was very thoughtful of her. I informed Mr Liu, who gave me my wages.

My little family was pleased to see me. I’d bought presents for my parents and the two children and a beautiful painted fan for Rose. Naturally, they wanted to know all about the Summer Palace, and I gave them detailed descriptions of everything I’d seen. My father was especially amazed at all the treasures I told him about.

‘They must have a lot of soldiers to guard everything,’ he said, ‘or it’ll get stolen.’

‘First of all,’ I reminded him, ‘though there are a few soldiers at the guard post by the outer gates, they can’t enter the Summer Palace precincts because they aren’t eunuchs. Secondly, none of us would ever steal anything. It’s unthinkable.’

‘What are you talking about?’ he said. ‘What about the eunuchs who take bribes? Or the people like Mr Chen who take a cut out of every contract? Isn’t that what you want to do?’

‘That’s totally different,’ I told him. ‘Those are the perquisites that go with the job. Everyone knows that.’

‘I don’t see much difference,’ he said. ‘It’s still grabbing something for yourself.’

‘You think I’d steal a work of art from the palace?’ I cried. ‘I’d sooner be dead.’

Of course, that’s what he’d done, really, when he stole the lacquer box that got me in trouble in the first place. And he knew it. So perhaps I shouldn’t have said it. That was disrespectful. But I didn’t care.

‘Well, we won’t quarrel,’ he said.

‘No,’ I said. ‘We won’t.’ But that was the only unpleasantness during my visit home, I’m glad to say. I played with my little children; I spent a delightful night with my wife; and she said she hoped I would come back again soon.

I began to see the emperor and the Noble Consort Yi together quite often during those summer months. Perhaps because there was less business to occupy him, he quite often joined the parties on the nine islands, together with the empress, the Noble Consort Yi, and the other women of the court. He never spoke to me in person, but I could tell he knew who I was, and he even gave me a smile one evening while we were listening to music.

So was there trouble brewing between him and the Noble Consort? Naturally, I watched them whenever I got the chance, but the Solstice came and went and I didn’t see any sign of it. They seemed happy in each other’s company, and I heard they quite often shared a bed.

As for his health, it was hard to say. Some days he looked a little better, some days he didn’t. I wanted to ask how the state would be governed if something happened to him, but that’s a dangerous question inside a palace, so I kept my curiosity to myself.

The only clue I did get came from old Mr Ma one morning. We were walking back from his tree nursery towards the eunuchs’ quarters when a carriage drew up by the entrance to the Audience Hall. We bowed low when we saw the four figures that got out of it.

Every so often, some prince of the royal clan would come to see the emperor. Sometimes they’d join the evening party and stay overnight at one of the guest villas. There were quite a number of these princes, mostly the descendants of former emperors’ brothers. Some of these cousinships went back centuries. Their exact rank depended on what great deeds their ancestors had done and their present importance in the office they held themselves.

The first two to get out of the carriage were the tall figure of Prince Sushun and his brother Prince Zheng, both royal clansmen and advisers of the emperor.

The second pair were two of the emperor’s half-brothers, the princes Chun and Gong. For the emperor had several half-brothers by various concubines, all younger than he was.

Prince Chun was a very handsome young military officer, only twenty years old, I think, but just married to the Noble Consort Yi’s sister – probably a shrewd career move on his part, though the young couple were already devoted to each other. He was mostly busy with his military duties and did not often come to court.

The one who counted was Prince Gong, who was nearly the same age as the emperor, though he had a different mother. He wasn’t impressive to look at, and he had a little cicatrix on his cheek, from a boil that had been badly lanced, I believe. He had a high domed forehead, his eyes were set very wide apart, and he was wise for his years.

I’d seen Prince Gong a few times before. Not only was he close to the emperor, but there was a retired lady of the court he often came to visit who had quarters in a villa near the lake. She was yet another of his late father’s imperial concubines, and when his own mother had died young, this lady had become like a second mother to him. He called her Auntie and was quite devoted to her.

Old Mr Ma wasn’t looking at Prince Gong, though, but at Sushun and his brother. ‘Here come the vultures,’ he murmured. I think it was just a trick of the light, but Prince Sushun and his brother did look strangely like birds of prey just then.

‘Are they so bad?’ I whispered.

‘Sushun’s enormously rich,’ said the old gardener, ‘but he always wants more money. That’s why he got himself put in charge of the treasury. People hate him.’ He waited until they’d disappeared inside. ‘It’s a pity the last emperor died so early in life. Each emperor’s quite free to choose his successor from amongst his sons, you know. Prince Gong, even as a boy, showed great promise as a future soldier and administrator. But his elder brother was a better scholar, so his father chose him. If he’d lived longer, he might have discovered the weakness of the elder boy’s character and chosen Prince Gong instead.’

‘If the emperor dies,’ I ventured, for we were quite alone, ‘could Prince Gong …?’

‘No. They made the rule a long time ago: the throne must always pass down a generation. Otherwise the royal brothers will start fighting each other. It’s happened in the past.’ He nodded. ‘We must always learn from history.’

‘Why did you call them vultures?’

‘They all want power. The weaker the emperor, the more power they have over him. Rule by council, that’s the trick. In that respect, even Prince Gong’s no different. Did you know that he’s taken a motto for himself? “No Private Heart.” He means that he seeks only to serve, with no thought for himself.’ He smiled. ‘Do you believe that?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘He wants to rule from behind the throne. Actually, it might be a good thing if he did.’

‘So if the emperor died, who’d be on the throne?’ I whispered.

‘Depends whom the emperor designates as his heir. Normally, he could select a grown-up nephew. But there aren’t any yet. He could turn to a son of one of his royal cousins, I suppose, as long as it’s the right generation. With all their consorts and concubines, most emperors produced lots of sons and grandsons, you know. Someone could be found.’

‘What about the Noble Consort Yi’s little boy?’ I asked.

‘Too young, wouldn’t you say?’

I didn’t answer. I was thinking, If the emperor dies and another prince is chosen, the Noble Consort Yi will be lucky to get a room in one of the villas. Perhaps something worse might happen to her. Either way, not good for me.

The Solstice came. In the old days it used to be a three-day holiday. It’s just one day now. But it was very pleasant. The court ladies gave one another coloured fans and little sweet-scented sachets. The sachets, actually, were most useful in that residence between the lakes, since their smell kept the mosquitoes off.

And we all ate noodles. Down in the south, at the Solstice, they eat dog meat and lychees, both of which I dislike – another good reason not to live in the south, in my opinion.

Eight days after the Solstice, the Noble Consort Yi sent me home again for three whole days. When I returned, there was a full moon, and all of us, including the emperor, went out onto the bridges to the islands and gazed at the moon in the water as the twilight slowly turned to darkness. The best musician went out onto the lake in a boat and played the erhu. And although the crickets were making quite a noise, there was no wind, and we could hear every note. I shall always remember that.

The Solstice season was followed by twenty days of peace. Everyone seemed to be happy. The Lesser Heat was quite mild. But when the Greater Heat began, the humid air became oppressive. A storm was due, and we looked forward to the sense of release when it came.

The messenger who brought the bad news arrived an hour after dawn. The emperor and his family were supposed to visit the Island of Shrines that afternoon, and when we heard the news, we assumed the outing would be cancelled. But it wasn’t. Perhaps the emperor wants to pray at the shrines, I thought.

Prince Gong was already at the Summer Palace, visiting the lady he called Auntie. So he was on hand. Prince Sushun and his brother were summoned from the city, together with three or four ministers. Mr Liu was also of the party. It looked as if the emperor meant to hold a council on the island.

As I say, the empress, several court ladies, and the Noble Consort Yi and her son had been expecting to go to the island. Whether the emperor forgot to change the order or he wanted them there, I do not know. But when they all appeared, just as he was setting off, he didn’t send them away. And since the Noble Consort Yi had told me to be in attendance on her, I’d turned up, too. So I tagged along behind with the servants and tried not to attract the attention of Mr Liu. He soon saw me, of course, and shook his head in disbelief; but he didn’t say anything.

The Island of Shrines lay in a cove at the north end of the lake. There was a Buddhist temple and a Taoist shrine there, and another handsome house for the Dragon King, sea lord and bringer of rain. The shrines were very beautiful, full of golden ornament, and the emperor visited them all and made offerings before any business was discussed.

But one other building on the island was rather odd. This was a belltower pagoda, three storeys high. Nothing strange about that, of course, except that one side of the second storey was entirely covered by a big round white clock face. I’d never seen such a thing on a building. It looked most peculiar, especially in a temple complex. And I was just staring at it when I found Mr Liu at my side.

‘Ugly, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘It’s unusual, Mr Liu,’ I said carefully.

‘I will tell you how it got there,’ he went on. ‘Over a century ago, the Qianlong Emperor allowed a few of the barbarian priests to attend his court. These priests were called Jesuits. They had no wives, but they were quite well behaved and obedient. And they were surprisingly skilled in mathematics and painting – after their own fashion – and they knew a lot about geography. We’ve lost interest in geography since then, because it hardly seems relevant to our lives. But the Qianlong Emperor, who was a very great man, was always intrigued by every kind of knowledge. He even let the Jesuits visit the Summer Palace, and they made some paintings of him and his family.’

‘I never knew that, Mr Liu,’ I said.

‘I daresay the Jesuits hoped the Qianlong Emperor would let them make converts in his empire. And since they worship Jesus, like the Taiping do, it’s a good thing he didn’t, because look at the trouble the Taiping have caused.’

‘Your servant is very glad he didn’t,’ I replied warmly.

‘He knew how to handle them.’ Mr Liu gave a nod.

‘How was that, sir?’ I asked.

‘With Chinese diplomacy. Rule number one: flatter the barbarian. Rule two: give him hope. Rule three: keep him waiting. Now the emperor admired some of their skills. Their clocks, for instance. So rather than let them erect a shrine to their god on the island here, he let them put a clock on the pagoda. Apparently it gave them great pleasure.’

‘I think I can imagine it, sir,’ I said with a laugh. ‘Each time the emperor saw the priest he would say, “I was just out at the Island of Shrines, my dear fellow, and I can tell you that your excellent clock is still keeping perfect time.” ’

He gazed at me. ‘You’re quite amusing,’ he remarked. ‘I’ll give you that.’

‘May your humble servant ask,’ I enquired, ‘if the barbarian priests ever became impatient?’

‘Perhaps. But the art is to be polite and treat them well so they have nothing to complain of. Then gradually, like a man in love with an unattainable woman, hope deferred acquires a beauty all its own.’ He smiled. ‘Our diplomacy towards the Jesuits worked just as efficiently as their clocks – though their clocks mark only the hours, while our diplomacy is told in centuries.’

‘There are no Jesuits at the court now?’

‘Not for a long time. They sneak into the kingdom occasionally, without permission, and try to convert the peasants in the hinterland; but usually we catch them and execute them. They’ve broken the law, after all.’

‘Of course,’ I agreed. ‘They deserve it.’

Once the emperor had finished his devotions at the temples, everyone was told to attend upon him. There was a patch of ground in front of the pagoda, with a small pond just behind, which made a pretty setting, if you kept your eyes off the clock. The servants had placed a big chair for the emperor and some covered benches for the members of his court. When the Noble Consort Yi sat on her bench, I knelt on the ground just behind. Nobody really noticed me, though I could see most of them and hear everything.

It’s strange: when the great lords of the world are discussing weighty matters, they never seem to worry about the servants being present. Maybe they trust us. Maybe they forget that we exist or think we’re just part of the furniture. Or maybe they like an audience. Of course, if the emperor was thinking of killing his brother or something bad, I suppose he’d be private about it. But generally it’s amazing what one can hear at court. I certainly heard everything that afternoon.

Though the emperor looked tired, he opened the discussion in quite a dignified voice. ‘You have all heard the news. The British barbarian Lord Elgin is back. He comes with the French envoy, Baron Gros, who was also here before.’ He turned to Prince Sushun. ‘They are still at Hong Kong?’

‘So we believe, Majesty. We imagine they will come north again.’

‘How many troops did they bring?’ the emperor wanted to know.

‘British and French together, nearly twenty thousand.’

‘That’s quite a lot,’ the emperor remarked. He seemed to wince when he said it – though whether it was on account of some pain in his body or the thought of the barbarian troops, I couldn’t say. ‘Could they breach our defences?’

‘The best person to ask would be Mr Liu,’ Prince Sushun said. And they all looked at the head eunuch.

I’d never seen Mr Liu put on the spot before, but I must say he handled it well. ‘I can’t claim to be a military expert,’ he said in a decided manner, ‘but as Your Majesty knows, I carried out a thorough inspection. Last year, when the barbarians attacked the forts, they were beaten back. Since then, the defences have been enlarged. There are miles of mud and barriers to cross. Even the barbarians’ cannon will be of little use to them. Our officers would rather die than give way, and the troops are well under control. Any attempt on the forts will take a terrible toll on the barbarians – surely more than they can sustain.’

It was clever: he didn’t actually promise victory, but you couldn’t fault his facts.

The emperor nodded wearily. ‘I wish someone would explain to me the true nature of these barbarians. Letters have been written to the British queen, but there has never been any reply. Are they trying to destroy our kingdom?’ He looked around the circle of advisers. Neither Prince Sushun nor his brother answered. Mr Liu gazed at his feet. The faces of the other ministers were blank. None of them wished to commit himself. The emperor turned to Prince Gong. ‘Well, Brother?’

Prince Gong wasn’t afraid. Was there a hint of contempt in his eyes as he, too, gazed at his fellow counsellors? Perhaps. I wasn’t sure.

‘Your Majesty, I’ve spoken to everyone who has dealt with these people,’ he answered firmly, ‘and I am convinced: the barbarians from the West are interested in only one thing, and that is money. They want to trade. The ships and troops their rulers have provided are there only to smash anything or anyone that stands in the way of their making money.’

‘Can their governments be so base?’ the emperor asked.

‘I have discovered something about their navies – especially the British, who are the most warlike. It seems that beyond a pittance to keep them alive, the sailors are paid by giving each a share of the value of the ships and treasure they can capture. That is their livelihood, from the greatest admiral to the humblest seaman.’

‘So even their governments are pirates!’

‘Exactly. It has been so for centuries. Consider also,’ his brother went on, ‘that each time we’ve tried to stop their evil opium trade, they’ve sent in gunboats, forced treaties on us, and demanded reparations so huge that even our treasury is sinking under the burden. Is this any different from the criminal gangs who, regrettably, exist in our own cities and who extort protection money from the townspeople?’

‘It’s the same,’ said the emperor.

‘Everything makes sense if we understand that their sole aims are trade, piracy and extortion.’ Prince Gong paused. ‘Yet strangely enough, this may be good news.’

‘How so?’

‘Because if money is their only interest, then they have no reason to destroy or take over our kingdom. And beyond the extortion that is the result of their greed, there has been no sign that their object is conquest. We have been afraid, for instance, that they will join with the Taiping. Yet despite the fact that they apparently share the Taiping’s religion, they have made no attempt to form a joint army.’ He looked around them with some satisfaction. ‘I would even go further, Your Majesty. Since they worship nothing but money, I suspect we might be able to make the British serve us.’

‘In what way?’

‘Pay them to turn their cannon on the Taiping.’

‘Well.’ The emperor turned back to the others. ‘What do you think of that?’

I wondered what they did think. There was a daring intelligence in what Prince Gong said. It was clear they didn’t like that.

‘I think we have to wait and see what the barbarians do,’ Prince Sushun said.

‘Wait and see,’ said his brother.

‘Wait and see,’ said all the ministers.

Then the emperor turned to his wife the empress and asked her what she thought. I was surprised he did that, with all those men there.

‘I’m sure I don’t know,’ the empress said sweetly. Actually, she’d have said that to almost any question you asked her. She was just telling the truth: she had no idea.

Then the emperor turned to the Noble Consort Yi, and I realised what he was doing. He’d asked the empress only out of politeness. It was the concubine he really wanted to hear.

From where I was kneeling, I could see her in profile. Her face was very calm. She bowed her head modestly. ‘I venture an opinion only at Your Majesty’s command,’ she said quietly, and inclined her head again. She really was admirable. ‘No one could doubt the wisdom of Prince Gong,’ she began, ‘but given all he has just said about the greed of the barbarians and how they will wage war to satisfy their lust for money, have we not also seen that this same quest leads the barbarians to take territory? They took Hong Kong. When they quarrelled with the governor down at Guangzhou, they threw him out and ruled the city – a major Chinese city! – as if they owned it. In the ports where we’ve allowed them to trade, they refuse to obey our laws. They want to set up alien states within our kingdom. So I ask myself, where will this lead? They may not want conquest, but they mean to take bites out of the empire wherever and whenever they please. And surely this is not desirable.’

I noticed several people were nodding. The emperor turned to Prince Gong. ‘Well, Brother?’ he said.

Prince Gong didn’t look annoyed at all. I think he admired the Noble Consort Yi. ‘I agree the barbarians will take all they can. But they can be controlled.’

The emperor considered for a moment. Then he sighed. ‘I still think they may join the Taiping,’ he said gloomily. We all waited. ‘It’s always the same. A dynasty rules for centuries, then things start to go wrong. Barbarians trouble the borders. Provincial generals rebel … The peasants revolt. There are famines and floods as the gods show their disapproval …’

‘Many emperors face challenges,’ said Prince Gong. ‘But they can be overcome.’

‘Everybody lies to me,’ cried the emperor.

‘I am not lying to you,’ said Prince Gong quietly.

‘My ancestors are looking down on me.’

‘We must give them cause to be proud.’

There was a silence. We were all watching the emperor, but I’m not sure he cared.

‘I am nothing to be proud of.’ He sounded so sad. But it wasn’t the sadness of wisdom. More childish, really. Nobody said anything. Then he started weeping.

This was the emperor of China. I stole a glance at the face of the Noble Consort Yi. She didn’t even blink. Had she seen him cry before? I wondered if she felt pity for him. Perhaps she had at one time, but not by then, I suspect. She’d tried to make him more of a man and failed. Does a woman blame herself when her man ceases to be a man?

Not for long. She cannot. ‘Your Majesty has held firm on the most critical matter of all,’ she suddenly declared. They all looked at her. ‘The kowtow! That is the most important thing.’

‘Ah. Indeed.’ Prince Gong was the first to react. She’d thrown them all a lifeline, to get out of their embarrassment. Prince Sushun and his brother saw it, too. ‘Indeed,’ they echoed.

‘At least I haven’t given way on that,’ said the emperor, recovering himself.

Her timing was always wonderful. And taking advantage of the tide, so to speak, she rowed her boat forward. ‘Your Majesty has never wavered. The kowtow is the symbol of the emperor’s authority that not only your subjects but the envoys of all other kingdoms use in your presence. Abandon the kowtow, and we as good as say that our authority is at an end.’

‘This cannot be denied.’ The emperor nodded.

‘Will Your Majesty allow me to say, then,’ she gently pursued, ‘that one of the reasons I believe that the Western barbarians – even the American barbarians, who generally seem to be more courteous and less immoral than the others – want to undermine and destroy our empire is that they steadfastly refuse this sign of respect that has been given to emperors since time began. It is a deliberate insult that all the world will come to hear about. All the subject kingdoms. All our own people. It effectively says that the authority of the emperor is denied. That truly will be the beginning of the end. And these barbarians must know it. Therefore I say they have come here to destroy us.’

She has to be right, I thought. What else could it mean? I think everyone who heard her thought so, too, even Prince Gong.

‘They must kowtow,’ the emperor said firmly. ‘They must come peacefully, without arms, up to Beijing and be received in the usual way. If they refuse to behave, they will be stopped at the forts.’

The conference ended. I’m not sure any action had really been decided, but the emperor had made it sound as if it had. I noticed that above us, grey clouds were moving in, with shafts of yellow light falling between them. And I remember looking at the emperor. He’d turned his eyes up towards the sky, and the yellow light showed all the lines of strain on his pale face. He just kept staring upwards, for so long that I could even detect the movement of the minute hand on that stupid barbarian clock on the pagoda.

I didn’t see him again for almost a month. Some days he’d be closeted with officials in the Audience Hall. He’d also taken to visiting the islands alone. But I knew he was still spending time with the Noble Consort Yi, and that was all that mattered to me.

It was very quiet at the Summer Palace. Everyone was sleepy in the humid weather.

As for the barbarians, they didn’t seem to be making much progress. One morning, on my way to the Noble Consort, I met Mr Liu. He was feeling so pleased with himself that he even smiled at me. ‘The barbarians are stuck in the mud,’ he announced, ‘just as I predicted.’

‘You were right, sir,’ I said with a bow. ‘Your humble servant rejoices.’

But a day later, I heard that they were still advancing on the forts. Slowly and painfully, but they weren’t giving up.

Not long after this, I was with the Noble Consort Yi when Prince Gong looked in. ‘Two of the smaller coastal forts have fallen,’ he said glumly.

‘Our men ran away?’ Her face was anxious.

‘No, they fought like fiends. It wasn’t the men. It’s their guns. The barbarians’ rifles load so much faster, and they’re so much more accurate, that before our poor fellows can get off a volley, half of them have been mown down. I’m off to tell the emperor now.’

The next morning I asked the Noble Consort how the emperor had taken the news.

‘With perfect calmness,’ she said. But I didn’t really believe her.

And we had to wait only a few days before we heard: the barbarians had smashed all the forts, and the road to Beijing was open before them.

How could it have happened? That’s what everyone wanted to know. How had the barbarians been able to get through the miles of mud and bamboo spikes and walls and all the rest? Naturally, all eyes were on Mr Liu. He’d told the emperor it couldn’t happen.

I almost felt sorry for him. But I must say, he knew how to fight with his back to the wall.

During the main battle, it seemed, a shot from the barbarian cannon had blown up one of our gunpowder magazines. The damage had been catastrophic. Mr Liu seized on this. ‘It’s nobody’s fault,’ he cried to anyone who’d listen. ‘Who could have foreseen such a thing?’ He even told me: ‘You should explain this to the Noble Consort Yi.’ He must be scared, I thought, if he’s coming to me for help. When I told her, she just nodded, and I told Mr Liu.

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good.’ I could see the thank you forming on his lips, but he thought better of it and just said, ‘You did right.’

He wasn’t much blamed, as it happened. I think everyone wanted to believe him.

I asked the Noble Consort Yi about the emperor again.

This time she answered: ‘He is very upset.’

‘Not with you, I hope,’ I blurted out.

‘With everybody,’ she said.

At first Lord Elgin and Baron Gros, with the main British and French forces, stayed down at the forts they’d captured and sent patrol boats up to the depot at the head of the canal – which was only a dozen miles from the walls of Beijing. Meanwhile, the emperor’s envoys went to Elgin. But instead of receiving them politely, he told them: ‘Give us everything we want, including compensation, or it’s war.’

At the Summer Palace, ministers were arriving every day with memorials telling the emperor how to destroy the barbarians, but they always came out of the Audience Hall muttering the same thing: ‘The emperor’s dithering.’

Then, one morning, I arrived as usual to find the Noble Consort in a sunny mood. Except for a single servant, kneeling in a corner, she was alone, sitting at a table inlaid with mother-of-pearl and sipping tea. She was dressed in green silk, I remember, with a flowered hair comb. Her face was serene, and she smiled at me as I bowed.

‘You look happy today, my lady,’ I said.

‘I am, Lacquer Nail,’ she replied.

‘May your lowly servant enquire the reason?’ I asked.

‘His Majesty has made a great decision,’ she told me. ‘The orders are going out this very moment. Since the barbarians have no manners and understand nothing but brute force, there will be no more talk. The emperor is ordering our armies to exterminate them.’

‘That is wonderful news,’ I said.

‘I think so, too.’ She inclined her head. ‘I was most pleased when the emperor told me.’

And it was probably you, my lady, who made him do it, I thought to myself.

The decree was sent out to all the provinces. It was excellent. Firm government action at last. It also offered rewards: fifty taels for the head of one of the dark-skinned troops the British had brought from India, and a hundred for the head of a white barbarian. That should bring Lord Elgin to his senses, I supposed.

But it didn’t. The next thing we heard, he was marching up to Beijing himself, saying he’d knock down the walls.

I was due to pay a visit to my family just then, and with twenty thousand barbarians approaching Beijing, I was anxious we should discuss what they should do. Permission was granted, as long as I stayed away only one night.

They were pleased to see me. I brought them money. And while my mother and Rose prepared the evening meal, I had a talk with my father. ‘Maybe you should get out of the city,’ I said.

But he shook his head. ‘We’re safer inside,’ he answered.

‘Lord Elgin’s threatening to knock the walls down,’ I told him.

‘He’s bluffing,’ said my father. ‘They’ve left their heavy cannon downriver. They’re only bringing light field pieces up here. You couldn’t make a dent in the walls with those.’

‘How do you know they’ve left the big guns behind?’

‘Every sailor and barge man on the canal knows it. I’ve been talking to them.’

‘Assuming you’re right, what then?’

‘Let them come. We’ve ten men to every one of theirs. We’ve got our own cannon, and the walls here are much bigger. They’ll be stuck outside, in the middle of enemy territory. In two months it’ll be winter. If they don’t starve, they’ll freeze.’

‘Why have they come then? Are they stupid?’

‘They’re gambling that if they race up to Beijing, we’ll panic. If we don’t, they’ll pull back.’

Just for once, I thought the old man might be right. At least, I hoped so. The next morning I went back to the Summer Palace, and who should I see but Mr Liu. He was quite friendly, and I told him what my father had said.

‘Your father is a wise man. That is exactly what I think. We should let Elgin and his troops get as close as they like, then trap them. They’ll never get home alive.’

As the British and French drew closer and closer to Beijing, couriers were still arriving at the Summer Palace every hour with messages from prefects, magistrates and governors urging the emperor to stand firm. All this advice seemed to have affected the emperor, because he suddenly announced he was planning to lead the troops himself.

There was a whole division of bannermen, our best men, just below the city, right across the barbarians’ path, and with orders to annihilate them. Some were infantry with muskets. But the main force were the best of the Manchu cavalry. It might be old-fashioned warfare, but these mounted bowmen could loose their arrows so fast you could hardly believe it; and those arrows had a longer range than a musket ball. The barbarian troops had never faced this sort of cavalry on open ground before. They were in for a shock. Meanwhile, their patrols and ours were edging closer to each other every day. There was sure to be some kind of fight soon. We all thought so.

I was with the Noble Consort Yi when one of the court ladies came rushing in. ‘We’ve captured thirty or forty barbarians – in a skirmish,’ she told us excitedly.

‘What sort of barbarians?’ the Noble Consort demanded.

‘At least one of their negotiators. A dozen are being sent here for us to see.’

They arrived at the Summer Palace that afternoon. We all turned out to look at them, of course. It wouldn’t have been dignified for the emperor to appear, but there’s a little pagoda beside his quarters, and the Noble Consort told me that he’d gone up there and watched them from a distance with a telescope.

I’ve always had difficulty telling one barbarian from another. Some are tall, some are short. They’re all hairy. But it was very gratifying to see these arrogant villains in chains. After we’d all had a chance to laugh at them, they were carted off to gaol in the House of Corrections. They wouldn’t have had a very good time there. The dungeons are full of rats and lice, and there’s a poisonous maggot that can kill you. Serve them right, I thought.

Soon after this, we heard that a force of French and British troops was moving on the city and that they were furious we’d got the hostages. But in order to reach the city they’d have to cross a bridge and come face-to-face with that Manchu division drawn up there.

‘That’s where we’ll destroy them,’ everyone agreed. ‘There’s no way they’ll get through. We outnumber them five to one.’

With all this encouraging news, I wasn’t surprised that the emperor decided he’d go out to the lake islands that evening.

He chose the small, sheltered island that contained the Temple of Universal Peace – on the principle, I suppose, that as soon as Elgin was crushed, peace should be the order of the day. The temple, which stood in a pond, had a very unusual shape – for its floor plan was in the form of a cross with an extension at a right angle on the end of each arm. This was the character we call ‘wan,’ which signifies the peaceful Heart of Buddha. I’ve heard that the Western barbarians call this sort of cross a swastika, though I believe in their lands the extensions point the other way. In any case, the Temple of Universal Peace was a pleasant place to relax and watch the moon at any time of year.

Naturally, I wanted to be one of the party if I could. So I stood at a spot where I knew the emperor and his entourage would pass. If the Noble Consort saw me and gave me a nod, I could fall in behind. And sure enough she did.

Besides the empress, the Noble Consort Yi, her son, and several court ladies, Prince Sushun and his brother were in the company; also a few officials, who’d come out to the Summer Palace to urge the emperor to stand fast; and Mr Liu, together with a dozen other eunuchs, including me. One of the court ladies, I remember, was Prince Gong’s auntie. Prince Gong himself wasn’t there, because he’d gone down to keep an eye on the barbarians at the bridge.

The long corridors of the temple had spaces for many shrines, looked after by a few elderly monks. In the central crossing, the bodhisattva Guanyin, made of precious woods plated with gold, sat on a lotus throne. She had more than forty hands and eyes. They say Guanyin hears all the sounds of the world. And if she does, then you might think it would make her angry or despairing; but the priests say her compassion knows no end.

After we had prayed before her and lit candles, we gathered in one of the temple’s outer arms, and a lady musician played the pipa to entertain us. She played an ancient piece called ‘Ambushed from Ten Sides’, which was a good choice, considering what was going on just a few miles to the south, and the emperor told her to play it again. When she finished, we sat in the warm silence. Outside, the evening sky was still pale blue and pink, and I caught sight of the half-moon. Everything seemed so perfect at this temple on the water that you could quite imagine the whole world was at peace. And I remember that, just at that moment, everyone was smiling – including even the emperor.

So nobody even noticed that Prince Gong had quietly entered the room until he spoke. ‘Majesty, the barbarians have broken through.’

Prince Gong was visibly shaken. And he blamed himself. ‘We’d seen what happened downriver at the forts,’ he said. ‘But they had heavier cannon down there, and I thought that with our best cavalry, who are highly mobile, waiting for them on open ground, as well as the infantry with muskets, they’d take so many casualties that they’d retreat. Now I know better. Bravery is useless. Our men never wavered. But the French rifles and British guns cut them to pieces. It was terrible to see.’

‘With your permission, Majesty,’ one of the mandarins quietly offered, ‘a skirmish on open ground is one thing, but the walls of Beijing are another.’

We all looked at the emperor. He was staring into the middle distance, as if he were in another world. ‘If they took the forts, why wouldn’t they take Beijing?’ His voice was dull, almost mechanical.

‘Their rifles won’t help them against the city walls,’ said Prince Gong. ‘And if they did get in, no general would risk his army inside a huge city where every man, woman and child could slit their throats. Now they’re at Beijing, they’ll want to negotiate.’

‘If we negotiate,’ asked Prince Sushun bleakly, ‘what other cards have we in our hands?’

‘The forty men we have hostage,’ said Prince Gong. ‘Both British and French. They’ll want them safely back.’

‘They’ll bargain for forty prisoners?’ Prince Sushun frowned in disbelief.

‘I think so. The barbarians care more about their men’s lives than their countries’ honour.’

‘Doesn’t that show they are weak?’ the Noble Consort Yi demanded.

‘Perhaps,’ said Prince Gong. ‘But it helps us.’

I was sitting on a low bench just behind the Noble Consort. I could smell the jasmine scent she’d used that day. She was sitting very straight, wearing a pale green silk dress.

I heard an owl outside. The owls at the Summer Palace often used to cry before the sun went down. It was a mournful sound.

Then the emperor turned to Mr Liu. ‘We shall go to the Hunting Palace. Make it ready.’

‘The Hunting Palace, Sire?’ Mr Liu was taken aback. ‘North of the Wall?’

‘Is there another?’

‘Sire, it needs repair …’

‘We can repair it when we get there.’

‘Brother,’ Prince Gong burst out, ‘you promised to lead the troops in person. Not that you actually need to do it. But if you leave Beijing now, you’ll start a panic.’ Prince Gong was always so careful to address his brother with deference when there were other people around; so it just showed how shocked he must have been to forget himself like that.

‘You have failed to understand,’ said the emperor. It was meant to be dignified. ‘It is beneath the emperor’s dignity to take notice of these insolent barbarians. Tell Lord Elgin it is the custom for the emperor to hunt at this time of year. The court arrangements cannot be altered for a bandit like himself. Tell him also that at my hunting lodge I often welcome my friends, the forty-eight Mongol princes of the steppe. I have only to raise my hand and they will bring three hundred thousand Mongol horsemen down to Beijing and slaughter every Frenchman and Englishman they find. Elgin should mind his manners.’

I could see from the expression on Prince Gong’s face that this was all nonsense. ‘You wish me to remain here?’ he said grimly.

‘Since you are so confident you can handle these barbarians, you will remain in charge of Beijing. No doubt by the time I return you will have settled everything.’

That’s strange, I thought to myself. Our ancestors built the Great Wall to protect us from the north, and now the emperor’s running to the other side of it to hide from barbarians coming from the south. Everything’s topsy-turvy.

I looked around the emperor’s party. Apart from the empress, whose face was blank because I don’t suppose the dear creature was thinking anything, they all seemed horrified.

Except Prince Sushun. He still looked like a bird of prey, but he smiled.

‘Your Majesty is right,’ he said smoothly. ‘Let us wear the barbarians down. The added distance between the Son of Heaven and Beijing will provide a useful excuse whenever Prince Gong wishes to delay negotiations.’

The emperor nodded gratefully and looked quite pleased with himself.

But it was the Noble Consort I was watching now. She had wonderful self-control. If she was angry and hiding it, people would never guess. But I could tell.

There were two little giveaways. First, a tiny vein would start to throb on her right temple. That meant she was getting annoyed. The second was a faint flush around the back of her neck. Once I saw that, I knew she was really angry.

I’d noticed the vein when the emperor first mentioned the hunting lodge. But by the time he’d finished his excuses for running away, the back of her neck was red.

‘I do not understand,’ she began coldly. The moment I heard her tone of voice, I knew we were in for trouble. ‘If you run away in front of all your people, they’ll say you care nothing for your empire.’ The fact it was true only made it worse. Everyone heard. A few glanced at her, but it was the emperor their eyes were fixed upon.

She’s got to stop, I thought. Because I saw where this was going. A wife can be angry with her husband in public and it can all blow over. Even a weak man like the emperor can forgive a fit of rage. But if she humiliates him in front of others, she’ll live to regret it.

I couldn’t speak, of course, so I did the only thing I could think of. I leaned forward and tugged the side of her robe. Nobody saw, but she felt it. She twitched her head, just the smallest bit, to let me know she was aware of the interruption, and her hand reached down and jerked the robe back up, to let me know to stop.

The emperor had given a little start when she spoke. But he forced a smile.

‘The Noble Consort Yi has the true warrior spirit of the Manchu. But an emperor has to be wise as well. And she must learn discretion.’

I couldn’t fault his reply. It just showed, if circumstances had been different, he might have had the makings of a ruler.

But she wasn’t having it. I’ve often wondered since if perhaps she’d had some private disagreement with him earlier in the day that she was still brooding about. Who knows? Whatever the reason, she wasn’t going to take any more from him.

‘Have you no shame? Have you no pride? Do you care nothing for your ancestors or the royal house?’

‘We have heard enough!’ the emperor cried. ‘The Noble Consort will be silent.’

I wanted to whisper to her. I’d have gladly shouted: ‘Keep your mouth shut! Save yourself – if it’s not too late!’ But I couldn’t. So I did the only thing left. I reached forward and tugged at her robe again, really hard this time. I saw her shoulders go up in rage. Her head turned sharply. Then she slapped her hand down, hard as she could, on mine. I felt her fingernails cut like knives into the flesh on the back of my hand.

And I heard the brittle crack, loud as a pair of woodblocks clapped together, as her long lacquered nails snapped. She raised her hand and saw the broken fingernails. I glanced at my own hand and saw the thin red lines of blood. She turned right around to stare at me, and I saw a look of venomous rage that I had never seen before. It was terrifying. It was not hatred, mind you. Not hatred, only rage.

‘Look at what you’ve made me do!’ she screamed. ‘Get out! Get out!’

I didn’t know how to move. You can’t withdraw from the emperor’s presence without his permission. I half rose in obedience to her, but looked at him for a sign. In the awful silence I stayed like that, in a stooped position, like an idiot.

Then the emperor solved my problem for me. He turned to Mr Liu. ‘That eunuch is to be taken away and flogged at once,’ he said.

Mr Liu did it himself. He took his time. Two other eunuchs stripped my bottom naked and held me spread-eagled on the ground. Then he laid into me with the broad split bamboo we call the banzi. If it hadn’t been Mr Liu I should have screamed with the pain. But I would not give him the satisfaction, though I did think I might faint.

Actually, the punishment could have been worse. It was the standard beating any eunuch might receive for bad behaviour. After all, they wanted you to be able to get back to work in a few days. My humiliation was terrible, of course. It must have given Mr Liu a great deal of pleasure. The whole palace would have known about it by the following day. My sponsor, Mr Chen. Everybody. ‘Lacquer Nail broke the Noble Consort’s fingernails. In front of the emperor! Who told Mr Liu to flog him. What a comedown.’ How they’d mock me. ‘Lacquer Nail’s finished,’ they’d say. And I supposed they were probably right.

I stayed in my little room all the next day. I didn’t feel up to leaving it. An old orderly arrived during the morning to give me a washdown and apply some lotions to my backside. A junior eunuch came in at midday and again in the evening to bring me food. Neither of them spoke more than a few words, and I didn’t try to engage them in conversation. I just spent most of the time lying facedown on my bed and resting.

But the next morning I decided I really had to face the general mockery and find out what was going on. Had the Noble Consort Yi dismissed me forever? Was she herself in disgrace? Where were the barbarians and what were they doing? And I was all ready to leave my room when the door opened, and in walked Mr Liu. He seemed quite friendly.

‘I’ve good news and bad,’ he announced. ‘I’ll give you the bad news first. The Noble Consort Yi is finished. The emperor won’t let her in the room with him.’

‘You said it would happen,’ I answered.

‘True. But her fall is not quite as complete as I expected. The emperor feels that she should continue to look after the boy – who could still become the future emperor. Therefore she is to travel with the rest of the court to the hunting grounds.’

‘So he’s still running away, north of the Great Wall?’

‘Of course. Prince Gong will remain here.’

‘May I ask you something, sir?’ I said. ‘I was very shocked when Prince Sushun encouraged the emperor to make a run for it. Can he really have believed it was the right course of action?’

‘Certainly he did,’ Mr Liu replied. ‘It’s true, of course, that Prince Sushun means to keep close with the emperor. He’s delighted that Prince Gong is left here to negotiate. If Prince Gong fails, regrettable though that would be, then his star will fade – and that of Prince Sushun will shine more brightly. If, on the other hand, Prince Gong succeeds, it will be good for the empire, but the emperor will secretly hate Prince Gong for showing him up. That’s good for Prince Sushun, too.’ He paused. ‘There is, however, a further consideration. Prince Sushun is a patriot. And he is convinced that there will only be chaos here in Beijing unless we can get the emperor as far away as possible. He told me so himself.’

‘So whatever happens,’ I remarked, ‘he looks good.’

‘The greatest and most difficult art in government,’ said Mr Liu with satisfaction, ‘is to keep a clear conscience.’

‘I see,’ I mumbled.

‘You have not asked for the good news,’ he continued. ‘Which is that you are to go to the hunting lodge yourself. With the Noble Consort Yi.’

‘She has forgiven me?’ I cried.

‘She is distressed about what happened to you. Says it’s her fault.’

‘Perhaps I can fix her broken nails,’ I said eagerly.

‘You’ll have to wait for them to grow again. She already had them cut short.’ He smiled. ‘Not even you could have repaired them.’

‘And what about the barbarians, sir?’

‘Still south of the city. Threatening. We hold their hostages. I expect there’ll be more fighting and more negotiating. It may go on for weeks. But we shall both be north of the Great Wall.’ He gazed at me steadily. ‘Which brings me to your orders. They come directly from the Noble Consort and must be obeyed exactly.’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘You are to go home this evening and spend three days with your family. You may not see them for some time to come. Here are your wages and a little more, which you should give them. After that time, and not before, you are to report back here. Some of the baggage will be leaving in the next few days, and I shouldn’t be surprised if the emperor leaves, too. But the Noble Consort Yi and her son will not be departing until later, and she wishes you to accompany them in person. Is that clearly understood?’

I made a small grimace.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asked sharply.

‘I was wondering how to explain the state of my backside to my wife,’ I told him.

‘Please don’t bother me with details,’ he replied.

At home, I spent happy hours with my children; and although I winced a few times when I was sitting down, I told them I had twisted my back, and no one thought anything about it. As for Rose, I pretended I wasn’t feeling well, so we just slept, and I was able to hide my condition from her. I noticed she was putting on a little more weight. Eating too much, I daresay.

The second day, my father went out for a while, and when he got back, he said, ‘The emperor left town yesterday.’

‘I expect he did,’ I said.

‘I heard the whole court went with him,’ he went on. ‘Are you sure the Noble Consort didn’t go, too?’

‘You don’t understand,’ I told him. ‘The emperor doesn’t want her anywhere near him.’

‘Is it such a good idea for you to serve her, then?’ he asked me.

‘It would be a worse idea if I didn’t,’ I replied.

‘Well,’ he said, ‘if Prince Gong’s in charge, he’s going to have a difficult time. Everyone’s panicking because the emperor’s run off. The troops are saying they haven’t been paid. Not even their rice rations. I wouldn’t be surprised if they deserted.’

‘Perhaps we should get you away from Beijing,’ I said.

‘Where would we go?’ my father replied. ‘And even if twenty thousand barbarian troops did get into Beijing, the population’s so huge, I doubt they’d be much of a danger to us.’

Come to that, I thought, my father would be sure to find some way to make himself useful to the barbarians, just as he did with everyone else.

I was up before dawn on the day I was due back, and though I was sorry to leave my family, I was quite excited by the thought of the adventure north of the Great Wall.

The city gates were open. The guards seemed half asleep. One would never have guessed there was a barbarian army just a few miles away as I made my way along the lane that led to the Summer Palace. When I finally reached the entrance, I could hear the sentry in the guardhouse snoring, which I didn’t think much of, because the sky was getting light. But I walked in and made my way around the Front Lake towards the eunuchs’ quarters, passing the enclosure where Mr Ma kept his penzai trees. He wasn’t there yet.

I don’t know what I’d expected to find at that hour: a few early risers; a line of carts loaded up and ready to leave? Something, anyway. But all I saw were the silent pavilions. They were beautiful, of course, with their curving roofs floating over the mist on the lake behind. But somehow they looked sad and empty.

I went straight to the entrance of the eunuchs’ quarters and turned into the main passage. The first thing I saw was the big ornamental sword in its usual place on the wall, with its hilt gleaming on account of all the rubies. That cheered me up.

And then what should I see but Mr Ma coming up the passage towards me. ‘I wondered where you were,’ he said.

‘With my family,’ I answered. ‘I’m going north with the Noble Consort Yi today.’

‘I don’t think you are,’ he said. ‘She left three days ago with the emperor.’

‘How can that be?’ I said. ‘Where’s Mr Liu? I need to speak to him.’

‘He left three days ago with all the rest,’ said Mr Ma. ‘They all went together. He left Shaking Leaf in charge. Everyone was looking for you,’ he added. ‘Mr Liu said you must have deserted. The Noble Consort was furious. She told him she never wanted to see you again.’

‘But he told me she wouldn’t be leaving until today,’ I protested, ‘and that I was to go and see my family in the meantime.’

The old man stared at me silently. ‘So he’s had his revenge,’ he said quietly. ‘I told you he would. Got your hopes up and then destroyed you.’ I realised it even before he finished. You had to admire Mr Liu. He could mask his feelings completely and bide his time. But when he struck, he was implacable.

‘I’ll go after them,’ I said.

‘That won’t do you any good,’ Mr Ma told me. ‘They’re already three days away.’

‘Yes, but with all the baggage carts, they won’t be going very fast,’ I pointed out. ‘Maybe I can catch them up.’

‘And then what?’

‘I’ll tell the Noble Consort what really happened.’

He thought for a moment. ‘Did anyone see you arrive?’ he asked. I told him no. ‘Then come with me quickly,’ he said. ‘We’ve got to get you out of sight.’

It didn’t take long before we were inside the enclosure where he kept his trees.

‘What’s all this about?’ I asked.

‘Mr Liu’s given orders that as soon as you arrive, you’re to be arrested.’

‘For what?’

‘Absconding. Desertion. You’ll be kept in gaol until the court returns. That could be months. And he’s put out orders that you’re to be arrested if you’re seen on the road or in the city.’

‘What shall I do?’ I asked.

‘I suggest, at this moment, that you hide in the park here. Don’t let a soul see you. Wait until dark, then come back here, and we’ll make a plan.’

As I didn’t see any other option, I did as he said. It wasn’t too difficult to hide. The park was huge and hardly anyone was about. After darkness fell, I made my way back to Mr Ma’s enclosure. He had plenty of news.

‘Poor Shaking Leaf. When you didn’t appear this morning, he sent three eunuchs to your house to find you. Naturally, they learned that you’d gone to the Summer Palace. So he looked around and couldn’t find you. He was in a terrible flap. “Where can he be?” he says to me. I should think it’s obvious, I told him. He probably discovered on his way that none of the court is left here, so he’s gone racing up the road to the Great Wall to try and catch them. “But he’ll be arrested,” Shaking Leaf protests. But he doesn’t know that, I reminded him. I bet you that’s where he’s gone.’

‘That’s what I was going to do,’ I said.

‘Exactly. And he looked quite relieved, because he wouldn’t have to arrest you and guard you for months himself. He told me something else, too. When the royal party reaches the Great Wall, Mr Liu is going to order the guards to arrest you at once if you show up there.’

‘He thinks of everything,’ I muttered.

‘Well,’ Mr Ma continued, ‘I’ll tell you where I think you could hide.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘Here at the Summer Palace.’ His old eyes gleamed at me. ‘When you think about it: most of the court’s gone. One or two of the old palace ladies are left behind, and a small staff of eunuchs, including me and the gardeners. But that’s all. There’s no business being done here. No entertaining, no concerts. We’ve got the whole park almost to ourselves.’

‘I’d like a roof over my head,’ I replied.

‘You could install yourself on one of the islands. Not the Island of Shrines – there are some priests on it. But most of the islands are deserted. I’d let you know if the gardeners were coming your way. And I can bring you food every day or two. There’s plenty of food.’ He smiled at me. ‘You can live like a scholar hermit for a while. Perhaps it will suit you.’

We discussed the islands. I liked the Apricot Blossom Spring Villa, with its orchard and steep hill; and I could see myself in one of the little villas around the lotus pond on the curious island known as Lianxi’s Wonderland. Both of them were quiet, out-of-the-way places where you could hide. But it was the Peony Terrace, the closest island of all, almost opposite the emperor’s private residence, that we finally decided upon.

‘It’s really a spring and summer retreat,’ Mr Ma explained, ‘and with the emperor away, the gardeners don’t bother with it for the moment.’ I also liked the fact it was easy for Mr Ma to get to, when he wanted to bring me food or news.

So after sharing a little food with me, he led me through the darkness to the Peony Terrace.

I believe the period that followed was one of the happiest of my life. Partly it was the beauty of the place. The peonies had already been trimmed back for autumn by the time I got there, and I must say I was glad it wasn’t summer, since if you were actually living out there, the heady fragrance of some of those rich, double-globed flowers might have been altogether too much of a good thing.

The fact remained, here I was, the sole inhabitant of the emperor’s most gorgeous garden in the paradise of the Yuanmingyuan, in perfect peace and safety. It has to be fate, I thought, that no matter what disasters befall me, I am lifted up and surrounded, time and again, with the finer things of life. The sixth emperor of the Manchu dynasty, the present emperor’s glorious forebear, used to retire to the Peony Terrace to write poetry – for which he had great talent. I wondered whether, had my education proceeded further, I might have done the same. But I’d probably have been too busy smelling the peonies.

Each time Mr Ma came, he’d bring me news. ‘The barbarians are still camped just to the south,’ he told me on the second day. ‘They say the French are a bit closer, with the British farther behind them, waiting for reinforcements. It’s easy to tell which is which. The French uniforms are blue and the British red. There have been a few skirmishes, nothing more.’

A couple of days later, he explained that the French were angry on account of one of their priests who’d been killed in a skirmish and thrown in the canal.

Meanwhile, Lord Elgin wanted the hostages back and Prince Gong wouldn’t give them up unless Elgin promised to go away. Some days it seemed like a stalemate, but on other days there were signs that the situation couldn’t go on. Our troops were close to mutiny, the old man told me. People were starting to flee the city. I was sure my father wouldn’t be one of them.

I’d been there some time when Mr Ma turned up chuckling. ‘I have good news today,’ he announced. ‘You’re dead.’

‘I am?’ I said.

‘Shaking Leaf’s had a couple of palace people making enquiries after you – just to protect himself from Mr Liu, I should think. When nobody could find you and you never turned up at the Great Wall, one of the searchers told Shaking Leaf that he thought you were dead. I expect he said it because he was bored with looking for you. But Shaking Leaf wants to believe it. So now the word is that you’re dead, and I’ve no doubt that in another day or two Shaking Leaf will believe it himself. You know how these things go.’

‘Well,’ I replied with a laugh, ‘it’s better being dead in the Peony Terrace than it ever was being alive in the kitchens.’

Shortly after that, Lord Elgin declared he was going to knock down the walls of the city and destroy it. ‘I doubt he could do that, Mr Ma,’ I said.

‘Perhaps not,’ he agreed, ‘but it’s frightening the inhabitants. Even more of them are leaving.’

One evening, Mr Ma told me that two of the more important hostages had been transferred to better quarters. ‘I hear that most of the hostages are in terrible shape after starving with the rats in prison,’ Mr Ma said. ‘It looks to me as if Prince Gong’s fattening these two up before returning them.’

‘It must mean he wants to talk,’ I suggested. ‘Where are the British now?’ I asked.

‘In the same place.’

‘And the French?’

‘Wandering about. Bored. Looking for loot, I should think.’

And during all these days, from the emperor and his court north of the Great Wall, we heard not a word.

It began so quietly. The first thing I heard, coming from beside the emperor’s residence, was a low voice laughing and another speaking, just like two people having a quiet conversation. I supposed they were gardeners and hoped they wouldn’t discover me. But the sound of their voices retreated, and for a few moments there was silence.

Then there were shouts, farther off. Not angry shouts. More like cries of joy. Next I heard something breaking, quite nearby. It had to be in the emperor’s residence. What could be going on?

I started across the footbridge that led from the island to the shore.

You may wonder why I didn’t hide. I couldn’t say for certain. Curiosity, as far as I remember. Like most people, I always go towards the action.

They were scattered all over the place: small knots of men. French troops. I could tell by their uniforms. Every moment more were streaming in from the entrance. They may have wandered into the Yuanmingyuan without even knowing what it was. Whatever officers came with them were doing nothing to hold the men back. I don’t suppose they could have. Their men had scented loot. And there were still two hours of daylight left.

As I ran along the side of the emperor’s residence, some of the barbarians were already coming out, carrying jewellery, watches, bronze figures, even a small golden Buddha.

You can imagine how I felt: how dare these savages smash their way into paradise, commit sacrilege, and lay their hands on the treasures of the Celestial Kingdom?

Those who appreciate the finer things of life need our own army. We’d know what to do with vermin of this kind. That’s what I was thinking.

I could see a group of palace people gathered at the main entrance to the residence trying to keep the hooligans out. One of them had got a pike from somewhere; another had a garden fork. The rest had only brooms or kitchen knives. But they were fighting.

It’s important to remember that. People often think of the palace eunuchs as simpering weaklings, but it’s not true. The palace people fought as bravely as any soldiers.

I must get a weapon, I thought, and I was wondering where to find one when I suddenly remembered that jewelled sword inside the entrance to the eunuchs’ quarters. So I ran across and I took it down. It was quite heavy, and the rubies on the hilt bit into my hand, but the blade was sharp. So back I went with it.

I wasn’t afraid. It was pretty obvious the barbarians had only one idea in their minds – grab as much loot as they could and make off with it. So if we made it too hot for them in one place, there was a good chance they’d move on and try another. With luck, we might be able to keep them out of the emperor’s quarters.

And I was only fifty yards from those brave fellows defending the doorway when I saw a sight that almost made my heart stop. A single figure running out from another pavilion. With one arm he was carrying a rich plum-coloured robe; in his other hand he held a splendid head comb encrusted with gems. Even at a distance I couldn’t fail to recognise them. They belonged to the Noble Consort Yi herself. The robe was the very one she’d been wearing the first time I ever came into her presence.

I forgot everything. I wasn’t even thinking. I was just running, so fast it felt as if I were flying. Blind rage, fury, yes, love, carried me forward, and when I got to him, I plunged that ceremonial sword into his belly. He let out a scream. I pulled the sword out and drove it in again with all my force as he went down. I did it for the Noble Consort and the Celestial Kingdom.

Then I tore her robe and the comb from his hands, seized the sword again, and left him quivering in his death throes as I ran towards the Noble Consort’s quarters. I half expected some of the barbarians to chase after me. But if they did, they’d given up before I got to her rooms.

And who should I find there but Shaking Leaf.

I think he’d just walked in there. I’m not sure he even realised what was going on. So when he saw me burst in there with a bloody sword, it must have been a shock.

He blinked, his mouth fell open, and he went deathly pale. He stared at me in terror. Did he think I was going to attack him?

‘I am sorry, Lacquer Nail,’ he cried. ‘I’m sorry for all the bad things that were done to you. It wasn’t my fault. You know that. It was all Mr Liu.’ I didn’t say anything. I was just staring at him. ‘Zhong Kui, protect me,’ he suddenly cried.

And then I understood. Since Zhong Kui is the demon who frightens off evil spirits, Shaking Leaf must have thought I was a ghost. A hungry ghost, as they’re the only ones who can take on human form.

‘The only hungry ghosts are the barbarians who are looting the place,’ I cried. But he wasn’t taking it in. Let him believe I’m a ghost, then, I thought. ‘Grab all the valuables that belong to Noble Consort Yi,’ I told him, ‘and hide them. Quick, quick.’

‘At once,’ he said, and started gathering things up.

‘Hide them well,’ I shouted.

It’s amazing that I was ordering the senior eunuch around like that, but I felt I had the right to. After all, I’d just killed a man for stealing her robe.

I left Shaking Leaf to his work and went back outside. The French looters were fanning out all over the place. Obviously I couldn’t fight them all. I didn’t want to go back to Shaking Leaf, who at some point would figure out I wasn’t a ghost. I thought of old Mr Ma. I didn’t imagine the barbarians wanted to run off with his trees. The best thing’s to stay where I am, I decided, and guard the way into the Noble Consort’s quarters. So I stood there with my bloodied sword and looked threatening. Some of the French troops glanced in my direction, but none of them came at me.

I’d been there a few minutes when I noticed a small party of them heading towards a group of pavilions that housed the older ladies of the court. But I wasn’t paying much attention until I noticed a single figure emerging from the back. She was too far away for me to see her face, moving hesitantly, peeping around the corner of the building, then pulling back and obviously wondering where she could flee.

Would the barbarians harm her? Even a lady of the court could get attacked on a day like this. I cursed under my breath. I really didn’t want to quit my post. But I couldn’t just leave her. So skirting behind some bushes where the looters wouldn’t catch sight of me, I bent low and ran towards her.

I was already close before the lady saw me, and at the sight of my bloodied sword she started with fear. But she could see from my dress that I was a palace person, so she quickly collected herself and waited. She was quite simply dressed, but she had a fine necklace of pearls and gemstones. I was sure I’d seen her before.

Then I realised: It was the lady Prince Gong called Auntie. I bowed low as I reached her.

‘Princess,’ I said, ‘I am Lacquer Nail. I serve the Noble Consort Yi.’

‘Yes, yes. I recognise you now. You have been fighting?’

‘Your slave has been fighting,’ I acknowledged.

‘Prince Gong was supposed to be here this afternoon,’ she said. ‘I sent my servant girl to find him, but I don’t know where she is now.’

‘I don’t think we can wait here,’ I said. ‘Are there other noble ladies inside?’

‘There’s only me,’ she replied.

‘Perhaps we could hide on one of the far islands,’ I suggested.

She seemed to like this idea.

‘You know the Apricot Blossom Spring Villa,’ she said. ‘The pavilions are mostly down by the waterfront. But the wooded hill behind is quite wild. We could hide up there, I think.’

‘It’s a steep climb, my lady,’ I cautioned her.

‘I am a Manchu, Lacquer Nail,’ she reminded me with a smile. ‘No bound feet. But I’m like the Noble Consort Yi. My feet are so dainty, you might think they were bound.’

We followed the path around the edge of the lake as quickly as we could. The French barbarians were still busy looting all the pavilions near the emperor’s residence, so they hadn’t come this way yet. We passed across two deserted islands. As we came towards the Apricot Blossom Spring Island, there wasn’t a soul in sight.

There was a pretty humpbacked stone footbridge ahead that crossed over the water to the island. We’d reached the top of it when the princess, who was just behind me, spoke.

‘Stop, Lacquer Nail, and hide your sword.’ Her voice was quiet but urgent.

I stopped and held my sword with one hand just behind me. For a moment I didn’t understand. Then I saw what she had seen. Her eyes were sharper than mine.

A single barbarian was stepping out from the bushes about twenty paces away, directly in our path. He seemed to be alone. He had a rifle in his hands. He grinned at us.

I have seen many villainous barbarians in my life, but never one as ugly as this one. He was huge, with a bushy black beard and a nose that seemed to dip down to his chin. One of his fiery eyes squinted to the right, but the other was fixed on me. He pointed his gun, but he did not take aim. If he’d seen my sword he probably would have shot me.

‘What do you think he wants?’ the princess asked me quietly. She was wonderfully calm.

‘Loot, I think,’ I answered. And then it came to me why he might be there alone. ‘Perhaps he ran here ahead of his friends to grab the best bits of loot for himself,’ I said.

Nobody moved. But I saw the barbarian’s eye shift to the princess. My hand tightened on my hidden sword. If he tried to harm her, I’d surely kill him or die in the attempt.

I remember thinking that if I was going to die, at least it would be defending a member of the imperial family. Even if we were both found dead, everyone would get to hear of it. My name would be honoured for generations. I wondered if Prince Gong would buy my missing parts back so that I might be buried with them as a whole man. That would be a good recompense. But would he think of it?

The hideous creature’s hand went up to his neck, then pointed at the princess. I understood at once. ‘He wants your pearls,’ I said.

‘How dare he?’ There speaks a noblewoman! I thought. The loss of her pearls was nothing. Her concern was for her dignity. ‘Certainly not,’ she said firmly.

The bearded savage made a motion towards me with his gun.

‘He means to shoot me and take the pearls from you,’ I translated.

‘If he touches me with his hands, I shall have to drown myself,’ she remarked.

She still wasn’t thinking of giving her pearls away. As for drowning herself … If a lady of her rank – born a noble, consort of an emperor – should be defiled by the touch of the disgusting barbarian before us, she’d certainly be right to take her own life.

So it didn’t look as if there was any honourable way for us to survive.

But then I had a moment of inspiration. Remember, always put yourself in the place of your enemy. Try to think as he does.

‘Trust me, Princess,’ I said. I knew she’d understand at once. Then I gave him my most servile bow. And with my free hand I indicated he should come forward and take the pearls for himself, as though to say: ‘I can’t take them, but I won’t stop you.’

He smirked scornfully. A palace eunuch, he was thinking. Just what I’ve always heard: weak, effeminate, disloyal.

He strode up onto the bridge and started to walk past me as I made way for him. And I don’t think he even saw my sword as I whipped it from behind my back and plunged it under his rib cage and up into his heart.

He gave a grunt, stood stock-still with the sword sticking out of him, and sank onto his knees. I put my foot on his chest, yanked the sword left and right to make sure the point had torn up everything within, and pulled it out. The rifle dropped from his hand and clattered on the stone bridge, but he remained on his knees. I glanced back at Prince Gong’s auntie.

Her face was absolutely still, betraying no emotion of any kind. She had, as I say, the highest breeding.

Then the monster suddenly vomited blood and fell face forward onto the bridge and was convulsed by two or three huge spasms. As soon as that stopped, I picked up his rifle.

I looked at the princess. Her face was the same. She glanced around the lake as though the death of the barbarian was of no concern or interest to her at all. And I was just wondering whether we should still hide on that island or go to another one, when she suddenly called to me: ‘Look over there, Lacquer Nail. Here he comes.’ And I looked, and there, from farther up the lake, came a dozen soldiers at a run, with four more men carrying a sedan chair. ‘I wonder if he’s seen us,’ she said. And she started waving at the sedan chair like an excited girl.

I could hardly believe the transformation from the dignified lady to the happy girl. But then of course he was another member of the royal family.

He was with us in no time. He surveyed the scene. There was already a pool of blood around the bearded barbarian’s head. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked her. ‘I came as soon as I could.’

‘Yes,’ she cried. ‘Thanks to him.’ And she pointed at me.

‘Do I know you?’ he said.

I made a low bow.

‘It’s Lacquer Nail,’ she interrupted. ‘He was fighting the barbarians with his sword. Then he saw me and rescued me. He killed this one, too. He saved my life.’

‘Oh,’ said Prince Gong. I noticed the soldiers were giving me looks of respect, which was very gratifying. ‘Weren’t you in trouble?’ he said. ‘I heard you were dead.’

‘Not yet, Highness,’ I replied, and made a brave smile. ‘But your slave must tell you the barbarians may be here any minute. And they’re at the main entrance.’

‘We’re going out another way,’ he said briskly. He helped his auntie into the sedan chair. He looked at me again and at my sword. ‘That’s a ceremonial sword. Where did you get it?’

I told him. He indicated I should give it to him. But as I started to do so, I suddenly winced with pain. And I discovered the rubies on the hilt had bitten into my hand and it had been bleeding for quite a while. In all the excitement I’d never felt the pain at all.

He got into the sedan chair with his auntie. ‘Go!’ he ordered his men.

‘He saved my life,’ I heard the princess say again as they raised the sedan chair.

Prince Gong stuck his head out. ‘You come, too,’ he told me. So off we went.

It was as we left the Yuanmingyuan that I suddenly remembered my father’s advice: the best way to make your fortune, he’d told me, is to save a rich man’s life. And now I’d done even better: I’d saved the life of one of the imperial family. I had to laugh.

I was in clover. For a start, I was safe in Prince Gong’s well-guarded mansion inside the city walls. Everything in it was magnificent. One of Prince Gong’s eunuchs showed me the servants’ bathhouse, gave me fresh clothes and balm for my hand. I asked for some extra balm, which I applied to my backside. Then I was given a good meal and a little room all to myself. That night I slept nearly ten hours.

When I finally awoke, the same eunuch gave me breakfast and told me that I should attend upon the princess as soon as I was ready.

She was in a small receiving room, sitting very upright in a big polished chair. She was wearing a flowered dress and a simple tortoiseshell comb in her hair. She looked very royal and dignified, but she smiled at me and told me to sit down on a wooden stool before her.

‘First, I wish to thank you again for saving my life,’ she said.

‘It was your slave’s honour,’ I answered, and bowed my head.

‘And now I wish to hear your whole story, Lacquer Nail, ever since you first decided to become a palace person.’

‘I am afraid you will find it very boring, Princess,’ I replied.

‘I’m sure I shan’t,’ she said. ‘And as Prince Gong is out all day attending to the city defences, I’ve no one else to entertain me, so I may as well listen to you.’

It crossed my mind that Prince Gong could have asked her to find out how I’d suddenly turned up again when I was supposed to be dead and what I’d been up to. If I hadn’t saved his auntie’s life, someone might be asking questions in quite a different way.

So I told her everything: about my wife and children, my little boy being sick, how Mr Chen got me into the palace, Mr Liu’s dislike of me – the whole tale, right up to the trick Mr Liu had played on me and how I’d hidden in the Peony Terrace. I knew this might make Mr Liu angry if it got back to him, but I needed to defend myself, and she’d know that it would have been madness on my part to make such a thing up if it wasn’t true. The only thing I left out was about my money and where I’d hidden it. It’s always a good rule in life to be as honest with people as you can, but never tell them where the money is.

‘Well,’ she said, ‘isn’t that just like Mr Liu? What an awful person he is.’

‘Your slave admires him, Princess,’ I said. ‘He thinks of everything. I just wish he didn’t dislike me.’ Which was all true.

‘You shall stay with us, Lacquer Nail,’ she said. ‘I’m sure Prince Gong can use a person of your abilities.’

When Prince Gong came back in the early evening, he was looking quite grim. It wasn’t long before the servants all knew what was happening. He had protested to both the French and the British barbarians about the disgraceful looting of the Summer Palace. But he’d got nothing from them except demands that he return their hostages. Worse still, the envoys he’d sent to Lord Elgin got the impression the British soldiers were angry that only the French had been given the chance to loot. And other spies reported that the French officers had been showing the British officers around the Yuanmingyuan that very day.

After he’d eaten his evening meal, Prince Gong sent for me. He gave me a curt nod. ‘I’ve been told about your adventures. Is it all true? I shall have you thrown in gaol if you’ve lied.’

‘Your slave swears on his life it is all true,’ I answered.

‘She wants me to employ you.’ He gazed at me for a moment. ‘At least you can take out the chamber pots!’ he suddenly cried, with a shout of laughter. Then he waved me away.

I didn’t mind. I was just glad that he was in a good mood and that I could stay there.

I was going to bed that evening when I was told the princess wanted me again. She received me in the same room, but her maid was already undoing her hair.

‘Lacquer Nail,’ she said, ‘I want you to perform a great service for me. In all the confusion yesterday, I left something in the Summer Palace to which I am very attached. And if it is still there and if the British barbarians come to loot the place again, I fear it may be lost forever. It is a beautiful jadeite pendant that the emperor himself gave me. It is of great sentimental value.’

‘Of course, Princess,’ I said with a low bow. ‘Your lowly servant would be honoured.’ And I gave her a smile to show that I really meant it.

‘The pendant is on a ribbon,’ she explained, ‘and it’s hidden inside a secret compartment in a cabinet.’ And she told me where the cabinet was and explained exactly how to get the compartment open. ‘It takes a few moments,’ she said. ‘You’d never know the compartment’s there. Just so long as the barbarians didn’t start breaking up the furniture.’

I couldn’t imagine even the British barbarians would start smashing the palace furniture.

‘I suggest that I go at first light, before anyone goes out there,’ I said.

‘Do you want any soldiers to protect you?’ she asked.

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘If the British were to turn up early, a few soldiers wouldn’t be able to help me much. It’s probably best if I just slip in and out before anyone sees.’

It was early dawn when I went out of the western city gate. Before sunrise I passed through the main entrance of the Yuanmingyuan. There were no guards on duty.

I had just one task to perform: find the princess’s jadeite pendant and return.

All the same, I did make one small detour on my way in from the entrance. I walked across to look into Mr Ma’s enclosure of penzai trees. I didn’t expect to find him there so early; and indeed, I couldn’t have stopped to talk to him if I had. But I wanted to make sure that no one had damaged his precious trees.

Mr Ma was in the entrance to the enclosure, lying on his back. His jaw was hanging open and his blue cheeks had drawn in so that his mouth made a meaningless little O. His eyes stared blankly up at the sky. There was a circle of blackened blood in the middle of his small chest where someone had shot him. I wondered why. A few of his penzai trees had had their ropes cut, as if the French troops had meant to liberate them from their bondage. But I didn’t think any of the trees had been taken to a new home. I expect he’d tried to prevent the looters from coming into the enclosure, and they’d shot him because he was in the way.

I suppose that’s how it is with war. Some people are killed for a good reason, some for a bad reason, and others for no reason at all.

The cabinet was just as the princess had described it – beautiful double-doored, dark rosewood – standing against one wall. There was no sign that the cabinet had been tampered with. It should be easy enough to open, I thought. I went across, opened the right-hand door, and felt inside for a little sliding panel, exactly as the princess had told me to.

Ten minutes later, I was still flummoxed. Five steps: slide the panel, press the wood behind, slip one’s fingers into the cavity, reach up to a small lever and pull down.

I couldn’t find the lever. Was there another panel to slide? Had she mistaken the cabinet door? Patiently I tried every different alternative I could think of. Nothing.

Had she got the sequence wrong? I spent nearly an hour trying one thing after another. Once, having opened the door on the other side, I thought I had found the lever, but though I pulled down, then up, and side to side, the cabinet remained impregnable, refusing to yield up its secret. If only I could speak to the old lady, maybe she could tell me what I was doing wrong; but obviously I couldn’t.

It occurred to me that if I’d come there with a single assistant and a cart, we could have carried the cabinet out and hauled it away in far less time than I’d already spent trying to open it. But it was too late to think of that now.

What was I to do? Time was going on. Were the British going to arrive? In the worst case, I supposed, I might leave the pavilion and come back after the British had gone. After all, if I couldn’t find the pendant, it wasn’t very likely they would. But I didn’t want to fail in my mission. The princess might not care for me so much. Love is conditional in palaces.

There was only one thing I could think of: break the cabinet open. But how? With an axe? What kind of damage was that going to do to the cabinet, which was a work of art itself? How would I explain it? I suppose I could say the barbarians did it.

I started to hunt around the adjoining rooms to see if there was any implement I could use. I couldn’t find a thing. And I was just about to go over to the palace kitchens to see what I could find there when outside I heard the sound of voices. Loud voices. Barbarian voices. I looked out from a doorway and saw red uniforms, a hundred yards away.

The British had come.

I rushed back to the cabinet. In one last attempt I reached in, slid the panel I’d tried first, pushed … And this time, lo and behold, I found the lever. I pulled it down.

And nothing happened. I couldn’t believe it. With a howl of rage and frustration, forgetting I’d wounded it, I slammed the flat of my hand against the side of the cabinet as hard as I could. I felt a huge shock of pain in my hand. I cursed the rosewood cabinet.

And from somewhere inside it, I heard a faint click.

I reached in. The secret compartment was open. A moment later, the jadeite pendant was in my hand, and I was gazing at it. I couldn’t help myself. The jadeite was so beautifully carved, with birds and bats, for luck. Yet it retained the watery purity of this most lovely of all the jades. Such stones are not to be found within the entire Celestial Kingdom. They are brought by merchants from Burma. Soft as a reflecting pool, yet tougher than a diamond. You can carve it, and it will never break. The gift of an emperor to his love. And I was about to carry this wonder, resting against my own unworthy body.

For there was only one thing to do: I hung the pendant around my neck. It was quite invisible under my clothes. The question was, could I get out of there without being captured or killed by the British? Cautiously, I went to the door.

The British barbarians were already fanning out around that end of the lake. A second column of troops had just arrived from the entrance. In front of my eyes they peeled off to the left and right, going to the islands by the look of it. Then I noticed something else. They were laughing, as if they were at a festival.

Of course, I realised: their officers had brought them there as a reward. A big treat. A day in paradise, looting the emperor’s vast treasure house to their hearts’ content. All they could carry. No wonder they were happy.

I started to walk away from the pavilion. They saw me, but nobody made a move towards me. I suppose if I’d carried a gun or brandished a knife someone might have taken me down. Or if I’d been pushing a handcart full of gold, they’d have had that off me. But all they saw was a lone palace eunuch, unarmed and carrying nothing, trying to get out of their way. I kept going, towards the main entrance.

I was only twenty paces from Mr Ma’s enclosure when things went wrong.

I may have difficulty telling one barbarian from another, but this one was an exception. His uniform wasn’t quite the same as the other men’s, and he had a sword. He was standing alone, watching the troops as they fanned out.

He was average height for a barbarian, I think, but strongly built. He had a short light brown mustache. He face was regular, broad of brow, intelligent. And he had the bluest eyes that I have ever seen. They gave me a keen look, but not unfriendly, as if he’d let me pass.

He didn’t. He drew his sword and made a gesture that I should stop. He surveyed me thoughtfully. Then, with the tip of his sword, he raised my robe, to see if I was hiding anything between my legs. He didn’t find anything, but he wasn’t satisfied.

Just then, I heard a voice calling him. ‘Goh-Dun!’ He took no notice, but kept his eyes on me. ‘Goh-Dun!’ the voice called out again. I supposed this must be the officer’s name. Then the voice said something in his barbarian tongue that sounded like: ‘Wat yur gat dare?’

Goh-Dun half turned. I did the same. It was another officer, dressed the same way and walking towards us. Goh-Dun waited for him to arrive and said something to him. The officer nodded and patted me down: legs, arms, my crotch. He turned back to Goh-Dun and shook his head.

But Goh-Dun still wasn’t satisfied. His bold blue eyes gazed at me, like an engineer inspecting a bridge. He said something, and the other officer opened the top of my tunic. Goh-Dun let the blade of his sword rest lightly against my neck. Then he started tracing the blade along my collarbone. I kept very still, but I tried to lower my collarbone imperceptibly so that the sword blade would slide easily over the ribbon. It nearly worked, but not quite. I saw him give a tiny frown, then a half-smile. He drew the blade back a few inches, inserted the point under the ribbon, and pulled it up.

A moment later, the jadeite pendant was hanging down my front for all to see.

‘Aha,’ said Goh-Dun.

The two officers inspected it. They were talking and nodding. It was obvious that they thought the pendant was very fine. Then Goh-Dun took it in his hand and cut the ribbon.

‘No,’ I cried, and tried to cling on to the pendant.

But he only smiled and put it in his pocket.

I shook my head and tried to explain that it belonged to Prince Gong himself, so he’d better not touch it. But of course he didn’t understand a word I said. I fell to my knees and begged him. I was almost weeping.

The other officer said something and laughed. As for Goh-Dun, he gestured towards the pavilion, pointed to me, and made a grabbing motion. Then he pointed to himself, made another grabbing motion, and pointed to his pocket. His meaning was clear: I’d looted the pendant from the pavilion; and now he’d looted it from me.

After all, he and his men were there to loot. So he assumed that I was looting, too. When I remained on my knees, shaking my head and protesting, he took me by the arm, pulled me up, gave me a friendly whack on the backside with the flat of his sword, which hurt more than he knew, and then indicated that if I didn’t run off, he’d give me another.

It was humiliating, of course. Far worse was the thought that this jadeite pendant should be polluted by the touch of his barbarian hands. And worst of all, I was wondering: what was I going to say to Prince Gong and his auntie?

It didn’t go well. The princess was kind to me. She believed me, or said she did. But she looked so sad and disappointed I could hardly bear to see it. As for Prince Gong, I discovered what he thought that evening. I happened to be near the door of her room after he’d gone in to speak to her. So I listened to what they were saying.

‘First he deserts instead of going north with the rest of the court,’ I heard him say. ‘Then he fakes his own death. Then he steals a sword that’s worth a small fortune.’

‘He was fighting. I saw the blood on it.’

‘For all we know he stuck it into one of our own people who was trying to prevent him stealing it. Or a barbarian who tried to get it off him.’

‘He saved my life.’

‘If you say so, Auntie. It’s the only reason I haven’t thrown him in gaol. But now he goes off to fetch your jadeite pendant and returns with a story that a British officer took it. Don’t we see a pattern here? He goes from one story to another, each more improbable than the last. I bet he’s hidden the pendant somewhere.’

‘I believe him,’ she replied. Then I heard footsteps coming towards the door, and I ran.

The next morning Prince Gong went to the Yuanmingyuan to inspect the damage. To my surprise, I was ordered to go with him. I suppose he wanted to keep an eye on me. We went up there with twenty bodyguards. He was carried in a sedan chair. I had to run behind it.

There were still no sentries at the entrance. When we got to old Mr Ma’s enclosure, we stopped and Prince Gong got out.

Mr Ma’s corpse was bloated and putrid now. The prince turned to me. ‘That’s him?’ Seeing me nod, he asked me: ‘You knew him well?’

‘He was very kind to me, Highness,’ I answered.

‘He shouldn’t be left like that,’ the prince said. But we moved on.

We seemed to have the entire Summer Palace to ourselves. It was quite amazing. I saw no corpses at the entrance to the emperor’s residence, nor any sign of Shaking Leaf in the Noble Consort’s apartment, so I supposed that most of the palace people had got away.

We went from one pavilion to another, from island to island. Had I not seen with my own eyes what I saw that day, I do not think I would have believed it.

They had not taken everything. They had taken gold and silver, jewellery and pearls; they had taken paintings and religious statues and silken dresses by the hundreds. I have heard that some of the soldiers put on the silk dresses – whether to carry them more easily or in the spirit of some festival of their own, I cannot say. But they had not taken everything for the simple reason that there was too much for even an army of thousands to carry away.

It was not the loss that shocked me most. It was the destruction.

Silken robes torn, priceless scroll paintings unrolled just to see how long they were and left on the ground to be trampled on. Lacquer boxes broken, mother-of-pearl smashed, temple ornaments torn down. This was not done in revenge or anger. Not at all. They were just enjoying themselves on their holiday. They had no respect for the Celestial Kingdom, its rulers, its scholars and artists, or any of the finer things of life.

I’d lingered behind the rest of the party for a few moments, and I was alone, kneeling in one of the temples on the far side of the lake, picking up the pieces of a cloisonné box that had been crushed under some barbarian’s boot and silently weeping, when I realised I was being watched. Was it one of the soldiers? I turned, brushing away my tears, and saw it was Prince Gong. I struggled to my feet and bowed. But my cheeks were wet.

‘So what do you think, Lacquer Nail?’ he asked me quietly.

‘Truly, Highness,’ I blurted out, ‘your slave thinks that these barbarians are animals. No,’ I cried, ‘not animals. Lower than the beasts! I’d execute them, every one.’ And I meant it. I meant it with all my heart.

He didn’t say anything, just turned and left, and I followed him out.

But as we came to the enclosure where Mr Ma’s bloated little corpse lay, he stopped the cortege and called me.

‘Lacquer Nail,’ he said, ‘as soon as we get back to Beijing, go to the palace and see if you can find Shaking Leaf.’ I noticed that he used Mr Yuan’s palace nickname. ‘If you can’t, then you are to act yourself, on my authority. Discover whether Mr Ma had any family. It shouldn’t be too difficult. Everything in the palace is recorded. I want Mr Ma’s body properly buried as he would have wished. Everything’s to be done well. Bring me any bills. Take this.’ He gave me a piece of paper stamped with his seal. ‘Show that wherever you need to. It carries my authority. Let me know your progress.’

I found Shaking Leaf in the Forbidden City palace. He was quite astonished when I showed him Prince Gong’s seal, and he looked a bit embarrassed about our last encounter. ‘I thought you were a ghost,’ he said.

‘I could have been, Mr Yuan,’ I answered. I was very respectful. ‘I almost died.’

‘And now you have Prince Gong’s seal of authority?’

‘I saved his auntie’s life,’ I explained. He shook his head in amazement. ‘We came looking for you in the Summer Palace today,’ I said. ‘We were worried about you and the other palace people up there.’

‘Most of us got out,’ he replied. ‘But we had to run.’

‘Mr Ma’s dead,’ I told him. ‘Prince Gong sent me to ask if he had any family.’

‘A nephew, I think, who’s got his private parts for his burial.’

‘If you could send some people up to the Summer Palace to collect Mr Ma’s body, I can inform the nephew. Prince Gong wants everything done correctly. He’s even offered to pay.’

‘I’m glad he’s done that,’ said Shaking Leaf. ‘You can hardly imagine how scared the palace people are. Prince Gong taking such care of old Mr Ma will put heart into them.’

He soon found the nephew’s address, and I was on my way.

That evening I made my report to Prince Gong. He was looking preoccupied. Then I went to see the princess. She was alone and obviously longing to talk to someone.

‘What a time we’ve had, Lacquer Nail. Poor Prince Gong. Have you heard about the British barbarians and the loot? They gathered all the loot from the Summer Palace and had a big auction. I don’t know how it works, but at the end every soldier and officer gets a share, depending on their rank.’ She paused. ‘I expect you found the prince very tired.’

‘He must have a lot on his mind, Princess,’ I ventured.

‘A messenger arrived from the emperor today. Had the barbarians been driven out? If not, why not? It’s all very well for them. What do they know? They’re not here.’

‘They aren’t,’ I agreed.

‘I don’t blame the emperor,’ she remarked sadly. ‘I brought him up, you know, after his mother died. He was a nice little boy, always wanting to please. And then his father chose him to be the next emperor. So he was supposed to be perfect, which nobody is.’

‘It must be very difficult to be emperor,’ I echoed.

‘It’s impossible,’ she said. ‘At least nowadays. But I don’t believe it’s the emperor sending these stupid messages. It’s Prince Sushun and his gang. They’ve got him in their clutches. And they want to undermine Prince Gong.’

‘Does the emperor know about the Summer Palace being looted?’ I asked.

‘He will very soon. And they’ll blame Prince Gong for that, too. I don’t know what will become of us,’ she cried. Or what’ll become of me, I thought. For if Prince Gong falls, then I’ve no protector left. ‘The barbarians have got to leave,’ the princess suddenly burst out. ‘No matter what the cost.’

The British terms were simple. They’d go away, but first they wanted all their original demands met, including the kowtow, and the hostages back, and a huge indemnity payment, of course. And they promised not to attack Beijing upon one condition: that they and the French should be given the southern gate, the main entrance to the city, where they could garrison their own troops.

Could one imagine anything more humiliating? The emperor has to give the keys of his capital to barbarian pirates. What was to stop them deciding who came in and out?

In the morning, Prince Gong had a meeting with all the senior officers at his house. Then several other important persons came to call. I was with the princess, but he came in to us afterwards. He was looking depressed.

‘We can hold the city,’ he said. ‘Lord Elgin would lose so many men taking it that I don’t think he’ll try. But a lot of troops have deserted, and we’re short of ammunition for even the wretched guns we’ve got. We can’t risk any open engagement.’

‘So you’ll have to agree to Elgin’s terms,’ said the princess.

‘I fear so.’

‘You know I believe the barbarians must leave,’ she went on. ‘But whenever they do, they always seem to come back later with new demands. How do we ensure that this agreement is final?’

‘Ah.’ The prince nodded. ‘There has been a new development. The Russians have approached me. They say they want to be our friends. They’re offering to guarantee any agreement. If the British and French don’t stick to it, Russia will give us arms and send in troops. That will make the British think twice.’

‘They’ll want something in return.’

‘No doubt. We’ll see.’

His auntie didn’t press him further.

That still left the matter of the hostages. I happened to be in attendance upon the prince the next morning when the chief gaoler was summoned to his office. He was a big, corpulent Manchu who looked as if he always ate a huge breakfast.

‘We’re returning the hostages,’ the prince told him. ‘Show me the list of them.’

The gaoler gave him a sheet of paper. ‘That includes the two you wanted fattened up, Highness,’ he said.

Prince Gong frowned. ‘There should be more,’ he said.

‘Well, we lost a few,’ said the gaoler.

‘Lost? You mean they’re dead? How did you let that happen?’

The gaoler looked puzzled. ‘Nobody told me the prisoners had to be kept alive, Highness,’ he replied. ‘I never thought about it …’

‘The barbarians want the bodies of the dead as well as the living. How do the prisoners look?’

‘Like men who’ve been in gaol, Highness. But they can mostly walk.’

‘And the corpses?’

‘Oh, you don’t have to worry about that, Highness. I buried them in quicklime. Nobody’ll see a thing.’

‘You are a fool,’ the prince told him curtly. ‘You should know that quicklime does not eat away flesh and bone. It preserves them. Any marks on the skin will be clearly visible.’

‘Oh,’ said the chief gaoler. ‘That’s a pity.’

‘Go away and make them as decent as you can,’ Prince Gong ordered.

I did not see the prince in person after he came back that evening. I did see the bearded Russian envoy arrive. He was with Prince Gong for quite a time. The meeting ended about an hour before midnight. Prince Gong had been alone in his office for another half hour when, to my surprise, he sent for me. ‘Lacquer Nail,’ he said, ‘I need your help.’

‘Your slave is honoured,’ I answered.

‘I want you to do something for me. But if you are ever discovered, I shall deny all knowledge of the matter. I shall say that you are a thief who escaped death by lying. You will be executed, and I shall not raise a finger to save you.’

I bowed low. ‘Knowing your honourable character, Highness,’ I replied, ‘it must be important.’

‘I have received a private message this evening, from north of the Wall. Prince Sushun and his friends have persuaded the emperor to order the immediate execution of the barbarian hostages. The emperor’s messenger is on his way. He could arrive tomorrow. If I receive that message, I must obey it or lose my own head. But if I execute the hostages, the barbarian negotiations will break down, and I don’t know what will happen then. I need another two days to complete the negotiations and transfer the hostages. After that, the emperor’s message will be too late.’

‘If the messenger is killed …?’

‘It might arouse suspicion. I want him delayed. But there must be no connection to me. Nobody in the palace, no official, must know. Can you think of anything?’

It made sense that he would ask me. I had no position to protect. My life depended entirely upon him. And he knew I had courage. I considered. He waited.

‘The emperor’s messenger will come down the main road from the north?’

‘Certain to. There’s an imperial posthouse about a dozen miles above the city limits. He’ll want to change horses there. Then it’s open road to the suburbs.’

‘I have a request, Highness,’ I said. ‘I became a eunuch to save my little boy’s life. If I die or if I am executed, I should like to be buried with my missing parts and to know that my family is provided for. Perhaps the princess could give orders for this, because I had saved her life?’

‘Something will be arranged.’ He nodded.

‘I shall need money, Highness, to engage some men.’

‘Of course. But wouldn’t they know you’re a palace person?’

‘Even my own hand will be concealed, Highness,’ I told him. ‘For I know just the man who can do this.’

It was the middle of the night when I got to my family’s lodgings. I was wearing an old silk merchant’s robe. The gate to the courtyard where we lodged was not locked, and I knew where my father slept. I crept in, put my hand over his mouth and woke him. Within minutes we were moving up the street together.

Once I’d showed him the bag of silver Prince Gong had given me and explained my plan, he seemed quite delighted. ‘No problem,’ he said happily. That made me nervous.

‘You said that about the boots you made, and that didn’t turn out so well,’ I told him. ‘We have to be very careful. And remember, we mustn’t kill the messenger.’

‘I’ve never forgiven myself for those boots,’ he said sadly. Then he brightened. ‘But this is different. Do you realise how many thousand soldiers there are roaming about looking for food and money? They don’t care about the emperor or his laws – not since he ran off. They’ll do anything, and no questions asked. I can find half a dozen before dawn. You go up the road. Find a good place where we can ambush the messenger. And if you can, a place where I can hide him for a day or two. Give me a little money and keep the rest for the moment. I’ll join you a couple of hours after dawn. I’ve got to visit an apothecary.’

I waited by the road. I’d found a spot. There was an outcrop of rocks by the side of the road with some trees behind it. Good cover. A couple of anxious hours had passed. What was I going to do if the messenger arrived before my backup? Try to stop him myself, I thought. I’d get a heavy stone. Grab the reins, tip him off and hit him over the head with the stone. That was my only hope. But I wasn’t sure it would work.

One cart passed by. That was all. Not many people wanted to be on the road just then, when you never knew if the barbarians were going to come your way.

Then at last, three hours after dawn, I saw my father. He was alone. He signalled me to step off the road so that we’d be out of sight. ‘You chose a good place,’ he said. ‘My men are waiting down the road, but I don’t want them to see you. They think the horseman’s carrying money. So give me the rest of the silver now, and I shall tell them I found it on him. Then we share it together.’

‘And the messenger?’

‘I’ll knock him out with this.’ He pulled out a short, heavy club. ‘Then I’ll tie him up in the trees here. When he starts to come around, I’ll give him some of this to drink.’ He pulled out a flask. ‘The apothecary made it for me. Hemlock, opium. Sends you unconscious for hours. I’ll keep my face covered – not that he’ll even remember anyway. I’ll keep him doped until you come to tell me all’s well. Just give a whistle from the road, and I’ll whistle back. He’ll wake up with a sore head and walk into Beijing with his message.’

‘What about his horse?’

‘The boys get that as extra payment.’

‘Selling a horse from the imperial posthouse could be dangerous,’ I said. ‘People might ask questions.’

‘The horse will be cut up into meat within hours,’ he told me.

‘I thought horsemeat was bad for you,’ I said. I’d often heard so.

‘Plenty of people like it. That horse’ll be eaten before anyone even knows it’s missing.’ He grinned. ‘Now, walk on up the road. Keep walking at least a couple of miles. When you see the messenger go by, wait a while, then you can come back. Don’t look for me, but if everything goes well, I’ll leave three stones in a little triangle here by the roadside.’

At noon I saw the messenger ride by. Two hours later, when I came to the rock and the trees, I saw three stones neatly arranged at the side of the road.

Prince Gong was busy with correspondence when I arrived back. He glanced up and I gave him an almost imperceptible nod. ‘Tell me,’ he said.

‘He never knew what hit him. Horse and money stolen, so he’ll think he was robbed. He’s unconscious now, Highness, and he’ll be kept drugged as long as you need.’

The prince nodded. ‘Not long, I hope,’ he said.

All the next day the negotiations continued. Prince Gong really didn’t want to yield the southern gate, but when the barbarians saw the state of the hostages and the corpses, they were so angry that he was afraid the deal would fall through. So after an all-night session, he gave them the gate, and the treaty was signed early the next day. The Russians guaranteed it.

When he came back to catch some sleep early that morning, he told me: ‘That messenger can wake up now.’ He smiled. ‘Go and spend some days with your family, Lacquer Nail. You’ve earned it.’

My heart was full as I set off up the road towards my father again. It was a perfect autumn morning, pleasantly warm, the sky clear blue. In my mind, I went over the events of the past few days. They’d been full of anxiousness, but how could I not feel grateful that fate had allowed me to be at the centre of great events, and even play a part?

The only mystery was the identity of the person at the Hunting Palace who had warned Prince Gong about the messenger. Someone close to the emperor? One of the princes? Well, I thought to myself, there are some things you’re never going to know.

When I reached the rock, the three stones at the roadside were still in place, and there wasn’t a soul to be seen in either direction. So I disobeyed my father, and instead of whistling, I crept around the rock.

He was sitting very peaceably on a small outcrop of stone. The messenger was lying on one side, gently snoring. I whistled softly. The messenger went right on snoring, but my father gave quite a start. Then he looked at me. ‘I hope nobody saw you,’ he said.

‘Nobody saw me, Father,’ I told him. ‘The road’s quite empty.’

‘All the same …’ he said. ‘Did everything work out?’

‘Yes, Father.’ I pointed at the unconscious man. ‘He can wake up now.’

‘Well, he won’t for a while yet. You’re sure everything’s all right?’

‘You saved the day, Father, for everyone. Especially me.’

‘It wasn’t anything much, really,’ he said.

‘Yes, it was. You saved my life, Father,’ I told him.

‘Really?’ He looked at me uncertainly. Then he gave a beautiful smile. ‘That’s good,’ he said. ‘So I did something right for once.’ He looked so happy. He might have started crying. I’m not sure. ‘I never forgave myself about the boots,’ he whispered.

‘Forget the boots,’ I said. ‘You saved my life. Prince Gong says I’m to spend time with my family, so I’ll see you at home. But not a word to them about any of this business.’

He nodded, and I left him. I was so happy knowing I’d made things right for my father.

I spent four days with my family. I told them that instead of going north with the emperor, I’d been ordered to serve Prince Gong. ‘There’s been so much going on,’ I said, ‘that this is the first time he could let me take some leave.’ My father kept his mouth shut. As for my mother and wife, they had no reason to disbelieve me. I told my children about the prince’s house and that I’d saved his auntie’s life, all of which greatly pleased them.

‘Prince Gong can make you rich,’ my father said.

‘I wouldn’t count on it,’ I replied. ‘What with the Taiping Revolt and the huge payments the barbarians have extorted from us, money’s been short for years. And now the treasures of the Summer Palace have all been looted as well. Prince Gong’s quite careful with his money, but the fact is, I don’t think he’s got much to throw around.’

‘Well, at least get paid in silver,’ my father said. ‘No paper money.’

While Prince Sushun was in charge of the treasury, he’d tried issuing paper money. In no time at all, the paper was worthless. When his carriage went through the city, the street vendors used to throw the paper money at him. It especially enraged them that he was so wealthy himself.

‘Don’t worry,’ I said, ‘I’ll get silver.’

So after those days spent happily with my children, and nights with my wife, who was quite affectionate, I set off happily to the mansion of Prince Gong.

I was more than halfway there when I saw the smoke. Just a single column. It was coming from somewhere a few miles away to the north of the city. It was probably a barn out in the country, I thought. And I was just continuing on my way when a second column of smoke started to rise up, next to the first.

I stopped and thought. It was impossible to gauge accurately from inside the city’s walls, but the smoke did seem to be coming from the direction of the Summer Palace. And then, with a sinking feeling, I suddenly realised: it could be. Since the looting, the Yuanmingyuan would have been pretty much deserted. If something caught light in one of the pavilions, no one would have seen. A fire could have smouldered for hours until the building finally caught light. And then the flames could easily spread from one tinder-dry wooden roof to another.

So I ran. I ran as fast as my legs would carry me to Prince Gong’s mansion. He was there. I told him breathlessly what I’d just seen and we went outside to look. A third column of smoke had already appeared.

The prince cursed. ‘That barbarian Elgin told me there would have to be punishment – that’s what he called it, punishment – for our treatment of the hostages. But he didn’t say what.’

‘He would burn the Yuanmingyuan?’ I asked incredulously.

‘Who knows? Who knows what these creatures would do?’

‘Your slave begs you, let me go there,’ I cried.

He looked at me. ‘You are not to kill anybody, especially Lord Elgin,’ he said drily. ‘That is an order. I’ve enough trouble on my hands.’

‘Your slave swears,’ I replied fervently.

‘Try not to get yourself killed, either,’ he remarked.

We both knew there was nothing I could do. But he knew I had to go. They were burning China’s treasures. You might as well tell a mother not to run to where her children are being burned. If I could just save something. Anything.

The sun was high in the morning sky, but I couldn’t see it. Under the huge black cloud that hung over the park, day had turned into night. A night lit by fires.

The Yuanmingyuan was like an infernal region: the emperor’s residence was already a charred wreck, swept by little whirlwinds of glowing cinders. A nearby temple had become a roaring wall of fire. As I looked, a pagoda began to spout a column of oily smoke. Everywhere, figures like demons ran about, silhouetted by the crackling flames.

And the demons wore red uniforms.

They weren’t only burning the pavilions in front of the lake. They’d started to move around it, from island to island. The Peony Terrace had been wrecked and its buildings set alight. I do not know how many British soldiers were at work in that huge park. They say four thousand. But one thing is certain: they were determined to destroy the imperial paradise as if it had never been.

I had started to make my way around the lake when I saw a party of British barbarians just ahead. The officer in charge glanced at me, but he obviously wasn’t interested. If some foolish palace person wanted to watch, let him.

He clearly didn’t know who I was, but I recognised him. It was GohDun. He and his men had encountered that prettily carved stone bridge that led onto the Apricot Blossom Spring Island. They were hauling with ropes and pulleys. But the little bridge was holding firm. I was glad that our bridge wasn’t giving in to them. They paused and Goh-Dun consulted with the sergeant. They were probably thinking: let’s get some gunpowder so we can blow it up.

Then Goh-Dun turned and stared at me. So I stared back. And I’m not certain, because it’s hard to know with a barbarian, but I think he looked ashamed – though whether that was because he was embarrassed by his vandalism or because he’d failed to knock it down, I couldn’t say. Then they gave up and moved on.

There was nothing I could do. I had such a sense of helplessness. And strangely – this I can’t explain – watching so much wickedness without lifting a finger, I felt as if I were guilty myself. After that, I could not bear to stay there anymore, and I departed.

The British didn’t finish their work that day, or the next. They continued smashing, burning down, and looting anything they had missed before. The Apricot Blossom Spring Villa, the Temple of Universal Peace, the Island of Shrines: every single haven of peace and beauty in the paradise of the Yuanmingyuan was destroyed forever. They even went beyond the Yuanmingyuan into the outer parks and destroyed most of them, too. On the third day they stopped. Perhaps they were tired.

I have heard that a big group of palace people and maidservants who were hiding in one of the outer pavilions were burned alive when their retreat was set on fire. It might have been so, or it might not. But even without that horror, the crime was great enough.

Why did the British burn down the Summer Palace? Lord Elgin put up a big sign, written in Chinese, to say that it was to punish us for our cruelty and treachery over the hostages. The death of the hostages was to be regretted, certainly. But is that a just cause for the destruction of one of the wonders of the world?

Some say it was just an excuse, and that he really just wanted to cover up the looting his men had done in the days before. But he had publicly allowed the looting, and all the soldiers had received their share, so he could not hide that business. In any case, the destruction of the outer parks went far beyond the original looting sites of the Yuanmingyuan – and I bet his men pocketed any other valuables they found out there.

This much is certain. In their victory, if such it may be called, the barbarians showed abundantly how well they deserved that name. And they showed not only their barbarism but also their contempt for the Celestial Kingdom, our heritage, our arts and our religions. It also seems to me that they showed their stupidity. For it is not wise to tell a vanquished enemy that you despise him and everything he loves. He will not forgive it. In the Celestial Empire, as I still call it, the rape and burning of our paradise and the contempt it showed will never be forgiven or forgotten. Not in a thousand years.

I spent a lot of time with Prince Gong in the months that followed. He paid me only a pittance, but I was just glad to be alive and in his favour. When I wasn’t waiting upon him, I was often with the princess. I did her nails and those of her friends. She liked my company, and would talk to me and slip me a little money now and then.

I think he trusted me more than most people. He had numerous eunuchs in his household, but they were house servants to whom he rarely spoke. One was trained as a secretary, so he was highly literate. But his duties were writing letters and preparing documents. I don’t believe the prince ever asked his opinion. Whereas I was special, glad to serve him in any way he chose, and to be discreet and enterprising, and to see a mission through.

He also discovered that if he wanted to know what people in the streets were saying, I was a reliable source. That’s because I went and asked my father, of course.

And during those months, I have to say, I came to admire Prince Gong very much. There he was, holding the fort in Beijing, keeping the whole empire together really, while the emperor, Prince Sushun, and the rest of the court stayed safely north of the Great Wall and criticised him from a distance. The weight on his shoulders must have been unbearable.

For instance, during those hectic days when he was negotiating the treaty with the British, the Russian envoy had put him in a horrible position. ‘Our empire extends across the whole of Siberia to the Pacific Ocean,’ the envoy said, ‘but our Siberian coastline is frozen all winter. What we need is a Pacific port farther south. If you’ll give us just a piece of your huge territory in Manchuria – which is empty anyway – and let us move a few of our Siberian settlers there, they can build a little trading post by a natural harbour you’ve got there – just for our local needs. This will cost you nothing,’ he’d pointed out. ‘But it will greatly please the tsar.’

But would it please the Son of Heaven?

‘Prince Gong knew all the emperor’s people would blame him,’ the princess told me. ‘But at that moment, it seemed the only thing to do.’

That little trading post is now the mighty Russian port of Vladivostok.

But even if he wasn’t always right, there’s no doubt that Prince Gong did what he thought was best for his country, at risk of his own life. I admired him for that, and I always shall.

At this time he also got his hands on a quantity of modern rifles and ammunition. Then he formed some of the best troops we had into a brigade to police Beijing and gave them the rifles. They’d lost to the barbarians again and again, seen their comrades helplessly mown down – not through any lack of courage or discipline, but because the barbarians were so much better armed. Now they could look any enemy in the eye. Deserters started coming back. People looked at them with new respect. And the prince restored order to Beijing.

If we consider the career of Prince Gong, both at this time and in the years that followed, I would say that part of his genius lay in his pragmatism.

Having understood the simple greed of the British, he made good use of them, just as he had suggested to the emperor. With the trading rights they wanted, they now supported the imperial government, and if the Taiping were going to cause chaos, they’d help the emperor smash them. Simple as that. And so Prince Gong was able to build up a new army, trained and commanded by British officers, with British rifles and cannon, that could be used against the Taiping rebels. It did so well that it was soon known as the Ever-Victorious Army. And thanks to this force, within a few years, the Taiping rebels were finally broken forever.

At first this army was commanded by an American named Ward. But after a time, command passed to a British officer who was to make a great name for himself. And I was to meet him in interesting circumstances.

This was a few years after the treaty. So successful had the Ever-Victorious Army been that there was talk of awarding this British commander the Yellow Jacket, which is the highest honour that can be given to a Chinese general, and which he was most desirous of receiving – for like many military commanders, he was not without vanity.

Now I’d heard enough about this British servant of China to make me curious, but I hadn’t seen him in person. So when I heard that he’d been summoned to an official audience with Prince Gong in the Forbidden City, I hung about to get a look and saw him just as he was arriving at the outer gate.

Minutes later I was at the door of the prince’s office. He was just on his way to the audience himself, but he gave me a friendly nod and asked what I wanted.

‘Highness,’ I said, ‘you are about to meet General Gordon.’

‘I am,’ he said. ‘What of it?’

‘Do you remember I told you that a British officer had taken the jadeite pendant from me at the looting of the Summer Palace?’ He said nothing, so I continued. ‘At the time I had thought his name was Goh-Dun. When I heard of this General Gordon I wondered if I had misheard the name, and they might possibly be of the same family. But, Highness, this morning your slave has just caught sight of General Gordon. And it is the same man! It is General Gordon who took the pendant.’

‘You are sure of this?’ the prince demanded. ‘You could not be mistaken?’

‘I am sure, Highness. I never saw eyes like that on any man. I swear it upon my life.’

‘Never mind your life,’ he replied with a smile. ‘But I trust your judgement.’ He considered. ‘After the official audience, I shall tell Gordon I want a private word with him, in one of the antechambers. I want you there, in respectful attendance – silent, of course, but where he can’t fail to see you. Do you think he’ll recognise you?’

‘Probably not, Highness. But if the subject of the pendant is raised, he might.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Be there.’

I must say, Goh-Dun looked every inch a general by now. His eyes were even more piercing than I’d remembered, and he had an unmistakable air of command.

‘My dear Gordon,’ said Prince Gong. ‘I wanted the chance to thank you and congratulate you in private. You know there is talk of awarding you a Yellow Jacket. I can’t promise, of course, but I’m much inclined to recommend it.’

‘Your Highness is too kind,’ Gordon replied with a bow. I could see he was pleased.

‘I wonder,’ said the prince most politely, ‘if I might ask you a personal favour. It concerns my dear aunt.’

‘If I can be of help, of course,’ said Gordon, looking a little puzzled.

‘At the time that British troops first went to the Summer Palace, where my aunt had been living, she unfortunately lost a jadeite pendant. It was of great sentimental value because my father the emperor had given it to her. I have often wondered if it might have been picked up. It would give great joy to our family if it could ever be found.’

‘I see,’ said Gordon.

‘I can describe it for you,’ said Prince Gong. And he did so, precisely.

Gordon frowned. Then he looked at me, as if he was trying to remember something.

The next day the jade pendant arrived. It came with a note from Gordon; and Prince Gong was good enough to send for me so that I might hear it.

When the valuables had all been gathered together, Gordon explained, the best of the small pieces had been reserved to go into museums in his country that would exhibit the wondrous arts of the Celestial Kingdom. This pendant – which he was sure from the description must be the one in question – had been reserved in this way. If, however, this was not the one, he would gladly institute further searches.

‘Let us compose a reply,’ said Prince Gong, and he called in his secretary. ‘My dear Gordon,’ he dictated, ‘this is indeed the lost pendant, and my aunt is overjoyed. Both she and I thank you for going to so much trouble. My memory is bad, I forget things constantly, but I can assure you that your kindness in this matter will never be forgotten by either my aunt or me.’ He gave a wry smile. ‘Well, Lacquer Nail, what do you think of that reply?’

‘It seems to me like a work of art, Highness,’ I answered, ‘because of its symmetry.’

‘Explain.’

‘It is implied, Highness, that you will remember the return of the pendant, yet forget the original theft. Therefore your reply seems to me to be perfectly balanced, like a poem or a work of art.’

‘Excellent, Lacquer Nail. You could have been a scholar.’

I bowed low. ‘May your slave ask, Highness, if there is a name for communications of this kind?’ I ventured.

‘Certainly,’ he said. ‘It’s called diplomacy.’

Yet here is a curious thing. Months after this, when the Taiping had been finally destroyed and Gordon, his work done, was preparing to leave China, the imperial court not only honoured him with the Yellow Jacket, but gave him a large gift of money to show their appreciation. This was entirely proper. Indeed, I have heard that the British Parliament votes large gifts of money to successful commanders.

And Gordon refused the money. Wouldn’t take it. The imperial court was quite offended, for it is great rudeness to refuse a gift. And given the looting of the Summer Palace, in which he had participated, his refusal hardly seemed consistent. So why did he do it? Was looting against his religion? It didn’t seem to affect the other Christian soldiers. Was he punishing himself for having looted before? Or did he think refusing the gift would make him look finer and more heroic than his fellow men? That would be vanity.

Much later he was to die heroically in Egypt, and the whole of Britain mourned him. I should think he’d have liked that.

But what of the emperor, north of the Wall, and the Noble Consort Yi?

As soon as Prince Gong had restored order, he begged his brother to return. ‘The emperor belongs on his throne in Beijing,’ he said. That would tell the world that the Son of Heaven was ruling his empire again, and natural order had been restored.

The emperor wouldn’t come. I suppose he must have been ashamed of showing his face in Beijing again. And he may have been afraid of failing if he did take control.

But his staying away didn’t do him any good, either. In all the chaos, the rice harvests were down. The city’s reserves had been used to feed the troops. And when people found only musty rice on sale in the markets, they said the good rice had all been shipped north to feed the court – and blamed the emperor.

Worst of all, when the time came to make the sacrifices to the gods for good harvests, the emperor sent word he couldn’t come and told Prince Gong to perform the sacrifices for him.

‘If the Son of Heaven won’t speak to the gods for us, then what’s the good of him?’ my father said. That was the general feeling.

So it wasn’t surprising that Prince Gong was becoming more popular by the day. Food was still scarce; silver money was in short supply. But he’d given us peace and some order. Things were slowly getting better. The mandarins knew he was trying his best, and the ordinary people knew it, too. And he was here in Beijing, sharing our hardships, not skulking north of the Great Wall. ‘At least he behaves like a king,’ people said.

But I learned other qualities of kingship from the prince also. One day an old scholar visited him. I came in just after the old man had left and found the prince looking thoughtful. ‘I’ve learned something new today, Lacquer Nail,’ he said to me. ‘You have heard of the old Silk Road across the desert and steppes to the west?’

‘Your slave has heard the caravans still come,’ I said.

‘In the days of the Ming, they came all the time. The barbarians of the West were not so strange to us then. The old man also told me that we had a great fleet of ships that sailed to other western lands far to the south, where men have dark skins. All kinds of treasures and spices came from there. But those fleets were broken up and even the records of them were destroyed or lost. I had never heard of this until today.’

‘It is very strange, Highness,’ I agreed.

‘We have been wrong to cut ourselves off from the world. It has made us ignorant.’

A few days later I brought in refreshments to him when he had granted an audience to a young British barbarian whom he employed to organise the customs collections in the ports.

Now I was always pleased that the prince encouraged the employment of skilled barbarians in matters of finance and trade. For together with the use of men like Gordon in our army, it let all the people see that the barbarians of the West were being tamed and becoming obedient servants of the empire. So I had expected the barbarian to be kneeling respectfully before him. But to my surprise I found the two men sitting at a table side by side.

Seeing my astonishment, the prince laughed. ‘This fellow has been teaching me the arithmetics of trade,’ he said. ‘It’s quite shocking how little I know. I’m like a child. I was educated in all the things a mandarin should know,’ he went on. ‘Confucius, the classics, how to write an elegant essay. Yet I was never taught anything of these practical affairs. Our system of education is clearly deficient.’

At the time I was unhappy that he should say such a thing in front of a barbarian. But now I realise that the prince was showing his kingly nature in the highest degree. For a great king must constantly desire to improve his kingdom by learning new things. And to learn, he must be curious and also humble. For a proud man never learns anything.

I heard only one person speak against Prince Gong. And that was my father. ‘Prince Gong has one great weakness,’ he told me.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘What’s that?’

‘He should kill the emperor,’ he replied, ‘and rule in his place.’ He wasn’t joking.

‘Don’t say such a thing,’ I begged him. ‘You could get us all in trouble.’

‘Who was the greatest of all the emperors of the mighty Tang dynasty?’ he asked.

‘The Emperor Taizong,’ I replied, ‘called by history the Emperor Wen.’ Though twelve hundred years had passed, he was still a legend.

‘And how did he come to power? By killing his two brothers and persuading the emperor his father to step down. That’s breaking every Confucian principle. Yet he did it, and it was the right thing to do.’

‘I don’t know about right,’ I said. ‘Anyway, the emperor has a son, by the Noble Consort Yi, who should succeed him.’

‘We need a strong ruler, not a boy who’ll be just as useless as his father.’

‘Prince Gong will behave correctly,’ I said stiffly.

‘That’s what’s wrong with him,’ my father replied.

‘If you want the emperor dead,’ I said next time I saw him, ‘you may not have long to wait.’

It was absurd. The man was only approaching his thirtieth birthday. He’d looked terrible before he’d skulked off to the north, but by spring we heard from the Hunting Palace that he was falling apart. They were bringing girls in to him for orgies, they said. He was drinking and taking opium; his legs were so swollen he couldn’t stand. Was he deliberately trying to debauch himself to death?

Summer came. A great comet appeared in the sky. Some people said that the comet was a sign of hope, but most thought it meant the emperor was about to depart.

‘The Mandate of Heaven is being withdrawn,’ my father said. ‘End of the dynasty.’

I remember the moment I knew the emperor had died. It was a sweltering day in August. I’d been to see my family, and I was walking back to Prince Gong’s mansion. A heavy downpour of rain had just ended. The dust in the streets was still sodden.

A wedding procession came by. There had been a lot of weddings that summer, because the rule was that when an emperor died, the nation had to go into mourning, and nobody in the capital could marry for a hundred days. So anyone who wanted to get married just then was in a hurry.

There was the bride, a pretty girl all dressed in red for her wedding and carried in a gilded litter. Her brightly dressed escorts were looking full of themselves. People were smiling and applauding as they passed. And then suddenly I saw a man come hurrying towards them and say something to the escorts. Next thing, the little procession was running down the street with the bride as fast as they could, with the poor girl clinging on to the sides of the chair for dear life. I looked quickly up at the sky to see if there was a cloudburst coming, but the sky was clear blue. So then I realised what it must mean. The emperor had died, and they were running to start the wedding before anyone forbade them. I hope they made it.

By the time I reached Prince Gong’s mansion, everyone was already dressed in white for imperial mourning. Mandarins, officers, and relations were coming in and out of the house all day and the next. His handsome young brother Prince Chun arrived with his wife. She somewhat resembled her sister the Noble Consort Yi, though not quite so fine, I thought. Then a messenger from north of the Wall rode in and Prince Gong spoke with him alone.

I just kept quiet and remained in the main hall to listen to what people were saying. It wasn’t long before I learned what was going on.

We had a new emperor. That was the first thing. The Noble Consort Yi had been excluded from the emperor’s presence. But when she’d realised that he was on the point of death, she’d taken matters into her own hands, grabbed her little son, forced her way into the emperor’s chamber, woken him up, shown him the boy and asked if he was the heir. And the emperor had stirred himself, declared that the throne must pass to the child, and said there must be a regency council. That was all-important, because once the emperor chooses an heir in the correct line of succession, then the court must obey his decision.

Some people had wondered whether Prince Sushun wanted to seize the throne for himself; but he really couldn’t now. Everyone in Beijing was full of praise for the Noble Consort Yi.

But who was on the council? Who, as they say, would hold the seals?

There were twenty-five great seals with which imperial decrees were stamped. The regents would hold the seals, therefore, until the boy emperor came of age. As for the council, there was plenty of precedent. First, the new emperor’s uncles. That meant Prince Gong obviously, and at least some of his brothers. People even wondered whether dashing young Prince Chun might be included. It was not unknown for the late emperor’s widow to hold one of the seals also. Then there would be some senior mandarins and other wise men. We had to wait another day for this news.

When it came, it was devastating. None of the uncles, not even Prince Gong, was on the council. All the places had gone to Prince Sushun and his gang. It was against all precedent. It was an outrage. In an attempt, perhaps, to make the thing look more legitimate, the empress and the Noble Consort Yi, because she was the new emperor’s mother, had each been given a seal. The empress, obviously, wouldn’t give any trouble; and the Noble Consort Yi, so recently in disgrace, wasn’t in a position to thwart the council even if she wanted to.

‘We don’t believe the late emperor made these provisions at all, whatever state he was in.’ That’s what most of the people who came to Prince Gong’s house said. ‘This is all Prince Sushun’s doing.’ And I was expecting Prince Gong to denounce the whole business.

But to my surprise, Prince Gong said nothing at all. Neither that day nor in the days that followed. He quietly continued to maintain order in Beijing and let it be known that he would perform his duties there until such time as the regency council decided otherwise.

Prince Gong did also receive private news from the Hunting Palace. He never confided any of this to me, but the princess did.

‘The mandarins at the court up there aren’t at all happy with Prince Sushun,’ she told me one day. ‘One of the censors – you know the censors are allowed to say whatever they wish – anyway, one of the censors has told Prince Sushun that the regency council is illegal and that he should hand all the seals to the empress. Though I don’t know what good that would do, since she hasn’t got an idea in her head.’

‘How did Prince Sushun take that?’ I asked.

‘He was furious. He’d like to get rid of the censor and the empress, and the Noble Consort Yi as well.’

‘Could he do it?’ I asked anxiously.

‘He’s got to be careful. Even some of his own council won’t let him go that far.’

Then we heard Prince Sushun had backed down and that the council had raised both women to the rank of dowager empress, which was a status higher than any of the other regents – at least in theory. But with the regents up in the north while Prince Gong was running Beijing, China was in suspense. No one knew what would happen next.

And there was one other big problem: the dead emperor’s body. It had to be brought to Beijing for official burial. Prince Sushun and his gang would have to come with it. And the weather was still warm. The corpse wasn’t getting any younger. They must have embalmed it, but even so …

Nearly a month passed, and nobody moved. Then Prince Gong and Prince Chun went up together to the Hunting Palace to see the regents there.

The princess was in a terrible state. ‘I’m just afraid Prince Sushun might poison them,’ she said.

‘He wouldn’t dare do that,’ I reassured her. Not that I had the faintest idea, really.

We heard that Prince Sushun received Prince Gong and Prince Chun very coldly. Almost insulting. But it was agreed Prince Gong should continue to maintain order in the capital for the moment, and he did manage to see the dowager empresses.

When Prince Gong got back here, the word went out: ‘Prince Gong remains steadfast to his motto: “No Private Heart.” He serves at the pleasure of the Regency.’ A lot of people were disappointed and criticised him for not standing up to Prince Sushun. But he was firm.

A little while after this, Prince Chun went north again and saw the empresses before returning. Arrangements were made for the emperor’s body to travel south as soon as possible. The whole court would accompany the body – the boy emperor, the dowager empresses, the regents, the lot of them.

‘And that’ll be the end of your friend Prince Gong,’ my father told me. ‘Once the regents take over in Peking, he’ll be out. If not something worse.’

The corpse was forty-four days old before it began its journey, in a golden carriage down the mountain passes towards the Great Wall. Within days, the rains had begun, and the cortege slowed its pace to a crawl. Everyone knew there were bandits up in that wild country.

‘I must say,’ the princess remarked to me, two days running, ‘I’m glad Prince Gong isn’t with them. Anything could happen to you in a storm up there and no one would be any the wiser.’

I thought of the Noble Consort Yi.

One evening I entered the chamber where Prince Gong liked to work, made a low bow and asked if I might speak to him. He stared at me. ‘Well?’

‘Your slave dares to wonder whether the young emperor and his party are safe as they travel through the mountains in this weather,’ I said. ‘Might your slave enquire if Your Highness has any news?’

‘You are wondering if the Noble Consort Yi is safe?’

‘Your slave was concerned for all the party,’ I said.

But he laughed. ‘Do you want me to give you a sword and tell you to go and defend her?’

My face must have given away the fact that this was my heart’s desire.

‘I’ve just sent two of the best cavalry squadrons from my Beijing brigade to escort them,’ he told me. ‘They’re on their way.’

It wasn’t until they’d been on the road for twenty-seven days that the imperial cortege came to the gates of Beijing. Even then, the heavy golden carriage containing the corpse was still a day’s journey in the rear. Prince Sushun himself rode with the late emperor’s body. Because he was the senior member of the regency council, this was the correct procedure.

But the boy emperor, the two empresses, the rest of the regents, and the court all came to the city gates that day. The weather was fine. The roofs of the city shone in the sunlight. The long street from the outer southern gate, which led through gateway after gateway until it reached the moated purple walls and golden roofs of the Forbidden City itself, had been covered half an inch deep in golden sand that made a gleaming path. On either side, all the way from the southern gate to the entrance of the Imperial City, blue screens had been set up to keep the boy emperor from being stared at.

And Prince Gong had summoned all twenty thousand of his new Beijing brigade, beautifully turned out to line the last part of the route and salute the emperor and the regents as they passed.

I was allowed to be in attendance on Prince Gong as he waited to receive the boy emperor at the gate of the Imperial City – an act of great kindness and thoughtfulness on his part. It was a splendid sight. The boy emperor and his mother were carried in a magnificent yellow chair. Prince Gong advanced to make the kowtow and then conducted the imperial party and the regents, in the most friendly manner, into the Forbidden City. I was walking just behind with some of the mandarins, who were all looking with great admiration at the splendid Beijing brigade guards who surrounded us.

It was just after we’d entered the Forbidden City that I noticed something a little strange.

The imperial party, the regents, and other members of the princely families were all going into a chamber where refreshments were to be served. The Beijing brigade guards were formed up by the doorway. Handsome young Prince Chun was with the imperial party, of course, but instead of entering with the rest, he hung back by the door. He seemed to be watching for a signal. I saw him give a slight nod. Then he stepped outside, as the guards closed the doors, and I saw him walking swiftly away.

Well, I hung about with the other people. And after a few minutes an extraordinary thing happened. The doors burst open. A company of guards marched out. And in their custody were the regents, Prince Sushun’s gang, the lot of them.

They’d been arrested.

The whole business took only seven days. Prince Chun and a squadron of cavalry arrested Prince Sushun within hours. They say he was found in bed with one of his concubines only yards from the dead emperor’s golden catafalque, which he was supposed to be guarding and respecting. It may be true or not. But there was no need to make up any bad stories about him. The mandarins hated him; the people hated him; the military were all against him. The Imperial Clan Court immediately found him and his gang guilty of crimes against the state. His brother and another royal regent were allowed to hang themselves. As for Sushun himself, he was beheaded like a common criminal.

But there was no vengeance against those who’d gone along with Sushun. I think Prince Gong was very wise. A new regents council headed by Prince Gong and including both the dowager empresses was soon in place. And life went on again.

As I look back on it now, I have to say that I think Prince Sushun was exceedingly foolish. Firstly, by excluding the royal uncles, he went against all precedent, so that put all the mandarins against him. Secondly, he tried to start a coup from a distant place, cut off from the power centre of Beijing. For you need to be on the spot where all the players are.

Above all, he had no military force to make his enemies submit to him.

Power comes from the barrel of a gun – the barbarians had shown us that. Our huge numbers had been useless against their superior arms. And Prince Gong had twenty thousand well-trained men with modern rifles. It was never any contest. Even the twenty-five seals of the Celestial Empire count for nothing against the barrel of a gun.

The only puzzle, one might say, is why Prince Sushun was so foolish. In my opinion, Prince Sushun was arrogant, where Prince Gong was humble – and the humble man has an advantage over the arrogant man. And why was Prince Sushun so arrogant? It may have been because he was so rich. Rich people are used to getting their own way all the time. So they get arrogant and make mistakes. Prince Sushun made a mistake and lost his head.

It was two days after the arrest of Prince Sushun that Mr Liu came to Prince Gong’s house. The two of them were closeted together for some time. Then Mr Liu came out and started towards the quarters of the princess. I was standing just outside her receiving room in the passageway, so Mr Liu and I came face-to-face.

I hadn’t seen him since the day he tricked me into missing the court’s departure for the Great Wall. And as he’d only just come back from there himself, I thought he might not even know that I was still alive. I really wasn’t sure what to say to him. So I just bowed low.

But he didn’t look surprised to see me at all. His face lit up with a big smile. ‘Ah, Lacquer Nail, there you are,’ he says. ‘I’ve heard all about your exploits. You’ve turned into a warrior since we last met. A slayer of barbarians. A rescuer of princesses. Splendid, splendid.’ You’d have thought he was my greatest benefactor.

‘Your humble servant, Mr Liu,’ I answered quietly.

‘I’ve come to call on the princess,’ he went on. ‘Would you go in and ask if she will receive me?’

Not with any pleasure, she won’t, I thought to myself, remembering how she’d once told me he was an awful man. But moments later I was holding the door open for him. And I was quite astonished when I heard her say, in the friendliest voice: ‘My dear Mr Liu. How can we thank you for all you have done for us?’ And then to me: ‘Close the door, Lacquer Nail.’ By which she meant that I should be on the outside of it. So I heard no more.

Later that day, after Mr Liu had gone, I did venture to say to the princess that I’d been quite surprised at how pleased she was to see him. For a moment she didn’t reply.

‘You’re clever, Lacquer Nail,’ she remarked finally. ‘But you have a lot to learn.’

It took me a while to realise what she meant: it must have been Mr Liu who was in secret communication with Prince Gong from above the Great Wall, Mr Liu who had warned him of the order on its way to execute the British hostages. And no doubt he’d been sending messages to Prince Gong in this last crisis. No wonder the princess was grateful to him. Of course, she wasn’t going to tell me all this.

To this day, I can’t be quite sure. But I do know one thing: Mr Liu always seemed to come out on the winning side.

My greatest joy, however, was yet to come.

The new regime was quite ingenious. The boy emperor became the official ruler of China right away. The decrees all went out in his name, and he received the officials himself in person. Naturally the little fellow couldn’t yet know what to say, so the two dowager empresses remained in the room with him. But they sat behind the throne, hidden by a yellow curtain. A mandarin would deliver his report, and the empresses would whisper to the little boy what he should say – which usually meant that his mother would do the whispering, since the dear empress herself had hardly more idea what to say than the boy.

But everyone understood that this was a formality, so that was all right.

The real power lay with a small advisory council. There were no troublemakers, just long-standing, reliable men whom all the mandarins and officials knew and respected, and with Prince Gong as their head. The idea was to restore calm and follow precedent in the good old-fashioned way. But Prince Gong was also expected to add some judicious modernising, just as he had when he formed the Beijing brigade.

And to emphasise the stability of the regime, the position of the two dowager empresses was ratified by granting them new honours and titles. The title given to the empress meant ‘Motherly and Restful’ – which was a tactful way of putting it! As for my former mistress, her title was Cixi – which meant ‘Motherly and Auspicious.’ And that’s how she was officially known for the rest of her life: Cixi.

But Prince Gong, in his wisdom, arranged one other kindness for the two women. It was clever also, I suspect, in that it prevented anyone claiming that he himself had profited from the destruction of the former regents. The entire vast fortune of the executed Prince Sushun was confiscated and given to the two dowager empresses, half each.

After all her tribulations, my former mistress was now suddenly one of the richest persons in the empire.

There had been a light dusting of snow over Beijing on the day I was told by Prince Gong that I was to report to the palace. The sky was a crystalline blue. The huge all-white expanse in front of the Hall of Supreme Harmony shone so brightly in the sun that I had to blink. Its vast roof, however, since the snow was so thin, gleamed white in the furrows, with myriad ribs of gold where the yellow tiles showed through.

It was, I think, the most magical thing I ever saw.

I was shown into the presence of the Dowager Empress Cixi in a small throne room, where to my astonishment, she received me quite alone. She was dressed in white. But I smelled the familiar jasmine scent she had worn before.

‘Well, Lacquer Nail,’ she said after I had performed the kowtow, ‘look what has happened to us both. I have heard all about your adventures from Prince Gong. He and the princess speak very highly of you.’

‘Your slave is honoured,’ I said.

‘I was very sad when you deserted me before we went north of the Wall,’ she said.

‘Highness,’ I cried in agony, ‘that was not of my doing …’ But then I saw that she was laughing.

‘Mr Liu was very naughty,’ she said.

It was more than that. He’d deliberately countermanded her orders by giving me the wrong instructions. He should have been demoted and punished, at least. But of course, with Mr Liu, that was never going to happen.

‘Yes, Highness,’ I said.

‘The problem is,’ she went on, ‘that now I have no one I trust to look after my nails. Do you think you could do it?’

And she smiled at me.

‘Oh yes, Highness,’ I cried. And I performed the kowtow again, so close this time that I could almost have kissed her dainty feet.
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Would she ever see her husband again? Mei-Ling did not know. But she had an instinct – she could not say why – that he had gone forever. Perhaps it was just her fear.

They had spoken about America so many times down the years. As a possibility. No more than that. But when the handsome son of the big, bluff American who had come before – when the son came again and offered a generous payment in advance – how could they turn it down, things being as they were?

There’d been no good news in the hamlet for so long, or anywhere else. If the Taiping’s Heavenly Kingdom had ruined the great Yangtze valley for a decade, the barbarians’ destruction of the Summer Palace in Beijing had humiliated the entire empire. Now the emperor who’d run away was dead, a child was upon the throne, and in essence the kingdom was being ruled by a pair of unschooled women.

Was this the whimpering end of an age? Was the Mandate of Heaven being withdrawn?

Along the coast, from Shanghai to Hong Kong, the barbarians had their ports, ruled like separate kingdoms under their own laws. Up in Manchuria, the Russians had taken a huge territory. As for the Taiping rebels and their Heavenly Kingdom, they’d been kicked out of Nanjing only a year ago, and not even by an imperial army, but by Chinese troops equipped and trained by Gordon and his British officers.

The message was clear enough: the barbarians had decided to keep the imperial court in power because Beijing would give them whatever they wanted. Everybody knew.

The empire was humiliated and its treasury exhausted.

Mei-Ling hadn’t any money, either. The last silver she’d held in her hands had come from Nio, when he’d been on his way to take Shanghai, and that had been spent long since.

What had become of Nio? She had never heard from him again. The Shanghai campaign had been a disaster. By the time that Nanjing had fallen, she feared he must be dead. But she couldn’t be certain. He’d turned up after huge absences before. Sometimes she’d be down at the pond, and if the breeze made a rustle in the trees by the path, she’d start and glance quickly towards the sound, half expecting that Nio would appear. But he never did. Time passed and her rational mind told her he must be dead and that she must accept it.

If only she knew for sure, she could weep and mourn him properly. But without that certainty, she felt she would be giving up on him, deserting him instead of keeping the flame of hope alive.

Her husband understood. At times he used to wish that someone would arrive with news of Nio’s death, if only to release Mei-Ling from the endless pain of not knowing.

Finally, as they were walking one morning, he suddenly said to her: ‘Nio’s dead. You must accept it.’ And she nodded and said: ‘I know.’ Then she clung to him and wept.

At least her family wasn’t starving. But that was almost all that could be said.

Elder Son of course was still nominally head of the family. But if he’d been weak before, he was little more than a walking shadow now. He seldom smoked opium, but only because he hadn’t the money to buy it. And alas, it hardly seemed to improve his health.

Three years ago, to everyone’s surprise, his skinny daughter had been found a husband, quite an old man from a neighbouring village, who just wanted her as a housekeeper. But he was a husband. So she was gone. And perhaps Elder Son might have found strength to be a man for the sake of his one remaining child, poor Willow’s little boy. But three years ago, in one of those plagues that swept through the countryside every few years, the child had succumbed.

For Elder Son, that had been the end. From then on, he roused himself only enough to declare from time to time that he was the head of the family and must make the decisions, but never to do anything about it.

A sort of lethargy had descended upon the house. The bridge over the pond needed repairing. Second Son was ready to do the work, but his brother always insisted that he’d attend to it, although he never did. ‘It’s not worth quarrelling about it,’ Second Son told Mei-Ling, which was probably true. So nobody stepped onto the bridge anymore, because it wasn’t safe. When Mei-Ling went out to look at the full moon, she gazed at it from the bank.

Even Mother was affected. Instead of ruling the household and the kitchen nowadays, she let Mei-Ling make all the arrangements and sat in the courtyard. When Elder Son stopped collecting the rents, she did it herself, but with surprisingly little success. Sometimes she’d come back with nothing.

So effectively, Mei-Ling and Second Son kept the place going. He and their two grown boys worked the land. The family ate and was clothed. But they had little money to spare.

There was one ray of hope, though: one person who might be able to achieve the good life and, with a bit of luck, help them all. Her little girl: Bright Moon.

‘She’ll be as beautiful as you,’ Second Son often declared.

‘She is more beautiful,’ Mei-Ling would reply.

‘Not possible,’ he’d say, and perhaps he really thought so. But Mei-Ling knew better.

It was extraordinary how perfect the child was: her skin was so pale, pure white, the hallmark of a Chinese beauty. And Bright Moon’s eyes were large, and her nose and eyebrows were straight, like those of a noble lady of the court from the days of the shining Ming.

Second Son doted on the little girl. As soon as he got home from work each evening, he’d sit and play with her.

Sometimes, if there was a wind, he and Bright Moon would go up to a place where they could watch the forest of tall bamboos swaying in the wind. The bamboo made beautiful clicking sounds as they knocked against one another, and if the wind was strong enough they sighed as well. ‘Their music is even more lovely than the erhu,’ Second Son would happily declare. ‘And do you see along the forest fringe how their heads and shoulders droop so gracefully? Yet in a storm, even the tallest heads can touch the ground without the bamboo breaking.’

‘Don’t they ever break?’ the little girl once asked.

‘If a bamboo is beside a wall, or even other bamboo canes that prevent it from bending the way it wants to,’ he answered, ‘then sometimes it can snap.’

‘Does it die?’

‘No. The best thing is to cut it just above the ground, and by the next year another cane will grow up just as tall as the one before.’

‘You love the bamboo, don’t you, Papa?’ the little girl cried.

‘Almost as much as I love your mother and you,’ he answered, and the little girl knew that it was true.

Bright Moon was three years old when Second Son and Mother began to talk about her feet.

‘She could become a rich man’s wife,’ Mother said.

‘And live the good life,’ Second Son agreed.

‘We need to bind her feet,’ Mother said. ‘She can’t get a rich man otherwise.’

‘I want her to have a good husband like I did,’ said Mei-Ling. ‘And my feet weren’t bound.’

‘She could do much better than me,’ said Second Son. ‘I want her to have the best.’

‘But would she be happy?’ Mei-Ling asked.

‘Why not?’ her husband reasonably asked. ‘Being rich doesn’t make you unhappy. And it’s better than being poor, as we are now.’ He gestured to the house and the broken bridge in the pond. ‘She’s been given so much beauty. We have to respect that, not waste it.’

‘Perhaps she could marry a rich Hakka man,’ Mei-Ling suggested. ‘Some Hakka are rich. And their women don’t bind their feet.’

‘No Hakka,’ said Mother.

‘Or a Manchu, even. Their women don’t bind their feet, either.’

‘The rich Manchu usually marry other Manchu. And their Han Chinese concubines all have bound feet,’ said Mother. ‘You can be sure of that.’

‘It’s painful,’ Mei-Ling cried. ‘Everyone says it is.’

‘It’s not so bad,’ said Mother.

‘Do you know how to do it?’ asked Mei-Ling.

‘There’s a woman in the town who has bound lots of girls’ feet. She’ll come and show us.’

Mei-Ling was still unhappy, though Second Son tried to comfort her.

‘It’s all for the best. She’ll thank us one day,’ he promised. ‘And being born with such beauty, she’d never forgive us if we didn’t give her the chance to make use of it.’

‘I still can’t bear to think about it,’ Mei-Ling confessed.

‘Then don’t,’ said Second Son. ‘She’s only three. We wouldn’t start until she’s six.’

So they didn’t talk about the foot-binding, not for the time being. And the only thing Bright Moon knew was that she had to carry a sunshade whenever the sky was blue.

The rumours from the coast began when Bright Moon was five years old. American merchants had been going around the towns and fishing villages again, offering good money to men who’d come out to California to build a railway.

Of the three men who had gone to America from the hamlet when Read had come before, two had remained there, but one had returned. He’d come back with money.

And stories of the huge continent in the West: its temperate climate, beautiful bays, soaring mountains. And of course, the railway: the endless iron tracks the barbarians were laying across the land, and the engine with the fiery furnace inside, belching steam and sparks, that raced along the tracks. Some people in the hamlet thought it was wonderful, though to Mei-Ling it sounded like a terrible and evil thing.

But the iron dragon on rails did not frighten her as much as the effect all this information had on her husband.

‘I’ve heard they’re giving good money to people before they go. An advance payment. A lot more than I could ever earn around here.’ He looked at her seriously. ‘You could use that money for the farm and for Bright Moon. And then, if I could come back with another pile of money …’ He looked at her sadly. ‘I’d be away from you.’

‘Please don’t go.’

He sighed. ‘I don’t know what to do. We have to think of the family.’

She thought of the run-down farm and the poor hamlet. It was hard for anyone in that area to make a living. If the Americans came offering well-paid work and cash down, they’d have no shortage of takers.

As for Second Son: she knew her beloved husband. If he decided a thing was right, nothing would stop him. He’d shown the same obstinacy when he’d insisted on marrying her. Wonderful then; terrible now.

‘How long would you go for?’ she asked.

‘I don’t know. Two or three years, I suppose. I’d take our younger boy with me.’

‘I’d be lonely,’ she said simply.

‘So would I. But if we need the money …’

‘You’re not going down to the coast to look for the Americans, are you?’

‘No,’ he answered, ‘but if they came here …’

She understood. If they came all the way up here, that would be fate. That’s what he was telling her. If the Americans came, he’d go. She could only pray they wouldn’t. After all, if the money was so good, the Americans would find all the men they needed on the coast. And time had passed, and nobody came.

It was a sunny autumn day when the handsome young American appeared. He’d remembered the hamlet from the time he’d come with his father years before. He was offering a bag of silver in advance, so long as the men promised to stay three years.

But he remembered Second Son, too. And when her husband offered himself and his son, the handsome young American shook his head. ‘You changed your mind last time, after only a day,’ he told him.

‘I won’t do it again,’ Second Son said.

‘Sorry. Can’t take the chance,’ the American replied. ‘I need men who really want to go.’

Mei-Ling was standing beside her husband when the American said that, and she felt such a rush of joy and relief. They’d get by without the money, she told herself.

‘I’ll promise four years instead of three,’ said Second Son.

She stared at him in horror. What was he saying? The young American looked at him thoughtfully. ‘You swear?’ he said.

‘I promise,’ said her husband. ‘For both of us.’ He didn’t look at her.

Afterwards, she asked him, ‘Why did you say that?’

‘Because he wasn’t going to take me otherwise,’ he answered. ‘It was obvious.’

So the American gave her the bag of silver, and her husband and her younger son left straightaway. Second Son promised that the time would soon pass and tried to pretend that everything was all right. Her boy said he’d think of her every day, but he couldn’t help looking a little excited to be going on such an adventure.

That night there was a quarter-moon and a sprinkling of stars. And as she had when he left before, Mei-Ling sent messages of love after her husband. But this time clouds filled the sky, snuffed out the stars and hid the moon; and she wasn’t sure that the messages reached her husband. She wasn’t even sure they left the valley where the hamlet was.

Bright Moon’s father had been away for two years when they began to bind her feet.

The autumn season was the time to begin. Summer’s heat and humidity, which caused the feet to sweat and swell, was past. So the pain was less.

They told the little girl she should be grateful.

Even down here in the south, plenty of women in the towns had bound feet. But out in the countryside bound feet were not so common, and in their poor little hamlet Bright Moon was the first girl to be so lucky for years.

She was doubly lucky, because the woman who came from the local town to supervise the procedure was well known throughout the area for her skill. People called her the Binder. ‘She has bound feet in some of the finest houses in the region,’ Mother told them all. ‘It’s got to be done right, no matter what it costs.’

A propitious date was carefully chosen: the twenty-fourth day of the eighth moon. But before that, there was much to be done. Weeks ago, Mei-Ling had made a journey to the town with a pair of tiny silk-and-cotton shoes that she had made, hardly two inches tall, but embroidered with a prayer, and placed them on the incense burner in the Buddhist Goddess of Mercy’s temple.

On that journey she had also bought some of the items that would be needed in the months and years ahead: dozens of rolls of narrow binding cloth, a small bamboo receptacle for fuming the cloth to make it smell sweet, and several kinds of foot powder. Mother had supplied the money for all this, though Mei-Ling wondered where the money had come from. But when she asked, Mother told her. ‘I managed to collect some of the rents, but I didn’t tell you. I’ve been saving for years.’

Together she and Mother tried to make a pair of quilted cotton shoes that the child could wear when her feet were initially bound. ‘I hope we got it right,’ said Mother. And the day before the Binder was due, they prepared the kitchen so that they could make balls of sticky rice and red beans. But in spite of all these preparations, Mei-Ling noticed that Mother was quite nervous and ill at ease on the morning the Binder arrived.

Not that the Binder was so impressive to look at. She was just a peasant woman, aged about fifty, quite short and simply dressed. But her feet were bound, and her face, thanks to the application of lotions, was smooth. Mei-Ling thought that the Binder’s eyes were sharp, like a market woman who knows the price of everything.

‘You must not think that we are unfamiliar with binding feet,’ Mother told her. ‘My elder son’s wife had bound feet, but sadly she has died.’

‘I see you have a big house,’ the Binder replied. ‘Your daughters have no need to work.’ She glanced at Mother’s feet.

‘My sister’s feet were bound, and my parents could well afford to bind mine, but for some reason they didn’t,’ Mother explained. Mei-Ling had never heard Mother say this before. Then the Binder looked at her feet. ‘Her parents were poor,’ said Mother apologetically.

‘I have known even the poorest parents who borrow money to bind the feet of their eldest daughter,’ said the Binder, ‘especially if she is beautiful. But it can be hard for them, because such girls are supposed to come to their husbands with at least four pairs of silk shoes, one for each season, and often a dozen or more.’

‘The child will have all the shoes she needs,’ Mother assured her.

‘She is fortunate then,’ said the Binder. ‘May I see her?’

‘Of course,’ cried Mother. ‘Of course. I’ll fetch her.’

While Mother was gone, Mei-Ling asked the Binder, ‘Does it hurt a lot?’

‘There is pain. But it’s worth the result.’

‘Is it true you break the bones in the foot?’

‘Only the toes. The tiny bones in the toes will snap as they are folded under the foot. But they’re so small and soft at that age that it doesn’t hurt much. Hardly counts as a break, really. The rest of the bones are forced to grow a certain way, but we don’t break them.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Have you ever seen the miniature trees that rich people have in their houses? They call them penzai trees. It’s just the same idea. They bind the baby tree with ropes to keep it small. All the energy of the tree, its inner essence, goes into miniature form. The skill of the binder and the force of nature pushing against each other. That’s what we do when we bind a girl’s foot. We make a lily foot. A work of art. They are so beautiful, and when the girl wears her embroidered slippers, people call them golden lotus feet.’

‘I see,’ said Mei-Ling unhappily.

Then Mother came back with the child.

Mei-Ling did not know what reaction she’d expected when the Binder saw Bright Moon. She’d supposed the Binder would say something. But the Binder didn’t say a word. She just stared. Then she walked slowly around the little girl, peered closely at the skin on her neck, stood back, gazed at Bright Moon’s eyes, looked for a chair, and sat down. ‘I shall need to stay here some time,’ she announced. ‘Maybe a month.’

‘A month?’ Mother looked alarmed. What would that cost?

‘A month,’ said the Binder firmly. ‘My fee remains the same, but you’ll have to feed me.’

‘Of course,’ said Mother. ‘Of course.’

The Binder gazed at Bright Moon. ‘A work of art,’ she murmured. She wasn’t talking to them. She was talking to herself.

When she was ready to begin, the Binder asked the men in the house to go out until the evening. ‘This is women’s work,’ she explained. ‘No men in the house.’

Then she instructed Mei-Ling and Mother to prepare a small tub of warm water in the kitchen, and made the little girl sit on a stool with her feet in the water.

‘Do I have to stay here for long?’ the little girl asked.

‘We’ll keep the water nice and warm,’ the Binder reassured her.

‘What happens next?’

‘I trim your toenails.’

‘Does that hurt?’

‘Of course not. You’ve had your nails cut lots of times. Did it ever hurt?’

‘No.’

‘There you are, then.’

Bright Moon looked at the two older women doubtfully, then at her mother.

‘That won’t hurt,’ said Mei-Ling, and smiled. At least it was true, so far.

‘You’ll have such pretty feet when it’s all done,’ said Mother.

‘So tell me,’ said the Binder, ‘what sort of little girl are you, besides being beautiful? Are you a good girl? Do you try to please your family as you should?’

Bright Moon nodded cautiously.

‘She’s a very sweet-natured child,’ said Mei-Ling. ‘Though she has a mind of her own. She learned that from you,’ she remarked to Mother.

‘That could be,’ said Mother, looking quite pleased.

‘You are seven years old now,’ the Binder told the little girl. ‘You know what that means, don’t you? It means you become a woman. Not in your body, not yet, but in your mind. You are old enough to understand the things that belong to women. Your hair will be tied in tufts on your head so that everyone will know that you have completed the first seven-year cycle of your life. They will treat you as a responsible person. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ said Bright Moon. She didn’t sound very happy about it.

‘We women grow up faster than boys. That is why a boy’s second cycle of life doesn’t begin until he’s eight. Once you’re thirteen, if you’re going to be a young lady, you’ll have to remain in the house all the time and never be seen by any man outside the family, not even your neighbours. Because you’ll be considered a bride by then. And by the time you complete your second cycle, you’ll be two years more advanced in your understanding than a boy of your age. Did you know that?’

Bright Moon shook her head.

‘Well, it’s so,’ said the Binder. ‘The men grow wiser than we are only when they’re older, which is why we obey them.’

Mei-Ling glanced at Mother, whose face suggested that this last wisdom might be open to doubt, though of course she didn’t say so.

After half an hour the Binder took a pair of scissors and carefully trimmed Bright Moon’s toenails as short as possible, inspecting each toe and the underside of her feet carefully as she did so. Then she put fresh hot water in the tub. ‘You’ll have to wait an hour or two,’ she said, ‘to make your feet as soft as can be.’

So to pass the time, she told her the story of Yexian, the good little peasant girl with a cruel stepmother. Yexian was befriended by a magic fish who provided all the clothes she’d need to go to a party with the king. And how she lost her dainty slipper, and the king searched all over the land to find the owner and found Yexian and married her.

‘You see,’ said the Binder after she’d finished her story, ‘it was Yexian’s beauty and tiny feet that the king liked so much. And that is why all the pretty girls in China bind their feet. Because the fine husbands want wives with lily feet.’

‘Maybe you could marry a prince,’ Mother chimed in. ‘Or a great official or a rich man.’

‘You’re just as pretty as they are,’ the Binder explained. ‘But without tiny feet as well, nobody will look at you.’ She smiled. ‘And I’m like the magic fish, to make it all possible.’

‘Couldn’t I have a plain husband, like Father?’ the little girl asked.

‘Your father married me despite my feet,’ said Mei-Ling, with a glance at Mother, ‘but you might not be so lucky.’

‘You can help your father and all your family by marrying a rich man,’ said Mother. ‘Then he wouldn’t have to go away to work.’

‘Really?’ asked Bright Moon.

‘Yes,’ said Mother quickly. ‘You’re doing it for him and all your family. Then he will come back and say you were a dutiful daughter who loved him.’

‘Oh,’ said Bright Moon.

‘And you will have a rich husband who loves you, and beautiful clothes, and all your family will be grateful.’

‘Is it so good to be rich?’ the little girl asked Mei-Ling.

‘It is not good to be poor,’ Mother answered for her.

Then they put some more hot water in the tub, and the Binder massaged the little girl’s feet for a while. Bright Moon was sleepy, so Mother sat beside her and let the girl’s head rest on her, and Bright Moon slept for another hour while her feet continued to soften in the tub.

‘She’s the most beautiful child I have ever seen,’ the Binder told Mei-Ling, as they drank tea together. ‘That’s why I’m staying for so long. I want to give her special care. She was born in the Year of the Horse, wasn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ said Mei-Ling.

‘They are always the most beautiful ones. But she is truly exceptional. You will do very well with her. And she’ll be a credit to me, too, I don’t mind saying.’

When the Binder began that afternoon, she first put a powder on the little girl’s feet to protect against infection. Then she took a long strip of binding cloth that had been soaked in water, and leaving the big toe free, she wrapped it around the four small toes of Bright Moon’s left foot, folding them carefully under the pad. When she was satisfied that they were correctly and neatly in place, she pulled the cloth tighter, quickly wrapped it around the sole of the girl’s foot, and gave it a sharp tug. Bright Moon uttered a little cry, but the Binder said soothingly, ‘That’s all right. That’s all right.’

Then she drew the binding cloth around the big toe again, and then right around the little girl’s instep, then back around the ankle, then around the back of the heel, then to the front of the foot, under the instep and around the heel again – embalming the foot, as it were. Then she pulled harder and harder until the little girl screamed. ‘That’s all right,’ said the Binder, and wrapped the cloth around her ankle and tied it off.

Then she did the same thing with the right foot.

‘Rest now, my little princess,’ she said.

So they took Bright Moon and let her rest on her bed, and Mei-Ling remained with her while Mother and the Binder sat down together in the yard in the autumn sun.

They had been chatting for a while when Mei-Ling came out and said the girl was crying. ‘It’s the bandages,’ said the Binder. ‘I put them on wet. As they dry, they get tighter.’

‘I think her toe bones may have broken,’ said Mei-Ling.

‘That could be,’ said the Binder.

So they all went in to look at Bright Moon, and the Binder felt her feet and Bright Moon cried out.

‘Don’t worry, my sweet,’ said the Binder. ‘There’s pain in everything that’s good.’ She smiled. ‘One day you’ll have a baby, and that pain will be greater than this, but we all go through it. And we do it gladly.’ She turned to Mother. ‘That’s our lot, being a woman, isn’t it?’

‘It is,’ Mother agreed.

‘I’ll unwrap the bandages in the morning,’ the Binder said. ‘Then we’ll see. Everything’s as it should be,’ she assured them.

‘One thing I forgot to ask,’ Mother said to the Binder when the two of them were outside again. ‘Is it true that sometimes the toes develop gangrene and drop off?’

‘It is true,’ said the Binder. ‘And some people think that is better, because then the foot will be even smaller. But often those girls get infected and die. So I don’t let that happen. Not a single girl whose feet I have bound has died. Not even one.’

‘That is good.’ Mother nodded. ‘That is good.’

‘Will the pain be over soon?’ Mei-Ling asked as the three women ate together in the early evening. As her mouth was full of rice and beans, their visitor couldn’t answer, but Mother did. She was glad to show that she knew about these things.

‘You must be patient,’ Mother said. ‘You don’t only bind the toes. You have to rotate the heel bone until the back of the heel is flat on the ground. That’s a much bigger task. Takes longer.’

‘So the whole foot gets completely distorted by the binding.’

‘Of course. The foot gets squeezed heel to toe, breaking the arch under the foot until it’s like a little hoof. That takes two or three years.’ Mother turned to the Binder. ‘Am I right?’

‘It’s not only the bandages that do it,’ the Binder answered. ‘Tomorrow I’ll show you how to make training shoes. It’s a bit like our flat platform shoes – which raise the foot above the mud – except that the platform is only under the heel. So the girls get used to walking with their feet pointing down into their toes. High heels are very helpful in crushing the toes and in breaking down the arch of the foot.’

‘And the pain continues all those years?’

Mother looked at the Binder.

‘Maybe not all the time,’ said the Binder.

‘My poor little girl,’ moaned Mei-Ling.

‘Don’t encourage her to complain,’ said Mother. ‘You’ll only make it worse.’

The two men returned at dusk. They were hungry. Mei-Ling could see that her brother-in-law had drunk a little wine in the village. Not too much, but enough to give him a slightly absent air.

Had her son also been drinking? Hardly at all. He never did. He smiled at them all in his usual quiet way. He looked so exactly like his father at the same age. Kind, even-tempered, thinking of others. But there was something else, a tension in him, that he hid.

He should have been married years ago. They’d had offers. But like his father before him, he’d been strangely obstinate about the whole business. She had an idea why.

‘How’s my little sister?’ he wanted to know at once. ‘Can I see her?’

‘Not now,’ Mei-Ling said. ‘She’s asleep.’

‘Did everything go all right?’

‘No problems at all,’ Mother cut in. ‘Sit down and eat.’

After the two men had eaten, Elder Son went to fetch his father’s best opium pipe and prepared to smoke it.

The Binder stared at it. ‘That’s a fine pipe,’ she said.

‘My late husband’s. Cost a lot of money,’ said Mother.

‘Most of the opium pipes in the town were confiscated and destroyed back in the time of Commissioner Lin,’ the Binder remarked. ‘You were lucky.’

‘We hid it. He had another one, too,’ Mother added with satisfaction. ‘But Lin’s men never came here.’

The Binder looked pensive. She’s probably thinking she should have charged us more money, Mei-Ling thought.

‘You know,’ said the Binder after a pause, ‘if you’re going to secure a fine husband for Bright Moon – and I think you can – you need to make sure that she’s expert at embroidery. Before she marries, besides making her trousseau, she’ll be expected to make presents of embroidered shoes and other things for every one of the bridegroom’s family. The satin and silk will cost money, of course, but most important of all will be the quality of her embroidery. She’ll be judged by her future family entirely on that. If she wants to be respected, her needlework will need to be of the highest quality. Otherwise, she’ll have a bad time.’

‘Ah,’ said Mother a little uncertainly.

‘There’s a woman in the town, a cousin of mine, who could teach her what she needs to know.’

‘I’ll remember that,’ said Mother.

The next day, when they unbound Bright Moon’s feet, they discovered the four small toes of each foot were already neatly broken. ‘That’s a very good start,’ said the Binder. She started to wash the little girl’s feet.

‘Everyone needs to wash their feet to keep them clean and smelling nice,’ she said, ‘but you have to be especially careful with bound feet because of all the crevices. The big crevice will be between the folded heel and the ball of the foot. Sweat and dirt can start infections in there, which can smell bad.’ She smiled at the little girl. ‘Your lily feet will be your greatest asset in life, so you must take care of them and always keep them clean.’

When she’d dried and powdered Bright Moon’s feet, she began to bind them again, a little more tightly this time. And Bright Moon began to cry out and complain.

‘There there, my dear, I know it hurts,’ the Binder said to her kindly. ‘But just think how proud your father will be when he comes home and finds you’ve become such a fine young lady.’

‘When is he coming back?’ asked the girl miserably.

‘Not until you’ve got some lily feet to show him,’ said Mother firmly.

There was one question Mei-Ling wanted to ask. She could have asked her own sister-in-law years ago. But strangely, when poor Willow was alive, they never discussed such things. At first as the poor peasant girl in the family, she hadn’t dared raise the subject with the elegant wife of the senior son. And later, with Willow trying to produce a boy and being sickly, it hadn’t seemed appropriate.

Once she’d asked her husband, but he’d only grinned and told her: ‘I’m sure I don’t know, but I’m glad your feet aren’t bound. I love you exactly the way you are.’

So that afternoon, when they happened to be alone, she asked the Binder: ‘Why is it that men like women with bound feet so much?’

‘Why do you think?’

‘Well, it shows that the family has money. The woman doesn’t have to work in the fields like a peasant.’

‘That’s true. It doesn’t actually prevent your working in the fields, by the way. But it makes it harder, and you can’t walk very far.’

‘And men think that tiny bound feet are more beautiful than natural feet?’

‘Some men are fascinated by the naked lily foot,’ said the Binder. ‘They like to kiss it and caress it. But mostly women keep their feet bound when they sleep with their husbands, and they wear tiny scented silk and satin slippers. Men find the slippers arousing.’ She looked thoughtful. ‘I suppose they like seeing the slippered feet waving about in the air, and that sort of thing. Like little boots, you know.’

The moon was nearly full that night. The house was silent. Her little girl had fallen asleep, but Mei-Ling lay awake.

After a time, she got up and went out into the courtyard. The moonlight was so bright that it made her blink. Most of the yard was gleaming, but part was in shadow. She sat on a bench at the shadow’s edge. In front of her feet, in the moonlight, she could see a little pile of crinkled autumn leaves.

She’d been sitting there a minute or two when she became aware of a shape in the dark corner of the courtyard wall off to her right. She peered at it.

‘You couldn’t sleep, either,’ said the shape.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said as her son came out of the corner and sat beside her.

‘I’d come out here when our little one was crying,’ he said. ‘Couldn’t bear it.’

‘She fell asleep an hour ago,’ Mei-Ling said.

‘I know. I just stayed here, watching the moon.’ They were both silent for a while. ‘I feel so bad.’

‘Why?’

‘The little girl having to suffer like this so she can have tiny feet and get a rich man and help us, when we should be helping ourselves. And what am I doing? I ask myself.’

‘You’re doing your best. You’re a good worker. You keep the place going.’

‘You know, there’s a piece of land we could buy on the other side of the village. Maybe I could borrow the money. If Elder Uncle would do some work, we could farm it. But I can’t take it on by myself.’

‘Maybe when your father and your brother get back …’

‘Yes.’ He nodded. ‘They haven’t sent us any money yet, have they?’

‘It’s a long way. They will.’

‘I don’t even know where California is.’ He fell silent again.

‘Far away,’ she said absently.

‘When my little sister gets married, she’ll need to have all sorts of things. Embroidered shoes and I don’t know what. That all costs money. Do you suppose we’ll have enough?’

‘Mother and I have thought of that,’ said Mei-Ling.

‘What are you going to do?’

‘Sell your uncle’s opium pipe.’

‘He won’t like that.’ A slow smile crept over her son’s face. ‘He’ll have a fit.’

Mei-Ling nodded slowly, but her thoughts seemed to have moved on to another subject. ‘Do you know what else worries me?’ she asked.

‘No.’

‘You should be married. We should have made you marry long ago.’

‘Like father, like son, I suppose.’ He smiled. ‘My father was obstinate when he made his parents let him marry you.’

She sighed. He looked so like his father just then that it almost gave her pain. ‘What sort of girl do you want?’

‘Someone like you.’

‘I’m sure you could do better. My family had nothing, remember.’

‘I’m not ambitious. I’m a peasant. I work the land. I like it that way.’

‘Then we’ll find you a nice girl like me.’

‘Not yet.’

‘Why?’

‘The house is too sad.’

‘Maybe it would be happier if you had a wife and children.’

‘Maybe.’ He paused. ‘Nothing feels right. What with Elder Uncle being the way he is, and Father not here and … I don’t know.’

‘Things are never completely right.’

‘When Father gets back, and my brother, and they bring more money …’

‘You’ll marry then? You promise?’

‘All right.’ He nodded. ‘I promise.’

When Father gets back. But when might that be? In another two years?

There was not a day when Mei-Ling did not think of Second Son. Not a night when she did not long for him. But there had been no word. Soon, perhaps, they might hear something. If the American came again, he would bring news and money, too, perhaps. But so far, nothing.

And still that little voice spoke to her and told her: ‘You will not see him again.’

The Binder was as good as her word, and it had to be said she was thorough. By the time the month was up, she had taught both Mei-Ling and Mother how to tie the bandages, wrapping them a little tighter each time; how to sew them in place so that they didn’t need to be changed every day; how to wash and powder each foot. She also taught them how to lift the little girl up and drop her onto a narrow block of wood laid on the ground – a most useful exercise that helped to break down the arches of her feet. Though she still had to reprove Mei-Ling from time to time for weeping when Bright Moon screamed – which, as she pointed out, was no help to the little girl at all.

‘When will I stop wearing bandages?’ Bright Moon asked her one day.

‘Never, my dear,’ the Binder explained. ‘You’ll always have a light binding for the rest of your life, just to keep everything in place.’

She left on a sunny morning, promising to return a month later.

Around noon that day, the weather changed. Grey clouds, trailing skirts of mist, came into the valley from the coast. A dull humidity settled over the hamlet. Bright Moon was subdued. Mother had sat down indoors and closed her eyes.

Mei-Ling went out through the gate and stared down at the pond. The water was grey as the sky. The reeds by the bank hung their heads – in boredom, perhaps. The flock of ducks at the foot of the bridge made no sound.

She stood there for a quarter of an hour before she saw the single figure emerge from the trees at the far end of the bridge. The figure paused, as if debating whether to cross the bridge, so she supposed it wasn’t someone from the hamlet. And she was about to call out that the wood was rotten and that it wasn’t safe when the person evidently came to the same conclusion and disappeared back onto the path through the woods. She wondered idly who the stranger might be. But since the track led to the village lane in one direction, or into a network of fields some way behind the house in the other, she didn’t expect to see him again.

She was taken by surprise, five minutes later, when the figure came from behind the barn and made its way towards her, and she realised that it was her younger son.

‘Mother.’ He had grown a little taller, thickened, turned into a powerful young workingman during his absence. He carried a bag on his back, a stick in his hand. He didn’t smile at the sight of her. He looked very tired.

‘You are back,’ she cried. How could he be back already? ‘You came from America?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where is your father?’

But with a sinking heart she guessed, even before he said it.

‘Father’s dead.’

After he told her what had happened, he said he needed to lie down. Then he slept.

Mei-Ling told Mother first, asked her to tell the others and to ensure no one disturbed her sleeping son. ‘We’ll get the whole story when he wakes up tomorrow,’ she promised.

But first, she thought, she’d better prepare her poor little daughter. So she went in to Bright Moon and sat on the bed and gently told her: ‘There is bad news. Your father had an accident. He was killed, in America.’

The little girl didn’t say anything for a moment. She just stared in shock.

‘I’m here, my little one, and so is all your family, and your brother is back from America, too. We’re all here. But your father won’t be back.’ And she put her arms around the child.

‘I’ll never see him again?’

‘You can think of him. I’m sure he’s watching over you.’

Then Bright Moon started to cry. And Mei-Ling cried with her. And stayed with her for an hour until she had fallen asleep.

But she herself lay awake for a long time afterwards. And she thought of all the good things about her husband and wished she could speak to him just one more time, at least to say goodbye.

And then she felt anger towards him for leaving her like this, as the living often do towards the dead.

Her son slept and she would not let anyone disturb him. He slept through the evening, all through the night, and into the next morning. At noon he woke. Mei-Ling brought him a little food; and she made him go for a long walk in the afternoon. It wasn’t until the evening that he faced the rest of the family, who gathered to hear his story.

Elder Son presided. It was strange to see him sitting in old Mr Lung’s chair, trying to look important. As long as her husband was alive, Elder Son knew that however little he did, there was someone else to take over control. But now Second Son was suddenly gone. Until Mei-Ling’s boys were older, there was no one to be head of the Lung family. Perhaps Elder Son meant to do his duty after all, though she wondered how long that would last.

‘Tell us how it happened,’ he said gravely.

‘It was an accident,’ his nephew explained. ‘No one’s fault, really. Laying the tracks is hard work, but it isn’t difficult. The work’s always the same. Clear the land, build the foundation, place the wooden sleepers, then the iron rails on top of them. You have to be careful because the timber and iron are all so heavy, but it’s all routine and we knew what we were doing. Everything was all right until we went up into the mountains.’

‘What mountains?’

‘A range they call the Sierra Nevada. Runs parallel to the coast. The mountains are high, but the railway has to cross them to go east. It can be dangerous working in the passes.’

‘How did he die?’

‘An avalanche. No one saw it coming. The foreman had sent me down the line to order extra gravel. I’d gone just a quarter of a mile when I turned and saw a section of cliff high above the tracks split from the mountain and come sliding down. It was almost silent for a moment, and it seemed to be moving quite slowly. Then there was a rumble, and a sort of gravelly hiss and then a roar. I could see rocks bouncing down the mountainside, and the earthslide was so fast it was almost like a waterfall. Then a huge cloud of dust at the bottom.’ He paused. ‘We all started working with shovels or anything we could use to dig the men out. There were twenty or thirty. A lot of them were quite badly hurt and two or three suffocated. But we didn’t find Father.’

‘He didn’t escape?’

‘I thought he might have and I kept calling his name, but there was no sign of him. So I just kept digging with some of the other fellows. And after an hour I found him. Well, what was left of him. A big boulder hit him. It must have killed him at once.’ He glanced at his mother and little sister, then at his brother. ‘I’m sure he didn’t feel any pain.’

‘When was this?’

‘About a year ago.’

‘Then why,’ asked Elder Son, ‘did you return? You should have completed your contract.’ Mei-Ling looked at him furiously, but Elder Son shook his head and continued sternly: ‘You must have given up a lot of money, and that’s what you went there for.’

‘I know. I thought of all that,’ said the young man. ‘And I didn’t leave. They gave me what was due to Father, and I went on working.’

‘Then why are you here now?’ Elder Son pursued relentlessly.

‘The young American came by. He checks on all the people he transports. I believe he’s the only one who does that. So he knew about Father before he even got to me. Then he said, “Do you know there’s smallpox in the next work camp?” Well, I’d heard a rumour that some of the rail workers were sick, but since I was under contract, I didn’t see much point in worrying about it. “You’re to get out of here,” he told me. “I watch out for my Chinese fellows, and I’m not losing you as well as your father.” ’

‘That’s all very well …’ Elder Son started, but his nephew hurried on.

‘I was going to refuse. But he said he did a lot of business with the railways and he’d take care of it. And before I knew it, he’d got them to pay out my full contract and Father’s as well; and I was on my way back home.’

‘Let me see the money you brought,’ said Elder Son.

‘It’s in a safe place,’ said Mother firmly. ‘I’ll show you tomorrow.’

All this time, Mei-Ling was watching her daughter, who’d been listening, wide-eyed but silent. Then Bright Moon closed her eyes, as though she was trying to shut the news out. When the little girl opened her eyes again, her look was so blank that Mei-Ling had the feeling that her daughter was retreating, closing herself off from them all, like a person folding their arms across their chest. She hoped it would pass.

‘Where is your father buried?’ she asked her son.

‘Farther down the valley. It’s a proper grave. I’d know where to find it.’

She nodded slowly. Would she ever tend her husband’s grave? She didn’t imagine so.

‘What is this place like, this California?’ asked Elder Son.

‘The weather’s mild, drier than here. America’s big, but not many people.’

‘They don’t have big cities like ours?’ Elder Son asked.

‘Not in California. Not yet, anyway. There are big cities in other parts of America. But mostly they don’t have walls around them.’

‘How can you have a city without walls?’ said Mother. ‘What if you’re attacked?’

‘I don’t know. They just had a big war there. Fighting each other. A lot of people killed. Like the Taiping. The fighting never came near California.’

‘How did the railway bosses treat you?’ Mei-Ling asked.

‘They like the Chinese. We work hard. We don’t give any trouble. There’s a lot of Chinese working on the California railway already, and more coming all the time. It used to be mostly Irishmen doing the manual work out there,’ he added proudly. ‘Big, strong men. But when the Irish complained about us taking their jobs, the railway boss told them that if they didn’t stop complaining, he’d replace them all with Chinese.’

‘What’s Irish?’ asked Mother.

‘A barbarian tribe. There are many barbarian tribes in America.’

Elder Son seemed satisfied with all he’d heard. ‘Perhaps we should all go to America,’ he said.

‘You have to work there,’ Mother murmured softly, but Elder Son didn’t hear. That night he smoked his father’s opium pipe.

In the morning, while Elder Son was still asleep, Mother, Mei-Ling and her two sons held a family conference. By now, both in the family and in the village, her younger son had acquired a new name: California Brother.

The first question was what her two sons should do. California Brother offered to return to America, but before Mei-Ling could even voice her anguish at the thought, Mother told him firmly: ‘No. We need you both here.’

‘In that case,’ Ka-Fai said, turning to Mei-Ling, ‘what about the land I told you about that’s for sale on the other side of the village? Do we have enough money to buy it now? I’m sure the two of us could work it.’

Mei-Ling looked at Mother, who pursed her lips. ‘I know the price of that land. If we use the money from America and sell the opium pipe, we might have enough. But then we won’t have the money we need to spend on Bright Moon so she can get a rich husband. And now that we’ve already bound her feet …’

‘We could borrow the money for the land,’ California Brother suggested.

‘No debt,’ said Mother firmly.

‘I think …’ Mei-Ling spoke slowly, weighing her words. ‘I think that you should buy the land. After all, as soon as you work it, that’ll bring in extra money. We don’t have to find a husband for Bright Moon for years yet. Something might turn up in the meantime.’ She saw Mother give her a long look.

‘As you wish,’ said Mother. ‘We’ll sell the opium pipe.’

‘You’re going to sell Grandfather’s opium pipe?’ California Brother asked in surprise. ‘What will Elder Uncle say?’

‘He can smoke through a bamboo pipe instead,’ Mother said dourly. ‘The opium will keep him quiet.’

Nobody spoke. She had just deposed her own son as the nominal head of the family. They all heard it. Things weren’t supposed to be that way. But they knew she was right.

As her two boys went out together, Mei-Ling heard California Brother say, ‘The first thing I’m going to do is rebuild the bridge over the pond.’

‘We’ll do it together,’ his brother Ka-Fai agreed.

The incident happened in the middle of the day. It took Mei-Ling by surprise. She and little Bright Moon and Mother were all sitting on a bench, watching the two brothers who were already waist-high in the pond pulling rotten timbers from the bridge.

A few minutes earlier, she’d gone down and whispered to her younger son: ‘You’ve had so much to think about since you got back, but when you finish, just pay some attention to your little sister, because you’ve hardly said a word to her yet.’

He’d given her a nod. And sure enough, as he came out of the water and squelched his way up the slope to the bench with a big friendly grin on his face, he looked down at Bright Moon and said, ‘How’s my beautiful little sister today?’

When Bright Moon didn’t reply, but stared at the ground, they thought she must be shy.

‘She’s not used to you,’ said Mother.

‘Once I’m dry,’ he said to the girl, ‘we’ll sit and have a talk together.’ And he went inside.

Everyone was back in the courtyard when he reappeared. Elder Son, unaware of the family conference earlier on, had also joined them. Bright Moon was sitting under the tree with Mei-Ling, who got up and indicated to California Brother that he should take her place. He’d just sat down when Elder Son decided to address them.

‘Since my dear brother died almost a year ago, in a far country, none of the usual funeral rules apply. But we shall mourn him for two days.’ It was said in a simple and dignified manner, and nobody argued. Mother nodded her approval. After that, conversation resumed.

‘You look so grown-up already, with your dainty feet,’ California Brother remarked to Bright Moon in a kindly way. ‘Father often talked of you when we were working on the railway, you know. He’d be so proud to see you now.’

Bright Moon didn’t reply.

‘I’m sorry I brought bad news,’ he went on. ‘You must be very sad.’

It seemed that she might be about to speak to him now, so he waited. ‘Everyone says that,’ she suddenly burst out. She was still staring at the ground.

‘Says what?’

‘That Father would be proud. It’s not true.’

‘Oh?’ He frowned. ‘Why?’

‘I hate my bound feet,’ she burst out. ‘I hate them. They’re not dainty. They’re all squashed and the bones are broken, and they hurt all the time. It hurts!’ she screamed out.

‘Well, I know it hurts for a while …’ he ventured. But she cut him short.

‘What do you know? Did they bind your feet? No, I’m a cripple now.’

‘Don’t speak that way,’ said Mother sharply. ‘You should be beaten.’

‘I don’t care,’ the little girl shouted back. ‘It can’t hurt more than my feet.’

‘What a temper she has,’ cried Mother. But she didn’t do anything.

‘It’s for your own good,’ said Elder Son firmly, not because he’d really been involved, but because he thought he was head of the family.

‘If you and Father hadn’t gone away’ – she turned on California Brother – ‘I wouldn’t be like this. Father would never have let them bind my feet. He loved me.’

‘It’s for your own good,’ said Mei-Ling.

‘No, it isn’t,’ her daughter replied sorrowfully. ‘You just want me to marry someone rich so I can get money for you.’

‘Where did she learn to talk like that at such an age?’ Mother demanded.

‘Actually, you know …’ California Brother began gently, but Mei-Ling gave him such a look that he stopped.

‘Go to your room,’ Mei-Ling ordered her daughter. She watched the child hobble painfully across the courtyard. When Bright Moon had gone, Mei-Ling turned back to her younger son. ‘You were going to say your father agreed her feet should be bound.’

‘He said so in California many times.’

‘But the child has got it into her head that her father would have stopped it.’ And perhaps, if he’d seen the pain, he might have, she thought. ‘And now,’ she went on, ‘her father’s dead. And she remembers how kind he was and how he held her hand, and so she believes he would have saved her from the foot-binding. It’s the only thing she has.’

‘Who’s she going to blame, then?’ asked California Brother. ‘Me? My brother? You?’

‘Me and Mother, I should think,’ said Mei-Ling.

‘But it’s still a lie,’ said Mother.

Mei-Ling looked at Mother. ‘We know that Second Son doted on his daughter,’ she said. ‘And if the only way Bright Moon can know that big truth is to believe a little lie, then let her believe.’

Mother nodded. ‘You may be right, my daughter. Besides, she is angry because she is so hurt by her father’s death.’

The rest of the day passed peacefully. The two brothers went over to inspect the fields on the other side of the village. Elder Son went with them. On their return, California Brother sat and talked to Bright Moon without further incident. And after they had eaten that night, California Brother said he was sleepy, and everyone turned in.

But Mei-Ling didn’t feel sleepy. She took a small lantern and went out into the courtyard.

She wanted to be alone with her thoughts for a while, to mourn alone. And for some time she sat there. But mourning does not always come so easily. The sky was overcast, opaque.

And she had been there for some time when her older son appeared.

‘Not tired?’ Ka-Fai asked. She shook her head. ‘I’m tired, but I still can’t sleep.’ He sat beside her. ‘The moon must be almost full,’ he said, jutting his jaw up at the clouds, ‘if we could only see it.’

‘Full tomorrow,’ she replied. ‘Perhaps the sky will be clear.’

He yawned. She watched. His face was just like his father’s. She felt a sudden bittersweet rush of love.

‘Do you remember what you promised to do when your father came home?’ she asked. He nodded. ‘Your brother’s home,’ she went on. ‘That counts as the same thing.’

‘I know.’

‘So you’ll marry?’ Again he nodded. ‘Have you anyone in mind?’ she wanted to know. He shook his head. ‘Do you want to think about it?’

‘Families are supposed to decide these things,’ Ka-Fai said, ‘not the bridegroom.’

‘I know. But you’re so obstinate, I thought …’

‘You choose.’ He gave her a smile.

‘Oh,’ she said. She felt rather pleased.

They were quiet for a little while. Then he said, ‘I’m sleepy now,’ and went to bed.

Mei-Ling stayed there alone. She was pleased about the marriage. As she considered her son’s strengths and limitations, she couldn’t immediately think of any particular girl for him, or even a type of girl. But she felt sure she’d recognise the right girl when she found her.

And after the misery she had endured watching Bright Moon suffer so much, the idea of arranging a happy marriage for her son was like balm on a wound.

As the minutes passed, her thoughts turned to her husband. How was it she’d sensed that Second Son would not return? She couldn’t say. Had something happened that first cloudy night after he’d left, when her little messages of love, so carefully wrapped, had never seemed to reach him? Had he turned away from her? Surely not. She had continued to send her thoughts after him as the months went by; and several times it had seemed to her that she could feel him thinking of her in return. But she wasn’t sure, if truth be told.

She’d always thought she’d know it if he died. It was just an assumption, an article of faith, almost.

But she hadn’t. She knew now when it must have happened. Yet at that time she’d felt nothing. Nothing at all.

As she sat in the courtyard now, in the dark, she remembered all the good things about him, all the moments they had shared. She thought of his kindly ways. Surely, she supposed, these things would bring her comfort and warmth. She wanted to open a door in the sky, through which his spirit might enter and be with her again.

But the sky was blank. His spirit did not come. As if she were inside a box whose lid had been locked, she waited in silence. Her love was lost. And she felt nothing.

Nothing at all.
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It was the following spring when Shi-Rong made his journey to Guilin Prefecture. He was accompanied only by two servants and his secretary, a tall young man named Peng. The journey took two months.

At the end of the first month Peng asked him: ‘Isn’t this the wrong way, master?’ To which he replied: ‘You ask too many questions.’ He’d taken Peng as a favour to the young man’s father, an important man, a friend of Prince Gong. The young man was Mr Peng’s third son, and his father didn’t quite know what to do with him.

The understanding between Shi-Rong and Peng’s father was simple. ‘We both know you should have had a promotion years ago, my dear fellow,’ Mr Peng had declared. ‘There’s a job open down in Guilin. Subprefect. Fifth rank. Go down there. Avoid trouble. Play it safe. In another year or two there will be a number of appointments coming up, and I think I can get you one which carries both promotion and profit.’

‘Guilin?’ Shi-Rong had pursed his lips. It wasn’t just a backwater. The Miao people, a big ethnic tribe who’d been giving trouble for centuries, had been in a state of rebellion for the last decade. True, the insurrections had all been in the next province to the north. But there were plenty of Miao folk in the area around Guilin. It might be uncomfortable, even dangerous. ‘You’ve really nothing else to suggest?’ he asked.

‘If you’re worrying about the Miao, I just had a letter from the prefect there. He’s a splendid fellow. He assures me it’s all right. It’s poor but quite beautiful. Put a little time in there, and you’ll be rewarded, I promise you.’

It was a chance, at least, the best hope he’d had for quite a while. So he’d accepted it gratefully. And when his patron mentioned that his third son needed a job, Shi-Rong had taken the hint at once.

‘Is there anything I need to know about the young man?’ he asked.

‘You’ll have to tell him to stop talking.’ Peng’s father gave him an apologetic smile. ‘Frequently.’

During the first month Peng asked quite a lot of questions about the administration of a prefecture and his duties. The questions weren’t stupid, and Shi-Rong was content to answer them. He also taught the young man some Cantonese. It passed the time, after all. And he soon evolved ways of shutting the young man up, without being unkind.

‘Will your wife and family be joining us?’ Peng asked on the second day.

‘Not at present. My daughter, sadly, is not in good health. Not well enough to travel. My dear wife will remain with her at our family home until she is stronger.’

‘I see. Shall we have the pleasure of seeing your sons?’

‘Perhaps. My elder boy is busy with his studies at present. But it may do him good to come to Guilin for a rest in a few months.’

‘It must be difficult to be parted from one’s wife,’ Peng ventured.

‘Indeed,’ said Shi-Rong. Not as difficult as you suppose, he could have added. Instead he said solemnly: ‘Our duty to the emperor comes first.’

‘Oh. Of course, master. Duty first.’

‘And now I should like to enjoy the view in silence, my dear Peng,’ Shi-Rong said firmly, ‘if you would be so kind.’

‘Is it true,’ Peng asked another time, ‘that you were with the great Lord Lin as his private secretary during his time in Guangzhou?’

‘It is true.’

‘My father says that Lord Lin was a great hero, and the most honest servant of the emperor who ever lived,’ Peng continued.

‘He was certainly honest,’ Shi-Rong replied. ‘As you know, he was temporarily disgraced and then reinstated, but his career never quite recovered. I am glad that after his death his memory has been held in ever higher esteem.’

‘My father says most mandarins are just out to line their pockets.’

‘Nobody’s perfect,’ Shi-Rong said cautiously.

‘My father says you’re like the lord Lin.’

‘He is too kind. I am undeserving.’

‘I know I shall see nothing but the utmost correctness in all your actions in Guilin, master,’ Peng went on enthusiastically. ‘I shall study all you do.’

Shi-Rong did not reply. He seemed to be considering something.

In fact, young Peng’s enthusiasm was not entirely misplaced. By the standards of many men in his position, Shi-Rong had been a model of probity. But it wasn’t as if his reputation for probity had brought him any promotion. It hadn’t. He was in his fifties now, and he hadn’t risen very far. If he was going to do something for his family, earn the respect of his children at least, then he needed to put some money by and add to the family fortune. Not that he would stoop to evil conduct. If a man was rightly accused of a crime and the family tried to bribe him to find the fellow innocent, he wouldn’t even consider it. But there might be other, more harmless ways to come by extra money. And if these came his way, then perhaps occasionally he might avail himself of the opportunity in future. If he was sure he wouldn’t be caught.

Anyway, it was time for Peng to shut up again. ‘Do you know the little poem “Silent Night” by the poet Li Bai of the Tang dynasty?’ he suddenly asked.

‘Of course, master. Every child knows it.’

‘Recite the poem to me.’

Peng did so:


Moonlight makes my bed board gleam

Like the ground frost’s silver sheen

Look up to see the moon so bright

Look down, and see your childhood home



‘Excellent,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘Li Bai wrote over a thousand poems, you know, and another of them has just come into my mind. I should like to contemplate it now, uninterrupted,’ he added pleasantly, ‘for the rest of the day.’

So they continued into the second month. And Shi-Rong was pleased to note that never, not even once, did Peng again ask him why they were going so far to the south.
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The sun was sinking in the west when Mei-Ling saw the four horsemen approaching. She was standing at the gate with Elder Son admiring the newly completed bridge over the pond below.

The head of the household was in a cheerful mood. He’d even managed to collect some rent from a tenant that day. ‘Look at what a good job we’ve made of that bridge,’ he had just remarked, quite as if he’d done some of the work himself.

One of the horsemen, a tall young man, dismounted and approached them. ‘My master is an important official,’ he told Elder Son in halting Cantonese. ‘We need shelter for the night. We’d pay you well.’

The young man certainly looked like an official. Mei-Ling’s gaze travelled to the other riders: two servants, obviously and a mandarin. The mandarin was walking his horse closer.

But when she saw his face, Mei-Ling went very pale. Her mind began to race. Why had he come? Could it be about Nio? Had he heard something? Was it possible?

‘Of course, by all means, we should be honoured,’ she heard Elder Son saying. ‘We were about to eat, if you will join us.’

The men sat around the table: Shi-Rong, young Peng, Elder Son, and her two boys. She and Mother served them. Her son’s new wife, a cheerful peasant girl they all liked, was looking after Shi-Rong’s two servants, who were to be housed in the barn. Bright Moon had been told to stay in her room.

Shi-Rong was treating Elder Son with a friendly courtesy that he certainly didn’t deserve. California Son was telling Peng about America, while Ka-Fai was smiling amiably at everyone.

‘It’s him, isn’t it?’ Mother whispered when they were in the kitchen together. When Mei-Ling silently nodded, Mother explained: ‘I never really got a good look at him that time before. Not enough to recognise him. But when I saw your face just now …’

‘Why is he here, Mother? Could it have something to do with Nio?’

‘It might be Nio, if he’s alive.’

Bright Moon appeared, just as they were finishing the meal. Curiosity got the better of the young girl, and she came out of her room to see what was going on.

Shi-Rong stared at her in surprise. ‘Who is this beautiful young lady?’

‘My daughter,’ Mei-Ling said.

‘I see.’ He gazed at them both. ‘She looks just like you.’

‘Her father’s pride and joy,’ said Mother. ‘My younger son, sir. He adored the child.’

‘Adored?’

‘He died a year and a half ago.’

‘I am sorry to hear it.’ Shi-Rong bowed his head, but he continued to look at Bright Moon. ‘You are binding her feet, I see,’ he remarked.

‘Beauty like this shouldn’t go to waste,’ said Mother.

‘Certainly not.’ Shi-Rong nodded his approval.

The girl opened her mouth as if to speak. She still complained about her feet, almost every day. Was she about to embarrass them by venting her feelings to a mandarin? Mother gave her such a look that even Bright Moon wisely decided to remain silent.

‘An excellent meal,’ Shi-Rong said politely. ‘And now I shall stroll by the pond for a little while.’ He turned to Mei-Ling. ‘Perhaps the mother of this lovely child would accompany me.’

Shredded clouds, high in the sky, caught the light of the third quarter moon as they walked down to the bridge in silence.

What did he want? Mei-Ling wondered.

They stepped onto the bridge and walked towards the middle, where he paused. He pointed down at the reflection of the moon in the water. She nodded, to signify that she had seen it.

‘Tell me,’ he said quietly, ‘have you heard anything from Nio?’

So that was it. He was after Nio again.

‘Nothing.’ She looked at him sadly. ‘You want to arrest him?’

‘No. I just wondered what happened to him. We were not always enemies, you know.’

‘I have heard nothing in five years.’

‘Then he’s dead. Maybe at Nanjing.’

She knew how the Taiping had at last been broken. The Ever-Victorious Army, as they were called – armed with barbarian rifles and cannon – had smashed them. Finally Nanjing had been taken. The Heavenly King was dead. The slaughter had been terrible.

‘I know he loved you,’ Shi-Rong continued. ‘If he were alive, I think he would have come by now.’ He smiled sadly. ‘The Taiping will never be a threat again. So I wouldn’t arrest him if I did see him, unless he forced me to. Actually, it was you I came to see,’ he continued quietly.

‘Me?’ She looked astonished. ‘Why?’

It was fate, he thought. It had to be fate. When he set out on his journey, he had known only one thing: he needed a change. A couple of years away from a not-very-happy marriage until he got a promotion that might put his wife in a more affectionate temper. A time to reflect, live for himself a little.

And perhaps find some companionship.

From time to time he’d wondered whether to take a concubine. Law and custom allowed it. People almost expected it of a man in his position. Many a respectable family down on their luck would have been happy to supply him with one of their daughters – well brought up, with bound feet and a smattering of culture – on reasonable terms.

Sometimes concubines and wives got along quite well. But he couldn’t see it working with his own wife. It would cause her pain. There would be anger. Endless anger. He might not feel that he was loved, but he had no wish to cause his wife more pain.

The solution was to take a temporary concubine, just for the period he was away. This, too, was perfectly acceptable. Any middle-aged mandarin might be expected to regain his youth with a pretty girl. And there were plenty of pretty and elegant women in the big cities who were well trained to fill such a role.

So why had he turned south and made a detour, which added two hundred and fifty miles to his journey, to reach an obscure hamlet that might or might not contain a peasant woman with unbound feet with whom, years ago, he had spent a moonlit night sitting by a pond while she told him the story of her life?

Her beauty. Her honesty. That had impressed him. Her intelligence. And something else, something magical that he couldn’t define. Maybe it was just the moonlight, but he didn’t think so. It had haunted him.

And now that he had this little period of freedom, he had just wanted to find her again, to see if she was how he remembered. He was quite ready to find her changed or find her magic gone in the broad daylight, so to speak. Most likely of all, to find that she was unavailable.

But he had almost gasped when he saw her just now. She was everything he remembered. Perhaps more.

And she was widowed. And therefore, presumably, available. It had to be fate.

He paused a moment. ‘I am sorry that you lost your husband. But you have two fine sons at home and your little girl. She has your beauty. And with bound feet, she could find a rich husband.’

‘We hope she will find a good husband,’ she said quietly.

‘You should also teach her embroidery and so forth, and some of the other arts that belong to a young lady. She should learn to recite a few poems. That sort of thing.’

Why was he telling her this? She had no idea. But in order to say something and because it was so much in her mind, she heard herself respond: ‘You have to spend money to get a rich husband. I’ve learned that much already.’

‘Ah.’ He placed his hands on the rail of the bridge and stared at them. ‘I may be able to help you there.’ He turned to her. ‘If you like.’ He saw her look suspicious. ‘I shall be in Guilin Prefecture for a year, maybe a year and a half,’ he went on quickly. ‘I want you to accompany me.’

‘Accompany?’ She frowned. ‘You mean as a concubine?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why don’t you get a concubine there?’

‘You have haunted me ever since we met that night with Nio. I have thought of you ever since. I came two hundred and fifty miles out of the way to find you.’

‘Have you a wife?’

‘She will not be there. You can bring your little girl, if you want. She would learn much that way, about how a man like me lives. It could be useful to her.’

Have her child living in this man’s house where she was a concubine? It was not what she wanted.

But she couldn’t deny that what he’d said was true. She knew almost nothing about the sophisticated lifestyle of a rich man or a mandarin. The habits, the conversation, the social rituals. Nor did anyone in her family or in the hamlet, if truth were told. If Bright Moon wanted to find a rich husband, a year or two in a mandarin’s house would be the perfect education for her.

A year or two – or until he gets tired of me, she thought, and kicks me out. She didn’t want her little girl to see that.

‘My daughter stays here at home,’ she said.

‘As you wish. Does that mean that you might consider my proposition?’

‘I would be free to leave in a year and a half?’

‘Yes.’

Mei-Ling thought. Buy the land, she’d told her sons. The money for Bright Moon would turn up. She’d believed it was the right thing to do. But the truth was she had no idea where that extra money would come from. And now, suddenly, here was an opportunity for her to earn the money herself. However little she liked it, her duty was clear. As long as the money was enough and she was sure of getting it.

There were risks, of course. This mandarin might mistreat her. She supposed she could endure a beating or two. If it got worse, she could always run away. Or maybe kill him, she thought, and then kill myself. So long as the money was secure.

‘You’d have to pay me in advance,’ she said. ‘You’d have to pay me now.’

‘And trust you?’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought you might say that.’

He took out a small bag full of coins, put it in her hands and opened it. She looked inside. She could see the silver coins by the moonlight. She didn’t take them out to count them, but it was quite a lot of money.

‘I need two bags like this,’ she said.

He looked impressed. And to her surprise, pulled out another bag. She looked inside that one, too.

‘The same,’ he said. ‘You have my word.’

Mei-Ling calculated quickly. If she gave the bags of silver to Mother at once, the older woman could hide them where no one would find them, not even her own two sons.

She looked at this man she hardly knew. What would Second Son say? That she was doing what she had to, she supposed, since he was not there to help her. Yes, she told herself, he’d say something like that. And just for a moment, the first time since she’d heard of his death, it seemed to Mei-Ling that she felt her husband’s presence.

‘We shall have to ask the head of the family,’ she said.
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Mei-Ling liked Guilin. Shi-Rong could see she did. It had been a long journey, some three hundred miles north of the hamlet, but when they got there, they both agreed: the place was quite remarkable. Millennia of rains and flowing waters had sculpted the soft karst stone of the region into a landscape of miniature mountains, steep as anthills, hundreds of feet high and covered with green trees, except for the grey cliffs on their sides, here and there, where even mountain trees couldn’t find their footing. A pleasant river, called the Li, flowed beside the town.

On sunny days the hills gathered around the intimate plateaus of pastures and rice fields, like giant green dolmens protecting a sanctuary. But when the mists filled the river valleys, then the onlooker seemed to be witnessing an army of hooded gods moving slowly through a world of clouds. Shi-Rong had seen such landscapes in paintings and supposed they must be imaginary. Now he discovered that this paradise was real.

She liked the subtropical climate, rather hot and humid for his own taste, and she liked the people, too.

Some of the local tribes had lived around Guilin since before China was a state. Each tribe seemed to have its own language or dialect – often as not incomprehensible to its neighbours. The servants in Shi-Rong’s official residence were all from the Zhuang tribe, which was the largest. And somehow, within a month, Mei-Ling was freely conversing with them, and even enjoying their sour pickled cabbage and the tea leaves fried in oil that they seemed to eat with rice every day. ‘You can eat it for me,’ Shi-Rong told her with a laugh.

But he couldn’t help being impressed by how adaptable this peasant woman from her little hamlet showed herself to be. ‘How do you do it?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘But my mother was half Hakka, so I was used to having family in two worlds from the start of my life. Perhaps that helps me.’

He soon realised that her intelligence went far beyond talking to the Zhuang servants.

When he first arrived, he’d wondered what to do with Mei-Ling as regards the prefect and the other officials. Of course, he could keep her secluded in the house. But then people would talk and make up stories. So after a month, when he had got to know the prefect, who turned out to be a kindly and easygoing man, he told him frankly about his charming concubine. ‘She’s just a peasant, part Hakka. But she’s intelligent and very beautiful. What should I do with her?’

‘My dear Jiang,’ the genial grey-bearded prefect said, smiling, ‘rumours of her beauty had reached me. I was wondering if I’d get to see her.’

‘I must warn you that her feet aren’t even bound.’

‘I’ll start a rumour that she’s half Manchu.’ The older man grinned. ‘We’re so far from Beijing down here, you know, and surrounded by all these curious tribes, that we don’t worry about all that. Bring her to see my wife. She’s always glad of fresh company.’

Shi-Rong did as bid. The two women met for an hour. Afterwards, Mei-Ling told him that the prefect’s wife wanted her to return the next day. And to his astonishment, this invitation was repeated a dozen times in the course of a month. Any doubts he might have had about these visits were soon dispelled when the prefect remarked: ‘My wife enjoys Mei-Ling’s company so much. They chatter away all afternoon.’

‘How do you talk to each other?’ he once asked Mei-Ling. ‘I suppose she speaks Cantonese.’

‘Yes, she speaks Cantonese. But she’s teaching me to speak Mandarin.’

‘What do you talk about?’

‘She’s quite curious about my little hamlet and our simple life. She’s always lived in towns. And I have many questions for her.’

‘Oh,’ he said, wondering what those might be. He was to discover a month later, when she announced one day that she was going to serve him tea. Nothing unusual in that, of course. It was a normal ritual in any household in the land. He was surprised, however, to find a beautiful new tea set laid out in the most elegant manner, and still more so when Mei-Ling ministered to him in a rich silk dress and with her hair coiffed as elaborately as a Beijing lady’s. Not only did she make polite conversation in Mandarin, but she even dropped appropriate poetic quotations into the conversation.

How in the world had she learned such things? Obviously, from the prefect’s wife. And as time passed, her accomplishments increased. She began to hold herself in a different way. Her Mandarin improved so much that in a year, he supposed, it would be quite elegant.

What was her purpose? To please him? To show what she could do? Or might it be that after enjoying the life of a sub-prefect’s household, she might not want to go back to her poor hamlet. She might be thinking that after they parted she could become the concubine of another official, or even the wife of a merchant, perhaps.

A new suspicion came to him when he noticed something else.

At first he had observed that she gently avoided his attentions at the time of the month when she might conceive, and he did not complain. But then she gave that up. She was not too old to have a child. Was it possible that she was now calculating that she could make her position permanent if she gave him a child? And come to that, if such an event had occurred, what would he do? So one evening he asked her outright: ‘Are you risking having a child?’

‘No,’ she said calmly. ‘There’s an herbal drink you can take. It’s made from dandelion roots and the thunder-god vine. It’s very effective. The apothecary gives it to me.’

‘I didn’t know that,’ he confessed.

‘Neither did I. The prefect’s wife told me about it.’

Shi-Rong wasn’t sure how he felt about the prefect’s wife intruding quite so far into his private life, but there wasn’t much he could do about it.

The idea of keeping her for the longer term still remained. It was tempting. As a lover, she gave him everything a man could wish for. He constantly looked at her with a sense of wonder. While they were making love, there were moments when he would ask himself: how can it be that I feel this strange magic? She was like that southern region’s rose, with its never-fading colour, repeatedly blooming. Or like the lotus, China’s symbol of purity, which rises out of the common mud to flower.

Whether Mei-Ling’s own emotions were engaged was another matter.

Did he know how she felt? Not really.

‘You do so many things to please me,’ he said to her kindly one day. ‘I hope you know that I am grateful that you learn so much.’

‘I am glad you are pleased,’ she said politely. She seemed to pause for a moment. ‘And I am grateful to you in turn, that I can learn such things for my daughter.’

For her daughter. Of course. How could I have been so vain, he thought and so foolish? She is learning so that she can teach all this to her little girl, whose feet are being bound, to make her a lady. And though he might have liked it if she had been seeking to please only him, he couldn’t help admiring her.

Soon afterwards, she started learning to read and write, and curious to discover more about her mind, he even began to teach her a little himself.

She learned fast. ‘Another skill you’ll be able to teach your little girl,’ he remarked laughingly.

But she shook her head. ‘I can get her started, but she’ll need a proper teacher. I’ll need money for that.’

Shi-Rong said nothing. But he got the message.

She was curious about everything. She wanted to know about Beijing and the Forbidden City, and how things were done there. She asked about the great rivers and the city of Nanjing, the Grand Canal and the Great Wall. All these things she had heard of, but never seen. She wanted to know about the emperor, too.

‘He was only six when his father died,’ he explained, ‘so he’s still a young boy. He’s taken the name of Tongzhi for his reign. It means “Union for Order” – which is certainly what we need. He’s advised by a regency council headed by his father’s senior wife – who’s very nice and quiet and doesn’t know much – and his mother, who used to be called the Noble Consort Yi, but who’s now known as Dowager Empress Cixi, a very strong character. They have the imperial seals used to authenticate royal documents. They’re advised by Prince Gong.’

‘So is this Cixi really allowed a say in the government?’

‘In practice, yes. In fact, just recently she’s become even more important than Prince Gong.’

‘Has China ever been ruled by an empress?’

‘Only once, by a very wicked woman they call the Empress Wu, during the Tang dynasty, twelve hundred years ago. She killed so many of her family to get power that after she died her gravestone was left blank.’

‘Oh.’ Mei-Ling sounded a bit disappointed.

‘Funnily enough,’ Shi-Rong went on pleasantly, ‘here in this region, in ancient times, the tribes were ruled by women.’ He smiled. ‘Confucius would not have approved at all.’ He noticed with amusement that when he said this, she kept silent.

She was also curious about the barbarians and the world outside the Celestial Empire. He explained how wise Prince Gong and others had discovered how to turn the barbarians to good use, as mercenaries, customs officials, and so forth.

‘We have acquired their arms, and soon we shall buy their iron ships. We are even sending scholars to inspect their universities,’ he told her proudly.

‘I have one other question,’ she said one day. ‘You spoke of buying the barbarians’ ships and guns. But what about their railways?’

‘Railways?’ He had heard the term, but was still a little vague as to what they were. The previous year, one of the barbarians had set up a few hundred yards of track with a small engine to demonstrate this invention in Beijing. Shi-Rong hadn’t seen it himself, but the authorities, having inspected the devilish contraption, had ordered it dismantled at once. ‘How did you hear of railways?’

‘One of my sons went to California, in America, and worked on the railways. Thousands from our province have done the same.’ And she told him all about the railway: how it was constructed, what the engines and rolling stock were like, how much noise they made, and how these trains could carry people and goods for hundreds of miles, faster than any horse and cart. When she had finished speaking, Shi-Rong could only gaze at her in horror.

‘This invention you describe sounds loathsome. We need to acquire arms from the barbarians to protect our civilisation, not foul engines to destroy it. If the man we are sending to the West should encounter such a monstrous machine and report upon it, I am sure the emperor will continue to forbid its appearance here.’

Mei-Ling nodded respectfully.

But how strange it was, he thought, that an illiterate peasant woman from an obscure hamlet should know about such things when he, a highly educated mandarin, did not. And it seemed that thousands of other peasants must know about it, too.

Only one thing caused him unease at this time. It concerned Mei-Ling and young Peng. What did Peng think of his mistress?

The young fellow did his job well, he was respectful, and Shi-Rong had trained him not to talk too much. But he seemed rather straitlaced, and there’d been no sign of his taking up with any local women. Well, that was his business. But given that Peng’s father has told him I’m such a paragon of virtue, he thought, he may secretly disapprove of Mei-Ling. What if he were to tell his father about his feelings in a letter?

Shi-Rong knew what letters went from the prefecture to Beijing and the young man didn’t seem to have written home – a fact that rather surprised him. If this somewhat solemn young man was to tell his father that his new master’s domestic arrangements left something to be desired, Mr Peng Senior would probably just laugh. But he might not.

Avoid trouble, Mr Peng had advised. Play it safe. Would he think having a concubine from a country village was inappropriate behaviour?

‘You get along with my concubine, Mei-Ling, I think, don’t you?’ he’d asked young Peng casually one morning.

‘Yes, master. She’s very intelligent,’ Peng added respectfully.

‘Quite. And she thinks well of you.’ He paused a moment. ‘It’s a pity that she is only a country peasant, with unbound feet, of course. She’ll return to her village when my tour of duty here is done. But I confess that I shall be sorry to part from her.’

‘You will part from her?’

‘Naturally.’ He gave the young man a serious look. ‘It is very important in one’s career, Peng, to observe all the proper conventions. It’s one thing to have a concubine like Mei-Ling down here – and you may be sure that I discussed the matter with the prefect. But up in Beijing, for instance, no matter how charming and intelligent she is, it wouldn’t do. I’m sure you understand.’

‘I understand, master.’

‘Good. That’s all, Peng. I’ll let you get on with your work.’

This conversation should have set Shi-Rong’s mind at rest. But it didn’t. Within days he was cursing himself. I shouldn’t have raised the subject at all, he thought. All I’ve done is put it in his mind. He wondered what he could do about it.

When he’d first arrived at the sub-prefect’s residence at Guilin, he’d been pleased to find that it was well furnished, but not in an ostentatious manner. Much of the furniture was wooden, some carved with pleasing fretwork, and other pieces in the Ming dynasty’s simplest style, with hardly any ornament at all. Together with its enclosed philosopher’s garden and fishpond, his home was a tranquil retreat, which both he and Mei-Ling enjoyed.

It contained a few small treasures, some of which rested unobtrusively on a plain wooden side table in the hall. His favourite was a little jade figure, not even three inches high, that was normally placed towards the back.

‘You’d hardly notice it, would you?’ he’d remarked to Mei-Ling one day. For not only was the figure, of a bald musician like a Buddha, very small, but its creamy brown colour blended into the pale wood of the table on which it stood. ‘People think of jade as being green or some other bright colour. But it’s not always so. And this little fellow is jade and quite valuable.’

‘I think it brings the house good luck,’ she said. And he smiled and agreed that it probably did.

So he was rather shocked one morning when she silently led him over to the table and pointed to the spot where the tiny musician usually lived.

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Perhaps one of the servants is cleaning it.’

But Mei-Ling shook her head. ‘I’m afraid someone will think I stole it,’ she murmured.

He frowned. But they might. It was true. He wondered what to do.

‘I know who took it,’ she went on quietly.

‘You do? Tell me.’

‘I don’t want anyone to know I told you. That would make trouble for me. Bad for me. Bad for you.’

‘I’ll protect you.’

‘It was Peng. He didn’t see me, but I saw him.’

‘Peng?’ How strange. He didn’t disbelieve her. But why should Peng, the son of a rich and powerful man, need to steal?

‘Please don’t tell him I told you.’

‘I won’t.’

He thought about it all that day. He’d seen such cases before. He slept on it, and by the next morning he knew what to do.

‘Tell me, Peng,’ he said amiably when he was alone with his secretary in the office, ‘are you happy in your work here?’

‘Yes, master. Very much.’ He seemed to mean it.

‘It’s very important, Peng, when a young fellow serves a master – just like a son who obeys his father – that he should feel that he is valued and appreciated. Fathers must take care how they treat their sons, for if they do not, then the son, in his unhappiness, may do something foolish in order to retaliate or simply to comfort himself. Confucius is stern against such things, but that does not mean they do not happen. So if as a master I have made you unhappy in any way, you may tell me now.’

‘Oh no, master. Not at all,’ said the solemn young man fervently.

‘Good.’ Shi-Rong smiled. ‘Now to another, entirely unrelated matter. A small thing. I haven’t told anyone yet. I want to share it with you. Maybe you can solve it.’

‘Certainly, master.’ Peng was studiously attentive.

‘There was a little figure of a musician – pale brown jade – on the table in my hall. I particularly like it. It’s actually rather good. And it’s disappeared. You didn’t by any chance borrow it, did you? Used it to decorate your own room, perhaps? I’d quite understand your liking it, but I’m afraid I want it on my own table. So if you borrowed it, would you please return it now?’

Did young Peng hesitate for just a second? Shi-Rong thought so.

‘I know nothing of this, master,’ he said.

‘Peng.’ Shi-Rong looked at the young man. ‘You’ve done this sort of thing before.’

‘No, master.’

‘Peng, I know you have.’

There was an awful silence. Peng looked wretched. ‘My father promised he would not tell you,’ he cried in vexation.

So his guess was right, and the young man had fallen into the trap. ‘I ought to inform your father, and the prefect, too,’ Shi-Rong continued. ‘But I fear that if I do, it might enrage your father and also end your career – which would be a pity, when you are so young.’

‘Yes, master.’

‘Go and get it, and bring it here.’

A few minutes later Peng reappeared with the jade figure. Shi-Rong put the little musician in the palm of his hand and gazed at him affectionately. ‘You must promise never to do this again.’

‘I promise, master.’

‘No, Peng. It’s yourself you must promise, not me. You do your job well. You should take pride in it. You will make your father proud. Then you will have no need to steal.’ He paused. ‘And now I am going to write to your father, and I shall give him a good report of you. Tell me, have you written to your father since you were here?’

‘No, master.’

‘He will think it rather hurtful if he receives a letter from me, but none from his own son. Go and write to him now, then bring me your letter to inspect.’

In an hour the whole business was done. Shi-Rong’s letter was craftily composed. The young man was working hard, a credit to his family, and well liked by the prefect, by his wife, and by the members of Shi-Rong’s own household. He was most grateful to Mr Peng Senior for the gift of his son, for whom he predicted a fine career. He cheerfully passed the letter to his secretary to read when the young man came in again.

As for Peng’s letter, it expressed all his duties to his father in the most correct manner. It then provided a brief account of his work, of the beautiful scenery, of the prefect’s wise administration. But when it came to Shi-Rong, young Peng outdid himself. His master’s wisdom, his rectitude and his kindness were described with such obvious gratitude and sincerity that, if it hadn’t been exactly what he had all along intended, Shi-Rong might have blushed.

‘Seal your letter,’ he instructed, ‘and I shall seal mine.’ He smiled at Peng. ‘I hope you will look back on this day as a happy turning point in your life, and for that reason it has been a good day for me, too.’
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As the months went by, Shi-Rong had to confess that although Guilin might have seemed a backwater as far as his career was concerned, he had never been happier in his life. And in terms of his career, it hadn’t been wasted time, either. For he’d soon come to realise that behind the prefect’s genial manner lay a great shrewdness as well as kindness.

He was also a great teacher. He showed Shi-Rong how to deal with the different tribes and avoid conflict. He taught him not just how to administer the law, but how to manage the magistrates. By the end of a year Shi-Rong realised he was learning more from him than he had from anyone since Commissioner Lin.

So when a letter came from Mr Peng to inform him that, if he would just be patient an extra six months, he was confident he could secure him a most remunerative appointment nearer the capital, he was quite content.

Except for one thing. Mei-Ling would be leaving. Her year and a half would be up.

Half a year without her. He asked her to stay a few months longer, but she refused.

‘It has been, still is, the most astounding thing that ever happened to me in my life. I am full of gratitude,’ she said. She was too honest to lie to him about such a thing.

‘Stay the extra months then,’ he begged.

‘My girl’s expecting me. I told her a year and a half. Do you think she hasn’t got the days all counted?’

It so happened that just at that time a letter had come from Shi-Rong’s wife. It was quite friendly, but it told him that his son Ru-Hai, who was due for a rest from his studies soon, would dearly like it if his father invited him to see the beauties of Guilin for a month.

‘I am due to leave a month after the end of the summer monsoon,’ Mei-Ling pointed out. ‘Why don’t you summon him to arrive just after that? It’s a delightful time of the year, and you’ll have him for company. You’ll be so busy you’ll hardly notice I’ve gone.’

‘It won’t be the same.’ He smiled ruefully. ‘But you’re right. It’s what I ought to do.’ And he sent instructions to that effect.
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The summer rains had come to an end a few days ago, and Shi-Rong had just begun to plan how he might amuse the boy. He hardly knew what he’d expected their meeting would be like. It had been nearly two years since they’d last seen each other. Ru-Hai must now be in his eighteenth year and quite a young man, he supposed, no longer the boy he remembered.

So he was quite astonished one afternoon when Ru-Hai turned up at the house. ‘We weren’t expecting you for a month,’ he cried.

‘I came early,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘Are you not pleased to see me?’

‘Of course I’m pleased. Delighted,’ Shi-Rong assured him. ‘Just surprised. You look taller,’ he said. ‘Have you been studying hard?’

‘Yes, Father,’ said Ru-Hai, and bowed respectfully.

‘Well, well, come in,’ his father said cheerfully, ‘and tell me all the news.’

Ru-Hai recited the news from home. His mother was well. ‘Excellent,’ cried Shi-Rong. ‘I shall write to your dear mother at once to let her know you’ve arrived safely.’ His younger brother was also well and attending to his schoolbooks assiduously. ‘Good, good,’ said Shi-Rong with a smile. But his sister was still sickly and really couldn’t travel far from the family home. ‘I wish it were otherwise,’ Shi-Rong said sadly. ‘Your mother is quite right to remain with her, but I wish it were otherwise.’

Leading him to his office, Shi-Rong introduced his son to Peng, told him about the kindly prefect and his wife, and gave him some account of the area and its beauties. A servant brought them tea.

The boy seemed happy enough. Being tired from his journey, he went to rest for a while before joining his father and Peng for the evening meal.

‘What do I do?’ Shi-Rong asked Mei-Ling.

‘Do you want me to leave?’

‘No.’

‘Then do nothing.’

When Mei-Ling entered to serve them, Shi-Rong introduced her by name, and Ru-Hai acknowledged her politely; but it wasn’t clear he’d realised who she was. After the meal, Peng had to attend to some correspondence, so father and son were left alone.

‘The housekeeper’s rather beautiful,’ Ru-Hai remarked. ‘Did she come with the residence?’

‘No, she didn’t come with the residence,’ his father said. ‘Actually, she is my concubine. I forgot to mention it when I introduced you.’

‘You have a concubine?’ Ru-Hai looked at his father in consternation.

‘Just one,’ his father replied.

‘Does my mother know?’

‘No. I only acquired her when I got here, you see.’

Ru-Hai was silent for a moment. ‘You have another woman, and my poor mother doesn’t even know?’

‘It’s perfectly proper for a man in my position to have a concubine.’

‘My mother was right,’ Ru-Hai burst out. ‘You think only of yourself.’ And he rushed out of the room.

Shi-Rong waited an hour. He wondered what else his wife had said about him behind his back. He wasn’t angry with the boy for wanting to defend his mother. But he couldn’t have him insulting his father, either. When the hour was up, he summoned Peng and told him to find Ru-Hai and bring him back.

When Ru-Hai returned, still looking sulky, Shi-Rong was firm. ‘You are not to insult your father. Whatever your feelings are, you must show respect to me. That is your duty. Kindly remember it.’ He paused. ‘As far as Mei-Ling is concerned, she will probably never meet your mother, because when I leave here, she will return to her family. I shall be sorry to lose her, but that is what will happen. In the meantime, you will find her a charming person.’

‘She’s just a poor peasant from a village in the middle of nowhere. She hasn’t even got bound feet.’

‘She is part Hakka. As you will know, the Hakka, like the Manchu, do not bind their feet. Though as it happens, her daughter’s feet are being bound. As for her family, they have a big farm and a great deal of land. They live off the rents.’ It had been true in the past, he thought. It might be true in the future. The present, therefore, could be overlooked.

‘She’s still a Cantonese peasant,’ Ru-Hai muttered.

Shi-Rong should have rebuked him at once for being rude, but he decided to reason with him instead. ‘You will find that her manners are elegant, she can read and write a little, which is as much as many well-born ladies can manage, and she speaks enough Mandarin to recite poetry.’ He sent a silent prayer of thanks to the prefect’s wife for these accomplishments, and as he did so, he realised that he had another card in his hand. ‘You had better be careful what you say about her to the prefect, by the way,’ he added, ‘because she is also a close friend of his wife.’

That struck home. His son looked up in surprise and then fell silent.

Shi-Rong had seen such things before. A merchant, for instance, takes a second wife, his children inspect her, and the thing they care about most is whether she will enhance the family’s status or not. It was natural enough, he thought. It’s the instinct for survival. The children hate the new wife not because she is pretty when their own mother is ceasing to be so, but because firstly, if she has children, their own inheritance will be diluted, and secondly, they consider the younger woman comes from a lower class. Of course, if she is rich and brings money into the family, that may be another matter.

Ru-Hai said nothing more. But later that evening, as Mei-Ling passed quietly through the courtyard, Shi-Rong noticed his son look at her curiously.

The next day they all went to see the prefect. Mei-Ling and the prefect’s wife retired together while the prefect and Shi-Rong took Ru-Hai on a tour of the area.

The setting, with the river Li flowing past the houses and winding its way through rice fields, under the gaze of the soaring green hills, was so lovely it made one gasp. The boy was also impressed by the different tribes he saw in the street. He admired the Zhuang men in their severe dark blue costumes, and their women, also in dark blue, but with brightly embroidered aprons. By contrast, the women of the Yao tribe wore gorgeous flowery robes, so covered with silver trinkets that he thought it a wonder they could walk. He counted at least five tribal communities all mixing in the streets in the easiest way.

He saw tall wooden houses that began as hay barns, turned into dwellings higher up, and then into storerooms in the roof. ‘So high that even the rats can’t get at them,’ the prefect informed him with a laugh.

They went down to the river and saw the fishermen in their boats. ‘It’s probably the best-stocked river in the whole empire,’ his father said. ‘There are two hundred different kinds of fish in these waters.’

‘Are they all edible?’ Ru-Hai asked. His father didn’t know and passed the question on to the prefect.

‘The Cantonese will eat almost anything,’ that worthy gentleman answered with a smile.

In the marketplace they saw magnificent embroidered cloths for sale, each tribe having their own rich style. They watched a crowd listening to a pair of musicians, one with a flute, the other a horn, accompanied by an old fellow beating a big copper drum. ‘The drum’s probably hundreds of years old,’ Shi-Rong explained. A group of singers came down the street. ‘They won’t perform for an hour or two, but you can hang around to listen if you want,’ the prefect said. ‘If you stay here a year, you’ll see all kinds of festivals. They even have a bullfight, you know.’

In short, by the time they came back to the prefect’s residence at noon, young Ru-Hai had almost forgotten his anger of the day before, having decided that Guilin was the most exotic and romantic place he had ever seen in his life.

It was afternoon, still quite warm. Ru-Hai had gone into the town again. Mei-Ling had returned home, and she was sitting on a stone bench in the garden, half hidden from the path by a sweet osmanthus tree. She’d brought a small piece of embroidery with her, hoping to improve her skill. But she hadn’t yet begun when she became aware of someone coming along the path.

She was surprised to see Ru-Hai. She’d assumed he was still down in the marketplace listening to the singers.

She got a glimpse of his face before he saw her. He looked preoccupied. Not unhappy, but thoughtful. He’s probably come into the garden to be alone, she thought, and she was about to rise so he could have the place to himself.

But when he saw her, he seemed quite pleased and sat down on the bench beside her. ‘Can I ask you a question?’ he said.

She bowed her head politely. ‘Of course.’

‘How did you become my father’s concubine?’

‘Oh.’ She hadn’t expected quite such a blunt question. ‘Your father was very kind to my family,’ she said after a slight pause. ‘But if I tell you how, you must promise not to repeat it to anyone – because it might embarrass your father.’

‘All right.’ He frowned. ‘I promise.’

‘Some years ago, a cousin of mine got into trouble,’ said Mei-Ling. ‘He was very close to me. My family had virtually adopted him. I called him Little Brother. Officially, your father should have arrested him, but Little Brother was young and your father let him get away. So I owed your father a debt of kindness that I thought I could never repay. After that, I didn’t see your father for years. But a few months ago, as he happened to find himself near our village, he came to call on us. My dear husband had died a year and a half before. Your father and I talked. I suppose I was lonely, and to tell you the truth, it seemed to me that he was lonely, too. And one thing led to another. And here I am.’

‘I didn’t know he had it in him,’ Ru-Hai said. He looked impressed.

‘We none of us know everything, do we?’ she suggested.

‘I suppose not.’ He nodded sadly. ‘I felt angry with him because of Mother. I’d been thinking I’d go home tomorrow, unless Father stopped me.’

‘I don’t think your father would stop you,’ she said. ‘But although he might not show it, he’d be very hurt.’

‘He’s hurting my mother.’

‘Does she know?’

‘No.’

‘Then, forgive me for saying this – you may think very badly of me – but do you have to tell her? You know I shall be going home myself in a while.’

‘You don’t think he’ll take you to the next place?’

‘Oh no, I have to return to my family,’ she replied. ‘I believe your father will reunite with your mother.’

‘Maybe.’ Ru-Hai considered for a moment. ‘Mother complains a lot,’ he said gloomily. ‘She thinks my father should have been more successful.’

‘He seems successful to me.’

‘Maybe. Not to her, though.’

He stared at the ground. He seemed to be ruminating, so she didn’t interrupt him. Suddenly he turned to her. ‘Do you think my father is a good man?’

She stared at him, taken aback. What a question for a son to ask. Or for her to answer.

‘When we’re young,’ she said carefully, ‘we expect people to be good or bad. But they aren’t, you know. We’re all just somewhere in between.’ She thought of Nio. How many people had Little Brother killed, even before he went to fight for the Taiping? She didn’t want to know. ‘Not many people are good all of the time,’ she went on. ‘More like some of the time. You just have to hope a person performs more good actions than bad ones. I think,’ she concluded, ‘that one has to look for what is best in people.’

‘And that’s all?’

‘Well, you can try to change the things that aren’t so good in another person. I think we women try to change our men more than the other way round.’

‘Really?’

‘And one has to be careful. If you nag a man too much or hurt his pride, he’ll walk away. Most of the time it’s wiser to accept him as he is.’ She gave a wry smile. Did he realise she was telling him about his mother? Probably. But he gave no sign. He seemed to be done with the subject, anyway.

‘So you think I should stay here?’

‘I do. It’s a beautiful place. I think you should enjoy your holiday.’ She smiled. ‘I’m sure a handsome boy like you could make friends with the local girls.’

He looked doubtful. ‘All the respectable girls are hidden indoors,’ he pointed out. ‘Nobody’s allowed to see them until they marry.’

‘There may be others,’ she said. She stood up. ‘I should go to see your father now. If you quarrel with him because of me, I shall feel bad. But if you don’t quarrel, I think you will be glad later.’ She wondered if he’d take her advice.

For Shi-Rong, that month was a happy period. He took Mei-Ling’s advice and spent as much time with his son as possible. They made tours of the area, and he was able to tell Ru-Hai all sorts of useful things about life in imperial service. They visited tribal villages, climbed up a couple of mountains, and even went fishing on the river together.

The boy was also a great success with the prefect and his wife. They thought he was charming. The prefect’s wife said he was very handsome; and the prefect wrote about Ru-Hai in glowing terms to one or two friends who might be useful to him in later life.

Peng also played his part. ‘Take the boy out in the evening a bit, if you would,’ Shi-Rong had asked him. ‘He should have fun with someone closer to his own age.’ They’d gone out drinking several times. ‘Though I doubt, with Peng for company, that he got into much trouble,’ Shi-Rong confided to Mei-Ling.

Halfway through the month, Shi-Rong told Mei-Ling: ‘I’ve had a letter. When he leaves here, Ru-Hai should go to visit his mother’s relations in Beijing. So I wonder, as you are going downriver to Guangzhou yourself on your way home, would you mind if he accompanies you to the port? Then he can take a ship up the coast and the Grand Canal to Beijing.’

Mei-Ling had been looking forward to her journey. River travel was both quicker and more pleasant than travelling by road. The weather should be warm and mild and the scenery was beautiful. It would be the first time in her life, really, that she’d ever had a period of time without any responsibilities and completely to herself.

But it would have been ungracious to him and unkind to the boy not to go along with such a sensible request, so of course she said she would.

It was the prefect, a few days before Ru-Hai was due to leave, who suggested the visit to the caves. As was to be expected in a landscape of karst hills, there were quite a few caves in the region. The nearest was only a short walk from their house. Ru-Hai and his father had gone in a couple of times with lanterns to inspect the graceful curtains of stalactites hanging from its high roof. But it was quite small.

‘There’s an old musician working here,’ the prefect said, ‘who told me that once his father showed him a deserted place, all overgrown with reeds, which he used to cut and make into flutes. His father told him there used to be a big cave in there, but he’d never seen the entrance and didn’t know anyone who had. It could be the roof fell in or something like that. But I’d be curious to know. I think it’s only about three miles away. Why not send your son with Peng to try to find it? That’d give them something to do. If they discover anything worth seeing, we’ll make an expedition to look at it.’

Peng and Ru-Hai were delighted with the adventure and set off eagerly with the old musician the next morning.

They came back that night flushed and excited. ‘It’s only three miles away, but it’s quite deserted. We had to cut a path through the reeds and dig around a bit, but we found the cave. And it’s huge!’ cried Ru-Hai.

‘It is impressive,’ Peng confirmed. ‘If the prefect wants to inspect it, master, we’d need some workmen, and two days to prepare.’

‘And lanterns,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘Coloured lanterns. A lot of them. A thousand.’

‘Certainly not,’ said his father. ‘You’ll be lucky to get a hundred.’

But when he told the prefect the next morning, that worthy gentleman laughed aloud. ‘Give him a thousand,’ he commanded.

It was quite a cavalcade. The first sedan chair contained the prefect, the second Shi-Rong; the next two, somewhat smaller, carried the prefect’s wife and Mei-Ling. After these came various lesser officials and local gentlemen, followed by a small company of guards and a retinue of servants all on foot.

They made their way along the path that had been cut through the reeds until they came to a level clearing beside the rock face where Peng and Ru-Hai were waiting. The two young men greeted the prefect with low bows, but Shi-Rong could see that his son was grinning.

As soon as all the party had gathered, they proceeded on foot up a steep track where the workmen had made some wooden steps to help them. It wasn’t far, not even fifty yards, before they came to the entrance, where a lamplit passageway led into the limestone rock. With Peng and Ru-Hai leading the way, they all filed down the glowing passage until suddenly they emerged into the great, cavernous hall.

Shi-Rong stood beside the prefect, who was quietly chuckling. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ the worthy gentleman remarked. ‘I believe your boy has used every lamp we gave him.’

It was a remarkable sight. The cave extended nearly three hundred yards, but it was divided into several sections. The largest was a huge curved chamber where stalagmites, like miniatures of the steep karst hills above ground, ranged themselves along the far side of a central underground lake. Cleverly, Ru-Hai had placed lanterns – blue, red, and green – amongst the stalagmites so that they were reflected in the water. It looked like a magical city. Having noticed that the ceiling of the chamber contained areas of mottled stone, he had placed white lamps just below so that it seemed as though the stone cityscape by the water was lying under gleaming, billowing clouds. For several minutes everyone stood motionless and silent, gazing at the beauty of this secret world.

‘May we lead the way, Lord?’ Ru-Hai asked the prefect at last.

‘By all means.’

The workmen had made a stony path that wound between little pools of water and stalagmites. From the ceiling long stalactites descended like fingers seeking to touch them in a friendly way. Here, too, the men had done a good job, alternating lantern light and deep shadow so that the fingers seemed to descend from ghostly forms unseen. They came to a jutting wall where the gnarled formations looked like a collection of stone waterfalls, and to another place where a single pitted limestone figure stood alone, as though it had come from a Chinese garden. ‘This has been a good idea,’ the prefect said cheerfully.

‘It’s very beautiful. Quite wonderful,’ said his wife. She turned to Mei-Ling. ‘Don’t you agree, my dear?’

‘It’s one of the loveliest things I ever saw in my life. Thank you, Lord.’

‘We should all thank the young men,’ the prefect announced. ‘I only told them where the cave might be. They did the rest.’

‘With your permission, Lord,’ said Peng, ‘there is something else we wish to show you, as a scholar.’

‘As a scholar, eh? Come along, Shi-Rong,’ the prefect called, ‘we’d better both see this.’

So the prefect, Shi-Rong, and several mandarins followed as Peng led them deeper into the cave, into a section less brightly lit. Half a dozen workmen, holding lanterns on long poles, were waiting beside a particular section of wall. At a nod from Peng, they raised the lanterns high, close to the stone.

‘Well, I never,’ said the prefect.

Inscriptions. Dozens of them, apparently made with big brushes directly onto the porous stone in ink. The script was archaic, but the characters were entirely readable. Shi-Rong and the prefect peered at them intently.

‘What do you think?’ the prefect asked.

‘Tang dynasty. Early Tang, I’d say,’ Shi-Rong replied.

‘I agree. This place must have been in use a thousand years ago.’

‘And by mandarin scholars, it seems.’

‘How many inscriptions are there?’ the prefect asked Peng.

‘I have found seventy so far, Lord.’

‘We ought to have them copied,’ said the prefect.

‘Peng,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘you will copy them. You may take a month.’

‘Yes, master.’ Peng bowed his head, whether in gladness or sadness, it was hard to tell.

Only at this moment did Shi-Rong realise his son was not one of the party. He frowned. Ru-Hai should have been there to witness this demonstration of scholarship. He should have shown the prefect that he took an interest. He might have listened to his father explain why he could so easily identify the period from which the writing came. But he wasn’t there. Where was he?

The prefect’s wife gazed around the cavern. When her husband and Shi-Rong had gone to look at the inscriptions, she and Mei-Ling had stayed in there with the rest of the party. And while Mei-Ling remained by the water, the prefect’s wife had moved to one side to survey the scene.

With the guards and servants, there must have been twenty or thirty figures standing here and there on the floor of the great cave, some in shadow, some partly lit by the glow from the lamps, and two or three in black silhouette.

Mei-Ling was standing alone by the side of the lake. The reflection of the coloured lights on the water softly lit her face. She was staring across at the shimmering cityscape, oblivious to anything else in that subterranean womb.

How lovely her friend looked, her face lifted slightly, unearthly pale in the blue light. Her childbearing years must be near their close, the prefect’s wife thought, yet at that moment she seemed eternally young. What a pity Mei-Ling and Shi-Rong couldn’t marry. They’d have been happy together.

But there it was. She turned her head. And then she saw the boy.

Ru-Hai was standing by the wall. A red lantern illumined his face. And he, too, was staring with rapt attention towards the water. She tried to work out what the boy was watching so intently. It took her a moment to realise.

The boy was staring at Mei-Ling.

Just then Ru-Hai left the wall and moved across until he was standing beside Mei-Ling. He must have spoken, because she turned in surprise. He seemed to say something else, and Mei-Ling nodded, turning her gaze across the lake again. He’d probably made some remark about the panorama, the prefect’s wife thought. She waited a little longer, then walked over to them. As Ru-Hai saw her, he moved back from Mei-Ling’s side, though Mei-Ling remained quite still.

Afterwards, as she and Mei-Ling were walking to their sedan chairs, the prefect’s wife remarked, ‘Young Ru-Hai’s in love with you. Did you notice?’

‘With me?’ No woman could entirely object to such a proposition. ‘I hardly think so,’ said Mei-Ling. ‘I’m old enough to be his mother.’

‘Such loves are well known.’ Her friend smiled. ‘Besides, you hardly look more than thirty. I admire his choice.’

Mei-Ling shook her head. ‘This is nonsense,’ she said.

‘It was probably half in his mind, because you’re beautiful and you were kind to him. But I think it hit him suddenly in the cave.’

‘Oh. The cave.’

‘It was magical in there, you know.’

‘Well,’ Mei-Ling said drily, ‘I’m sure he’ll get over it.’

But if she thought her friend had finished with the subject, Mei-Ling was wrong.

The next morning, while Ru-Hai was out with his father, the prefect’s wife came around for a chat. ‘You know,’ she remarked, ‘I’m sure Ru-Hai is still a virgin.’

‘I daresay he is,’ Mei-Ling replied.

‘You hadn’t thought about it?’

‘No. Why should I?’

‘You might have.’

‘I didn’t.’

‘Well, some nice woman ought to look after him. Better than his finding out by himself with a whore down an alley in the city, and with all the risks that entails.’

Mei-Ling stared straight ahead. She knew from their many talks that the prefect’s wife, in private, could be surprisingly crude. And that she was not above a little intrigue.

‘I’m sure somebody could arrange something,’ Mei-Ling said drily.

‘No doubt. But wouldn’t it be nice for him to be a bit in love, to have a magical memory, something to treasure for the rest of his life?’

Mei-Ling said nothing.

‘You like him, don’t you?’

Whatever her thoughts, Mei-Ling kept them to herself.

On the eve of her departure, Shi-Rong spoke gently to Mei-Ling. ‘I am truly sorry you are leaving,’ he said. ‘I have already told you my feelings. As far as our bargain is concerned, you have kept your part. Far more than that. Before you came, I trusted you and paid in full. Now I am giving you the same again. You will need it for the education of Bright Moon.’ He smiled. ‘I hope I have treated you well.’

‘You could not have treated me better.’ She paused. ‘But since you really wish to help, I will tell you that I need something more. We are peasants in a hamlet. We know a few people with money in the local town. But that’s all. We’ve no way to find her the husband she deserves. Her beauty shouldn’t be wasted.’

‘It should not.’

‘But you could find her a worthy husband. There is plenty of time.’

‘Yes.’ He nodded slowly. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’

The next morning, Mei-Ling and Ru-Hai took their leave. They were travelling in luxury, for the prefect had insisted that they use his personal riverboat – a large sampan with a sail, and a covered seating area like a tent containing upholstered benches and divans with silken cushions, where they could sit, sleep and dine in the greatest comfort. There was a serving girl and a crew of six boatmen.

The prefect himself saw them off at the jetty, together with Shi-Rong, who parted from her with the most friendly affection. So did the prefect’s wife, who whispered a loving message to her as she boarded.

Ru-Hai was obviously excited by the adventure of the river journey ahead, but Mei-Ling was pleased to see that he bade his father farewell with every sign of filial devotion; she was glad to think she might have played her part in that.

And so they were off, waving back to the little group on the jetty until a bend in the river slowly nudged them out of sight.

She leaned back against the cushions and looked out at the scenery. The weather was perfect. She could feel the faint touch of a breeze on her cheek. The morning sun glinted on the river. The steep karst mountains soared into the clear blue sky above.

The journey would take several days. There were two famous inns at which they might spend the night along the way. But they could certainly sleep on the boat as well. Slow days of perfect peace.

It occurred to her that, perhaps in all her life, she had never known any days during which she had no duties to perform, no responsibilities of any kind at all. She’d fulfilled all obligations under her agreement with Shi-Rong, and it would be half a month before she entered her family duties again.

This was a magical interlude, just for herself: a time apart, a place apart. She felt a little thrill.

She looked at Ru-Hai. He had been watching her. He smiled, then, perhaps embarrassed, glanced away and pretended to gaze at the mountains.

She thought about her friend the prefect’s wife. What was it she’d whispered as they parted? ‘Don’t forget to look after the boy.’

Mei-Ling shook her head. Silly woman. To think of such a thing, at her age. She felt maternal towards him. Certainly. A pleasant feeling.

She closed her eyes and allowed herself to ponder.

He was certainly a handsome boy. Almost a young man, really.

If one did such a thing, would anybody know? And would they care if they did? What would Shi-Rong think about it? she wondered. She didn’t know. Could the boy be trusted to be discreet? That was a good question. Unlikely, she supposed. But not impossible.

She’d never done anything like that before. There might be no great harm in it now, in such a magical place.

She opened her eyes to find him looking at her again.

Well, she thought, she really didn’t know. Perhaps she would, perhaps she wouldn’t. But if she did, one thing was certain: she’d like it to be her own little secret.
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1875

John Trader took a shortcut. Cantered his horse across open ground. The stupid meeting he’d promised to attend at a neighbouring estate hadn’t ended until half past noon, and now he was late.

Late for Emily. His favourite daughter.

It had been three years since Agnes had died, rather unexpectedly, mourned by the whole county. And though Emily looked just like her mother, she had a sweetness that was all her own. Even when she was a child, if he was depressed for some reason, his wife would calmly pray; but little Emily would come into the estate office where he was usually to be found and sit beside him and hold his hand and say, ‘Don’t be sad, Papa.’ And then she’d say, ‘Shall we go for a walk?’ And even though he didn’t want to, he’d get up and take her hand and they’d go out into the garden. He’d feel better after that. And sure enough, before long, Emily would appear in the office again with a little painting she’d just made for him, which he would pin to a board propped up on his rolltop desk where he could see it all the time.

Today, she and her husband, Henry, were due to arrive at noon. They could stay only two days. And then? Who could tell?

The big house at Drumlomond came in sight. Built of red sandstone, it was typical of the region: large and square. ‘It’s a bit of a barracks,’ Trader would say fondly. But with its ample spaces, its conservatory, where there was a parrot in a cage, its stables, fishing and rough shooting, not to mention the barn and the beasts of the home farm, it had been a paradise for his growing children.

The house looked so solid and serene in the autumn sun. They’d renamed the estate using Agnes’s family name, which had pleased everyone very much and reminded the county that its occupants belonged there since ancient times. And if John Trader had bought it with the profits from the opium trade, even the origins of his ownership were fading gradually away into the background. For since British planters had recently learned to grow tea in India and the British public had acquired a taste for the darker Darjeeling brew, the need for tea from China had become less urgent. His eldest son had taken his place in the partnership now, and the business was making far more money importing Indian tea than it was in selling opium to the Chinese.

But Drumlomond wasn’t solid and serene for John Trader. Not anymore. Not since Henry Whiteparish had come into his life and stolen his daughter away.

He’d tried to reason with her, that first terrible day when Henry’s letter had arrived. ‘Do you remember,’ he’d asked, ‘the time you went to Paris?’

‘Yes, Papa.’ Young ladies were supposed to speak French, but the rudimentary conversation they’d learned from their English governess had been so inadequate that when they tried it out on a young Frenchman who was visiting, he had burst out laughing. Very rude of him. But it was a signal that something had to be done.

Emily had gone. First time she’d been abroad. She’d loved it. Even learned some French. She’d said she wanted to travel again.

‘I’m just so afraid you may suppose that going off to China with a missionary is going to be the same sort of thing,’ he’d said. ‘And it really isn’t.’

‘Do you think Henry’s unsuitable?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s my cousin.’

‘I know.’

‘I love you, Papa, and I wouldn’t want to do this, but I could elope with him.’

‘Elope?’ Trader looked at her in astonishment. He’d never heard of anyone eloping with a missionary before. Were missionaries allowed to elope?

His strongest support had come from a completely unexpected quarter. The day after his conversation with Emily, Trader was sitting in the library when, a few minutes past noon, a hansom cab rolled up the drive, from which emerged, under a large brimmed hat, and in urgent haste, the unhappy figure of Cecil Whiteparish.

‘My dear cousin,’ he cried, as soon as the butler had announced him, ‘forgive me for appearing without warning, but I left Salisbury for London the instant I heard this terrible news and took the train straight to Dumfries.’

Trader led him into the library. ‘What’s your view of this business?’ he asked before they even sat down.

‘Why, it must be stopped, of course,’ Whiteparish cried. ‘It must be stopped at once!’ He fell back in the leather armchair. ‘I think,’ he confessed, ‘I need a drink.’ And having gratefully received a heavy lead crystal tumbler of the local Bladnoch malt, well filled, he took a large sip, shook his head, and declared: ‘I blame myself.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ said Trader mildly. ‘You could say it was my fault. I invited him here.’

‘No. You invited me and Minnie to stay – almost the moment I retired to Salisbury, which was exceedingly good of you. But as Henry was just home from China and I was proud of him – and because, I confess, I wanted my son to see what a fine estate my cousin had – I asked if he could come, too, and you said yes. Little did I imagine what it would lead to.’

In fact the visit had gone rather well. They’d all spent a week together, enjoying family meals and country walks. They’d gone to church, where the missionary and his wife had been welcomed with deep respect. John had even asked a couple of his more religious-minded neighbours to dinner one evening, and they had questioned Cecil closely about China and the Christian work there and thought him a splendid fellow.

And truth to tell, during that whole week, no one had really noticed that Henry and Emily were often together.

‘Did you know that Henry and your daughter started corresponding after that?’ Cecil asked.

‘Not at the time.’

‘He wrote from the mission’s headquarters in London, of course, so it didn’t look like a personal letter. What I resent is that he never told me.’

‘He was nearly thirty. He didn’t have to.’

‘He didn’t tell me because he knew what I’d have said. And then Emily and her sister went to Edinburgh for a week, so he went there and met them, and made it look as if it were quite by chance. Deceitful.’

‘All’s fair in love and war, they say.’

‘Not if you’re a missionary!’ Cecil retorted furiously. ‘My son has treated you abominably.’

‘Have you told him so?’

‘I most certainly have. I have told him that he has been underhanded, selfish, and irresponsible.’

‘What does he say?’

‘Oh, the usual. He respects me, but in this case he must trust his own judgement. You know the sort of thing.’

‘She told me she’s prepared to elope with him.’

‘Elope?’ Cecil blinked his eyes. ‘Elope?’

‘She’s of age. It may not be illegal. What would the mission do if they eloped and then turned up in China? Assuming they were married, of course.’

‘Send them back at once, I trust,’ said Cecil firmly. Then he paused. ‘They might not,’ he conceded. ‘They’re always short of hands.’ He shook his head in puzzlement. ‘What does she see in him? He’s not a tall, handsome fellow like her brothers. He’s hardly better looking than I am.’

‘He’s got a sort of magnetic force,’ said Trader thoughtfully. ‘Knows what he wants. Won’t take no for an answer. Women like that. Whether it’s gone further … Though she’s always been chaperoned.’

‘Heaven forfend! Please don’t tell me so.’

‘I don’t think he’s seduced her. Or she him. I think she’s in love with the idea of being a missionary’s wife. You know, romantic and all that.’

‘There is absolutely nothing romantic about being a missionary’s wife,’ Cecil said firmly. ‘Nothing.’ He took an angry sip at his whisky, ruminated silently for a few moments, and continued. ‘A good deal of my life,’ he said slowly, ‘is spent asking people for funds to support the missions.’ He smiled wanly. ‘There are tricks to that trade, and I’ve learned most of them. It helps, of course, that I honestly believe it’s a good cause.’ He paused. ‘But I never suggest to anybody that they should become a missionary.’

‘What if they ask if they should? You surely don’t discourage them?’

‘In almost all cases that’s exactly what I do. Even if they insist that they want to.’

‘Why?’

‘Because as with a lot of difficult callings – in my observation – the good people are not the ones who desire the career. It’s the people who just find they have to do it. They can’t help themselves. In the church, the best priests often didn’t want to follow the stony path at all. But something led them to it. So my guess is that you’re right. She’s in love with the idea of the missionary life – which is exactly why she shouldn’t do it.’

‘Will you tell her this?’

‘In words of one syllable.’

He did, the following evening. He explained to her kindly but firmly what the life of a missionary was really like. ‘One of the worst things,’ he informed her, ‘is that you never really know whom you can trust. And just when you think you may at last be securing a genuine convert, they let you down.’ He outlined the constant lack of money, the worries about one’s children, and the stress that can arise between husband and wife in such difficult conditions. ‘You’ll be lonely, too. You’ll yearn for home. In short, to put the matter frankly, you won’t find it’s what you imagined at all. You’ll find you’ve made a huge mistake.’

To which, after smiling and nodding gently, she answered: ‘You sound just like Henry.’

‘I do?’

‘Those are all the things he keeps telling me.’

It was time to get tough. ‘You seem to think that everything’s going to be all right just because you’ll be with Henry. But I must tell you that in my opinion, you are not only unprepared, but unsuited for this life. You have never known anything except comfort, whereas life in a Chinese mission is harsh. We often have to work with our hands. You won’t like it, and frankly you won’t be any good at it.’

‘We may live in the big house, Mr Whiteparish, but this is the countryside. I know the farmworkers. I’ve grown up with their children. I know exactly how they live and how to work with my hands.’

‘But China is nothing like Galloway. You’ll be surrounded by people who speak no English. None.’

‘Some of the old people in Galloway still don’t speak English. They speak Gaelic. I can even speak a little myself.’

‘Had it ever occurred to you that, without wishing it, you may be a hindrance to your husband?’

A shadow seemed to pass across her face. ‘You really think so?’

‘I’m afraid I do.’

Emily was silent, frowning. Had he got through to her? Was this a ray of hope? And all credit to the girl, he thought, it appeared that the idea that she might be letting Henry down meant more than anything else.

‘Henry says that he has faith in me,’ she said uncertainly. ‘He says that God will give me the strength I need.’ She looked at him earnestly. ‘Do you think he is mistaken? And that perhaps because he loves me, he is deceiving himself?’

Cecil Whiteparish gazed at her. What should he say? The truth, he supposed. What else? ‘I do not know,’ he answered. ‘But I can see why he loves you.’

The marriage went off well, thanks to Colonel Lomond. His speech was short.

‘Our lovely bride is marrying a kinsman – which is usually a sensible thing to do. After all, if you marry a kinsman, at least you know what you’re getting.’ Murmurs of approval. No member of the Scots gentry would ever disagree with that. ‘And this kinsman of hers is a man who’s decided to put his service to our religion first, as I daresay we all should. More than that – I’m speaking as an old soldier here – he’s prepared to face discomfort and possible danger to do it. And he’s found a wife, from my own family, I’m proud to say, who’s prepared to share that mission with him. So I ask you to raise your glasses in our old Scottish toast: good health.’ He paused, and then firmly: ‘Long life.’

They got the point. Only good words could be said after that.

There were three of them at the big dining room table. As today was Thursday, that meant cold beef and pickle for lunch. Trader liked it served with a local French wine his vintner had discovered, one nobody else at that time had ever heard of. ‘They call it Beaujolais; it’s red but you serve it cold,’ the vintner told him. So at Drumlomond, alone in all Scotland, this wine was served on Thursdays with the beef and pickle.

They talked of family matters first, and friends, and general things. The meat course was cleared.

In most houses of any consequence, the cook had her special dishes. At Drumlomond, Mrs Ives was adept at every kind of pastry. Depending on the season she would produce a salmon en croûte or a beef Wellington that guests would remember for years. And at all seasons, both at dinner and after the meat course at lunch, she would bring forth two flans, one fruit and one savoury. In Emily’s honour, knowing it was her favourite, the savoury flan was mushroom.

There was a cry of pleasure from Emily. Mrs Ives was summoned forth, beaming, from the kitchen and duly thanked.

Then John Trader finally addressed the matter in hand. ‘Well, my dear,’ he said, ‘you and Henry have been in London quite a few months before setting forth. Have you had to make a lot of preparations?’

‘Quite a lot, Papa, yes.’

‘I’m happy to tell you that as well as everything else, Emily has been learning to read Chinese,’ said Henry, ‘and made impressive progress, I may add.’

‘Well done, my dear.’ Trader gave Emily a nod of approval. He mightn’t have wanted her to marry a missionary, but if you were going to take a thing on, you should do it properly. ‘Proud of you,’ he said. ‘Tell me, do you and Henry yet know exactly where you’ll be stationed?’

‘Not yet, Papa.’

‘We go to Hong Kong first, of course,’ Henry explained. ‘We might be sent to Shanghai, which would be quite agreeable. But we might be going to any of the treaty ports, or possibly farther into the interior.’

‘I saw some photographs the other day,’ Trader remarked. ‘The caption said they were Protestant missionaries in China. But as far as I could judge, they were dressed as Chinese merchants. Was the caption wrong, or are you going to dress up like that? And if so, why?’

‘Ah.’ Henry nodded. ‘The caption was probably correct. As for myself, I’m not sure, but I may dress like a merchant, at least some of the time.’

‘Why’s that?’

‘Imagine you’re Chinese. Put yourself in their place. Think of what’s happened in the last thirty years: the Opium Wars; the burning of the Summer Palace. Acts of huge disrespect. You might well be suspicious of the British. And of their religion – especially when you remember the appalling death and devastation caused by the Taiping rebels, who, so far as most Chinese understand, worshipped the same deity that we do.’ He paused. ‘You may win a war quickly, but earning trust takes far longer. And one way to make a start is to show respect for local customs – as long as they’re not against our faith. Wearing local dress seems an obvious choice. It’s also well adapted to the climate.’

‘Sensible,’ Trader agreed. ‘Gordon used to wear a Chinese uniform.’ He paused. ‘I’m glad it’s safer to be a missionary nowadays than it used to be.’

Henry pursed his lips. ‘Some things have changed,’ he acknowledged cautiously.

‘You sound a bit doubtful.’

‘One should never discount the possibility of danger,’ Henry answered. It was against his nature to lie.

‘What concerns you most?’ Trader wanted to know.

‘Let me assure you first,’ Henry said, ‘before I answer, that this is not religious rivalry, let alone dislike. Their priests include some of the best men I know. But I think the Catholic Church is making a mistake.’

‘How so?’

‘It’s their churches, really. They keep building these huge churches on important and cherished sites, where they can only give offense. There’s one on the site of an old temple, another in the grounds of a governor’s yamen. Churches that dominate the landscape for miles around.’

‘That’s hardly new, is it?’ Trader asked. ‘The church has made a point of building over pagan temples ever since the early centuries of Christianity. It took over the old pagan festivals as well. Midsummer solstice, Halloween … you name it. The Church Triumphant.’

‘True, but they usually did something else first. They converted the king. Then his people would follow. For three centuries the Jesuits hoped to convert the Chinese emperors, but they never succeeded. And I certainly can’t see them getting anywhere with the Dowager Empress Cixi. In short, the Catholics don’t have a strong enough hand to be triumphant.’

‘So,’ Trader summarised, ‘the alien barbarians beat the Chinese in battle, then they insult them, and then they trumpet their superiority by dominating the landscape in a country they don’t control. Not a good idea.’

‘I have complete faith, obviously, or I wouldn’t be there,’ Henry continued. ‘But it’s a question of judgement. I suspect triumphalism is always unwise. It’s asking for trouble. Also I might add, as a Christian, that I think it’s better to be humble.’

‘Are there any signs of trouble yet?’

‘A few popular tracts and broadsheets have appeared in the streets,’ Henry answered. ‘Aimed at the Catholics, really – though whether ordinary people distinguish Catholic from Protestant is another matter. They accuse the Christians of kidnapping Chinese children and drinking their blood. That sort of thing. Complete nonsense, of course. In fact, it’s exactly what the Christians used to say about the Jews in the Middle Ages. In any case,’ Henry went on calmly, ‘if at some time in the future, God forbid, things got too bad, there should be time to get Emily out quickly, together with any children we might have. Emily and I have already discussed it.’

John Trader was silent. At the far end of the room there was a painting of a Highland sunset. It glowed sadly, like a lament.

‘So you could get them out in time?’ Trader said slowly. ‘You’re sure of that?’

‘Oh yes,’ said Henry, ‘I think so.’
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1875

On the southern bank of the mighty Yangtze River, about a hundred and fifty miles upstream from the ancient city of Nanjing, the great stream was joined by tributaries descending from the hills above. A day’s journey up one of these tributaries, in a spacious, protected valley, lay a town – a peaceful place, though important enough for the prefect to have his residence there.

Yet there was something out of the ordinary about its suburbs. Instead of the usual scattering of workshops with yards and storehouses, there were hundreds of them; and above their roofs, amongst the treetops, a forest of squat brick chimneys could be seen.

For this was Jingdezhen, porcelain capital of China, where the pottery made from local clay was shaped, painted, glazed and fired in the town’s kilns – of which, if one counted even the smallest, there were more than nine thousand. The potters of Jingdezhen had been making porcelain since the Han dynasty, more than fifteen hundred years ago. There were many varieties, but the most famous was the blue and white.

The finest work was all reserved for the imperial court.

In recent years, most people in Jingdezhen would have agreed, they had been fortunate in the prefect who resided there. For he was a man of unusual probity.

In particular, his administration of justice was impeccable. The poorer folk especially were grateful to him. Woe betide any local magistrate who took a bribe to convict some poor but innocent man. If punishment was called for, he chose leniency. He showed a marked aversion to the use of torture. In short, he was kindly but fair.

And if there were occasions when, in a spirit of understanding and friendship, he was able to help a local business avoid some restriction, and the owner of the business showed him some gratitude, that was a private matter between them. Such arrangements were usually to benefit trade and were therefore welcomed by everyone in Jingdezhen. The only person who might not profit was the emperor. But the emperor was far away, and not so many people cared about him nowadays.

Timing was everything. Shi-Rong looked across the town from the balcony of the prefect’s residence and smiled. A perfect autumn day. Some way down the long street he saw his quarry approaching. He was confident of success. He had everything planned.

He’d been a widower now for five years. Though he and his wife had hardly been close, he’d been sorry for her nonetheless. The cancer that claimed her had taken its time, and he had suffered with her.

He hadn’t taken another wife after that. Whether he had come to prefer limited engagements, such as the one with Mei-Ling, or whether he had a residual fear that any woman he married might turn into a nagging wife like his first, he hardly knew himself.

He’d parted from his last concubine a few months ago. No doubt he’d take another before long. But not a wife.

A perfect autumn day: the monsoon season past. The heat of the sun in the pale blue sky was moderated by a breeze that dispersed the shimmer from the kilns and the wisps of smoke from their chimneys before it brushed the trees and flowers in the prefect’s garden.

Shi-Rong liked Jingdezhen. Its combination of commerce, art, and quiet peace was pleasing to him.

Some years before he arrived, that peace had been disturbed. The Taiping zealots had come from their Heavenly Kingdom downriver at Nanjing, swarmed up the valley, entered the town and destroyed the kilns, all nine thousand of them.

Why had they done it? Who could say? As far as he was concerned, for all practical purposes, a zealot and a hooligan were one and the same. But a decade had passed since their Heavenly Kingdom had fallen, and the busy potters and merchants of Jingdezhen had restored the kilns with such skilful speed that one would hardly guess they’d ever been smashed.

All being well, Shi-Rong intended to leave town tomorrow on a visit to Beijing. An interview or two. A bribe to pay, naturally, but he had the money. And after that he could look forward to a few years of semiretirement, during which, with a bit of luck, he might even double his fortune. Done discreetly, this would be the crowning achievement of his life.

He’d see his son as well, while he was in Beijing. That was a happy prospect. I might not have risen to the greatest heights, he thought, but having a father who’s a prefect isn’t so bad. The lower fourth rank. Not to be sneezed at. The mandarin square on a prefect’s chest depicted a wild goose. He wore a solid blue button on his hat. That was something for the young man’s friends to see.

First, however, there was the girl to look after. Bright Moon. His new daughter.

He’d promised Mei-Ling he’d find the girl a good husband, and today he was going to make good on his promise. He was quite surprised at his own delight in the business.

Now, in the street below him, his quarry had reached the residence gate. Shi-Rong turned and made his way down to greet him.

‘I can hardly believe, Mr Yao,’ he said as soon as they were sitting down, ‘that a whole year has passed since we buried your dear wife.’ He sighed. ‘I know how it feels. It is only a few years since I lost my own.’ He nodded sadly. ‘How are your two daughters?’

‘They are well, I thank you, and a great comfort to me,’ the merchant replied. ‘If only my poor little son had not been sickly … His death was a great sadness to me and my wife.’

‘I know how devoted you were to each other,’ Shi-Rong said.

‘She was the only wife I ever had. Most merchants in my position take junior wives, but I never did.’

‘You were an exceptional husband,’ Shi-Rong agreed. He seemed to hesitate for a moment. ‘But I wonder – I speak as a friend – if the time might not come when your duty compels you to provide a male heir. You owe it to your ancestors, after all. Who else will tend their graves?’

‘It is true. Life must go on.’

According to Shi-Rong’s spies, the life force had already begun to assert itself. During the last three months, Mr Yao had paid several visits to the best of the local houses of pleasure.

Besides being rich, Yao wasn’t a bad-looking fellow. Still in his forties, he was sturdily built. With his flared nose, his broad moustache turned down at the ends, and his bulbous head thrust slightly forward, he reminded Shi-Rong of a bull about to charge. Certainly not a man to be trifled with. But he’d proved himself a kindly and devoted husband. No question. And he was subtler than he looked.

For instance when, each year, he showed his friendship to Shi-Rong, he always found the most creative ways to do it. Once he’d pointed to an antique vase he’d recently acquired, one of a collection he’d bought, and remarked, ‘My wife doesn’t like it; I suppose you wouldn’t care to take it off my hands?’ And he’d named a trifling sum as a price. Sure enough, when Shi-Rong had shown the vase to a dealer, he’d found that it was worth twenty times what he’d paid. On another occasion, Yao had recommended that Shi-Rong purchase the house of a deceased merchant. ‘They say the old man hoarded silver in there. I looked around the place, and I couldn’t find any. But who knows, you may be luckier.’ And of course, after buying the house, Shi-Rong had discovered a crate of silver dollars most imperfectly concealed under the floor.

Thanks to these discreet favours, Mr Yao, who owned two of the town’s finest potteries – where production was exclusively reserved for the imperial court – was able to run an illicit business in export porcelain on the side. The profits were large, the gifts in proportion. After taking care of various local officials, Shi-Rong still retained a handsome share for himself.

As it happened, history had done Shi-Rong another favour. Three years after he’d come to Jingdezhen, at the very time when he might have expected to be moved on to another post, a significant event had taken place in the court at Beijing.

For the decade that her son was still a minor, the Dowager Empress Cixi and the late emperor’s widow had continued their rule from behind the throne.

Last year, however, the time had come for the youth to rule in person. And it didn’t go well. The boy took after his useless father. Neither his mother nor the finest tutors nor the wisest counsellors could do anything with him. All he knew about his empire and his people was what he’d learned by escaping from the palace into the city whorehouses. He’d been found a suitable wife, but he wasn’t interested in her. He didn’t seem to be interested in anything really, except debauchery – and the fastest way to ruin his health.

And then he died. Was he poisoned? Nobody knew. Did his own mother have a hand in it? Cixi said no. He was her only son, after all. And since his departure was obviously for the best, no one wanted to probe too deeply. So another boy emperor was found.

He was the son of Prince Chun, who’d married Cixi’s sister. Strictly speaking, since he was the same generation as the emperor who’d died, this was breaking the laws of succession. But Cixi wanted it, and she got her way. She adopted the little boy as her own and resumed her role as the imperial mother behind the curtain.

With so many things going on, nobody at court had remembered to move the prefect at Jingdezhen to a new post. Shi-Rong certainly hadn’t reminded them. He just kept his head down and continued to enjoy Mr Yao’s friendship – as a result of which, by the autumn of 1875, he had considerably increased the modest fortune his father had left him.

‘Normally, of course,’ Shi-Rong continued, ‘it is for the family of the bridegroom to find a suitable wife for him, and to put the entire matter in the hands of a matchmaker. But given our friendship, I hope you will not mind if I make a suggestion to you. Should you wish to marry again, my dear Yao, I think I might have a bride for you.’

‘Really?’ The merchant was interested. ‘May I ask who?’

‘This girl.’ Shi-Rong went to a side table, opened a drawer and took out a framed photograph. ‘The lady she’s standing beside is her mother.’

He’d gone to a lot of trouble over that picture. The photographer, who’d been trained in Macao, had been sent all the way down to the hamlet. He’d understood his mission perfectly. The picture was taken in the courtyard of the house, which he’d improved with several exotic plants in pots. Both Mei-Ling and the girl were elegantly dressed and made up like fashionable ladies. The photograph had even been tinted in the latest manner. Cleverly, he’d also taken a photograph of the farmhouse from across the pond. The little footbridge, nowadays beautifully restored, was reflected in a pond pleasantly strewn with patches of water lilies. The whole effect was one of modest provincial wealth.

Mr Yao examined both photographs carefully. ‘The girl is beautiful. So is her mother,’ he said admiringly. Then he frowned. ‘The mother’s feet …’

‘Are not bound. Her own mother came from a rich Hakka family. Her father’s family did not wish to annoy them by binding their granddaughter’s feet.’

‘The Hakka family were important, then.’

‘Exactly so,’ Shi-Rong lied. ‘But Bright Moon – that is the girl’s name – has bound feet, as you can see.’

‘You have known this family a long time?’

‘I have. After the girl’s mother was widowed, she accompanied me down to Guilin and stayed with me there for some time. Despite her feet, she is a most elegant and accomplished lady. She and the prefect’s wife became best friends.’

Mr Yao was looking at him curiously now. ‘You take a particular interest in her daughter, it seems.’

‘I do. In fact, I have adopted her as my own.’ He’d done it just a year ago, explaining to her family that it would help her find a good husband – which indeed was true.

‘The mother is beautiful, but there is something finer, perhaps, in the young lady,’ Mr Yao ventured.

Shi-Rong inclined his head slightly, as though accepting a compliment. ‘She looks very like my late father’s sister, as it happens,’ he acknowledged.

‘Ah.’ The merchant gave him a knowing look, which Shi-Rong pretended to ignore.

It was going exactly as he hoped. He hadn’t actually said that Bright Moon was his own, which of course she wasn’t. But Yao was free to believe it – as he certainly wanted to. For a merchant like Yao, the idea of marrying the daughter, legitimate or not, of a prefect from an old gentry family like Shi-Rong’s was something to boast about.

‘It may interest you,’ said Yao, ‘that I am soon to enter the gentry myself.’

‘Indeed?’

‘The negotiations are almost concluded.’

They were all doing it, these merchants – at least, those who could afford to. For a suitable fee, the imperial court would give them gentry rank. It allowed them to display the symbols of their social rank in their houses. They were, at least officially, no longer the despised, money-grubbing merchants they had been before.

Personally, Shi-Rong regarded this as a debasement of the nobility, a lack of respect for Confucian order. But in these troubled times, what could you expect? In this case it would clearly be to the advantage of his adopted daughter.

‘I congratulate you,’ he said. ‘There are many men, my dear Yao,’ he went on blandly, ‘who would be glad to marry my adopted daughter. I should like a rich man, certainly, but not too old. You are still vigorous. I want a man who would treat her kindly. I know you will. In return, she is young, she is healthy; and until she was born, her own mother had produced nothing but sons.’

‘That is very good,’ said Yao.

‘Before speaking to you about the matter,’ Shi-Rong continued, ‘I thought it wise to consult a marriage broker. She looked at your birth dates and consulted the calendar, and I am happy to tell you that if a marriage were to take place this year, there are no bad auguries. So we have some months. I can send the broker to you, or of course you may wish to consult your own.’

‘Please send her to me,’ said Yao eagerly. ‘I shall be glad to take her advice.’

‘Naturally,’ Shi-Rong continued, ‘Bright Moon’s trousseau is in order, and she would send all the usual gifts to your family. But I thought you might like to see these.’ And returning to the drawer he’d opened before, he took out some pieces of embroidery and showed them to the merchant.

‘Very fine.’ Yao was deeply impressed. ‘Very fine indeed.’

‘All by her own hand. She is most accomplished. She performs the tea ceremony elegantly. She is versed in poetry …’ He noticed Yao look a little nervous. ‘I mean only to the extent,’ he assured him, ‘that a new member of the gentry would wish.’

‘Of course,’ said Yao. ‘Very proper.’

‘I have to make a visit to Beijing,’ Shi-Rong announced. ‘Meanwhile, I shall send word that Bright Moon and her mother should travel to Jingdezhen, where they will stay at my residence. I expect to get back from Beijing before they arrive. Would that be agreeable to you?’

‘Most certainly,’ said Yao. ‘Most certainly.’

He sailed down the Yangtze with the current to Nanjing, then to Hangzhou and the coast, where he found a swift ship at Zhapu. Eighteen days later, from the coast below Beijing, he came easily by the Grand Canal to the capital and quickly found suitable lodgings. He sent word to Ru-Hai that he must attend to business the first day, but would call upon him the next.

It was his old friend Mr Peng Senior who had suggested this visit. Besides taking young Peng under his wing at Guilin, Shi-Rong had helped the young man with numerous testimonials, and his father was not a man to forget favours. If everything in his letter worked out, he’d have more than repaid any debts of gratitude.


As you know, my friend, no state office has been more profitable to the holder than the collection and distribution of the salt tax. Hitherto, there was one man in charge, who, by taking a cut of the enormous volume, could make a huge fortune.

In recent years, the business has been less tightly controlled. Quite a number of men can get a share, and still do very well. So these posts are much sought after.

I’ve just heard that one of these positions will be available before long, and I thought you might be interested. Hardly anyone knows about this yet, so if you move quickly, you might be able to secure it. Normally I’d have asked Prince Gong to put in a word for you – and that would probably have done the trick. But as you will have heard, during this recent succession crisis at court, Dowager Empress Cixi not only adopted her nephew and made him the new boy emperor, but she has reduced the power and influence of Prince Gong, alas. So for the time being, his support mightn’t do you much good.

However, there’s another fellow I happen to know who has the ear of Cixi. He’s a strange chap. I’ll tell you all about him if you come to Beijing. You’ll have to bribe him, of course.



So it was, after a pleasant midday meal with Mr Peng, that Shi-Rong made his way to a prosperous street in the merchant quarter and came to a handsome doorway, where a servant let him in.

Given all that Mr Peng had told him about his host, Shi-Rong was quite curious. As soon as the door closed, he found himself between the two fearsome warrior gods who guarded the hallway, stared at his reflection in the big mottled mirror in front of him, which repelled all evil spirits, and followed the servant to the left and then to the right into the courtyard.

He was impressed. This was the house of a rich man. He wondered how his host could have accumulated so much in only a dozen years. Was the bribe Peng had recommended going to be enough to satisfy such a person?

As they entered the courtyard, he noticed a youth of sixteen or seventeen, slipping quietly into a doorway in the far corner. Was this the son of his host? Glancing to one side, through the latticework screen of an open window, he caught a glimpse of a lady sitting on a brocade-covered divan; she appeared to be smoking an opium pipe. The boy’s mother, perhaps?

Ushered into a small but pleasant office, he was informed that the master of the house would be with him directly. And indeed, it was only moments before a faint rustle of silk outside the door announced his host.

So this was the married eunuch known as Lacquer Nail. A strange chap, Peng had called him. Certainly he wasn’t like any eunuch Shi-Rong had seen before.

He wore a simple but costly grey robe. On his head, a plain round cap of the same material. He looked exactly like a rich merchant. But there was a hint of the servile eunuch about him as well, Shi-Rong thought, as Lacquer Nail bowed low and sat down opposite his guest.

‘My friend Mr Peng has explained your requirements in detail, honoured sir.’ His voice was soft, but not as high as many eunuchs’. Did he detect, behind the respectful politeness, a hint of an impatient mind? Shi-Rong wondered.

Though it was hardly customary to compliment a stranger on first meeting him, Shi-Rong couldn’t help remarking: ‘I must congratulate you on your fine house.’

‘It is not mine, sir,’ his host replied. ‘This house belongs to my esteemed friend Mr Chen. Since his retirement to the country, I rent it from him, on the understanding that it is his to use whenever he wishes. He comes to stay with us for a month, twice a year.’

‘An admirable arrangement.’

‘Mr Chen was an early mentor of mine. Like me, he became a eunuch after he had married and had a family. Here he lived as a merchant, as I do. The neighbours are not even aware of my position in the palace.’

‘Remarkable.’

For the next few minutes the two men exchanged the usual courtesies. Shi-Rong asked whether it was the eunuch’s son whom he’d caught a glimpse of, and Lacquer Nail said that it was. Shi-Rong thought it better not to ask after his wife.

‘My own son is nearly thirty now,’ he offered. ‘He’s in the Bureau of Foreign Affairs, here in Beijing.’

‘An interesting place to be,’ his host politely remarked. ‘I believe this generation is the first to take an interest in the lands beyond our borders since the days of the Ming dynasty. No doubt you are proud of him.’

Shi-Rong acknowledged this with a slight bow of his head.

‘Mr Peng has spoken to you of my requirements?’ Lacquer Nail continued. Evidently he was done with the pleasantries now.

‘He has. Everything is in order. He suggested I should leave this small gift with you’ – Shi-Rong produced a bag of silver – ‘to cover any expenses you might incur, with the balance to be made upon my securing the appointment.’

‘Quite so. It will require patience, you know. Timing is everything.’ Lacquer Nail gazed at the mandarin thoughtfully. ‘May I speak frankly and without reservation?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then I must tell you, honoured sir, that while I am a devoted slave to the Dowager Empress Cixi – I owe her everything and I would die for her – that doesn’t mean she’s without fault.’

‘Few of us are.’

‘She has a remarkable instinct. Even her most exasperating decisions often turn out to be good – at least for her. But she’s changeable. You never know what mood she’ll be in from one day to the next. Someone like me, trusted for many years, is fairly safe. I’m only the eunuch who does her nails, and it amuses her to talk to me. But you know how she recently turned upon Prince Gong himself.’

‘Of course.’

‘She didn’t try to destroy him. For she’s not without gratitude. But for the present, his influence is uncertain.’

‘So I have heard.’

‘In short, honoured sir, I must tread carefully. First, I must wait until the post is officially under consideration. To raise the matter beforehand might seem impertinent.’

‘I understand.’

‘Then I have to catch her on a good day. I can always tell her mood as soon as I come into her presence. On a bad day, she’ll take a delight in telling me no. On a good day, she’ll smile and ask me how much I’m being bribed.’

‘She will?’ Shi-Rong asked, alarmed.

‘Of course. Everyone in the palace is bribed. It will amuse her.’

‘But then she’ll know it’s me who bribed you.’

‘I doubt she’ll care. I don’t suppose she’s ever heard of you.’

Shi-Rong sighed. It was painful to hear such a thing from this eunuch, but it was probably true.

‘The Dowager Empress was born quite poor,’ the eunuch went on. ‘She still had nothing when her son was born, or even when his father died. Her existence was uncertain. You may have heard that Prince Sushun wanted to kick her out. He may even have planned to kill her. But then, as we all know, Prince Gong triumphed, Sushun was executed, and his huge estate was given to Cixi and the widowed empress. Suddenly, for the first time in her life, Cixi had a lot of money. And like many people so blessed, she’s generous. By fits and starts, of course. But she loves it when her servants get rich, too. It makes her happy.’

‘I am glad to hear it.’

‘Of course, your getting one of the salt inspector positions won’t actually cost her anything. Once you have the post, you’ll take your cut of all the salt tax that belongs to the state – which is theft, really. But then so would anyone else who got the job, so it makes no difference. And I will have received a bribe from you, and she likes me, so that’s all right.’

‘You have a charming way of putting things,’ said Shi-Rong. He was starting to resent Lacquer Nail, and the eunuch knew it, but it didn’t seem to worry him. Shi-Rong imagined Lacquer Nail was quite enjoying the spectacle of a man so superior to himself being forced to look at the uncomfortable truth. Instead of being angry, therefore, he took the opportunity to ask something he’d often wondered about. ‘Tell me,’ he enquired, ‘what does the dowager empress really want from her position these days? What else makes her happy?’

‘Ah.’ Lacquer Nail nodded. It seemed he liked this question, for he thought for a few moments before replying. ‘First,’ he replied, ‘I think she just wants to survive. A dozen years ago, as we’ve just said, she nearly didn’t.’

‘That is understandable.’

‘Second, she’d like to enjoy herself a bit, as any person would. But in her position, that is not easy. She’s just turning forty. She may not be conventionally pretty, but she has the same needs as any woman of her age. Her whole position, however, depends on her being the official mother of the boy emperor. So she probably can’t risk taking lovers.’ He paused reflectively. ‘If she wasn’t so strong-minded she might have taken to opium. But she loves the theatre. She can afford troupes of actors and dancers. In court, the parts are mostly played by eunuchs, you know. So we all have fun at that.’

‘They say she’s extravagant: wanting to rebuild the Summer Palace when we still haven’t recovered from the Taiping and the Opium Wars. They call her a spendthrift.’

‘They call her all kinds of names. Officials who get on the wrong side of her say she’s a dragon lady. I know palace people who call her Old Buddha – which seems a bit premature – because they think she’s inscrutable. But in my opinion, they’ve all missed the point. To understand what the dowager empress does, one has to forget the person and look at the situation.’

‘Which is that the empire’s ruined.’

‘Yes. And it’ll take us years to recover. But what’s she to do in the meantime? She has to give her people hope.’ Lacquer Nail paused. ‘What was the greatest single catastrophe, would you say, during the Opium Wars?’

‘The burning of the Summer Palace, certainly.’

‘Indeed. And it wasn’t only the destruction; it was the humiliation. A blackened ruin at the heart of our empire.’ He paused. ‘I was there, you know, and saw the whole thing. I even fought the barbarians myself with a sword, killed two of them.’

‘You fought?’ Despite himself, Shi-Rong couldn’t quite keep the incredulity out of his voice.

Lacquer Nail observed him coldly. ‘You do not believe me.’

‘I didn’t say that.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Today,’ the eunuch went on, ‘the barbarian powers still encircle us like hungry rats, trying to steal whatever they can. Cixi hates it. She also knows that we can’t do much about it. Not yet. Not until we get stronger. But at least she can start rebuilding a part of the Summer Palace to show that the empire means to get its dignity back.’

The eunuch was no fool, Shi-Rong thought. Yet something was missing from this explanation. And because he felt at such an uncomfortable disadvantage in the interview so far, he pressed on when he should have remained silent. ‘But the Summer Palace was still, at the end of the day, a private pleasure ground,’ he pointed out. ‘It’s not as if the emperor performed the ritual sacrifices there, if you see what I mean. It’s more about art and display than about the serious business of the state.’

Did he realise that he was indirectly suggesting the eunuch was frivolous? Or was he so busy constructing his proposition that he hadn’t considered the bricks of which it was built?

‘The ritual sacrifices are ceremonies,’ Lacquer Nail replied coolly, ‘with a correct procedure. That’s a display, of a kind. If the emperor goes through the streets, there are finely dressed attendants, soldiers, drummers. Display again. For how do the people know there’s order in the empire? Only by ceremony. Because ceremony is what they see. Wouldn’t you agree?’ He stared at Shi-Rong until the mandarin bowed his head in acknowledgment. ‘Anyway,’ Lacquer Nail went on blandly, ‘people like parades. They like the emperor and his servants to make a fine show – just as they like their temples to be full of beauty and scented candles and gleaming gold. It makes them feel good. The emperor shows them their land is great; the temples bring them closer to the heavens.’

‘And if the people are poor?’

‘The peasants like to dress up, too. Even in the poorest hill villages. Look at the colourful tribal costumes they put on at festivals. It’s amazing how they manage it all, but they do. It’s just human nature.’ He paused. ‘And they like to be entertained. That’s part of the art of ruling. You mustn’t let the people starve, but they’ll forgive you almost anything else if you keep them entertained.’

‘They respect justice and good morals,’ Shi-Rong declared.

‘When they need them,’ Lacquer Nail replied. ‘But mostly they want to be entertained.’

‘Perhaps you are too cynical about the people,’ said Shi-Rong stiffly.

‘I come from the people,’ the eunuch riposted. ‘We were dirt poor when I was a boy.’ He let his gaze rest for a moment on a fine piece of porcelain standing on a table by the wall. ‘Perhaps that’s why I like the finer things of life so much.’

‘I was brought up to respect Confucian order,’ Shi-Rong observed.

‘Ah yes,’ said Lacquer Nail. ‘So shall we call our arrangement a Confucian bribe?’

Shi-Rong winced as if he had been punched. He couldn’t help it. He thought of his father. He looked helplessly at Lacquer Nail, but the eunuch seemed suddenly weary.

‘I believe our business is done for today,’ Lacquer Nail said. ‘I’ll send word as soon as I have news. Please just be patient.’

The two men rose.

‘It has been my privilege to meet you, honoured sir,’ the eunuch murmured, his manner disconcertingly servile again as he conducted Shi-Rong towards the entrance.

And Shi-Rong was just about to pass between the two warrior gods in the doorway and out into the street when he stopped for a moment.

He felt the need to speak again. Not to have the last word. Just to speak again. To say something, anything, that might allow him to quit the field of battle with his colours still flying. ‘Forgive my asking,’ he said, ‘but I am curious. To what use will you put the money I give you? Towards buying this splendid house, perhaps?’

‘No,’ Lacquer Nail replied calmly. ‘I have another matter to attend to before that. I need to buy back my private parts, so that when the time comes, I can be buried as a complete man. Often eunuchs do not accomplish this until late in life, and sometimes never. Naturally, it is a point of honour – both for me and for my family.’

‘Ah,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

The entrance to the Tsungli Yamen, the Bureau of Foreign Affairs, was just wide enough to allow a carriage through. It resided inconspicuously amongst the larger ministries in the Imperial City. For despite the vigorous advocacy of Prince Gong over a period of a dozen years, many mandarins still saw the bureau as only a temporary department. Many of the officials who worked there also held positions in other parts of the government.

Some thought otherwise. Young Ru-Hai certainly did. ‘We’re going to be more important as time goes by,’ he told his father. ‘This could be a quick way to the top.’

As a good father, Shi-Rong always spoke respectfully of the Tsungli Yamen to anyone who would listen, even if in private he wasn’t so sure his son was right.

Be that as it may, he’d been delighted when Ru-Hai suggested they meet there. I daresay my son’s proud of his father, he thought. Wants his friends to meet me. It would be interesting to talk to the boy’s colleagues and find out what these young fellows thought.

He’d woken that morning in a cheerful mood. He almost forgot the humiliation of his meeting with Lacquer Nail. All he remembered was that the eunuch knew how to handle the Dragon Empress, and that soon the salt inspector’s post would be his.

In centuries to come, his descendants, when they tended the family graves on Ancestors Day, might speak in awe of the achievements of others, even of his own son Ru-Hai perhaps – he certainly hoped so – but at least when they came to his own grave, they’d be able to say: ‘He was a prefect, he attained the honourable fourth rank, and he left the family richer than it had ever been before.’

So he arrived at the gateway of the bureau with a smiling face.

One cannot always assume, because one is in a happy mood oneself, that other people will be, too. As his son greeted him and led him towards his office, Shi-Rong noticed that they were passing through the ministry kitchens. Like many such places, they were none too clean.

‘I don’t think much of this, I must say,’ he said jovially. ‘Taking your old father through the kitchens. Who gets to come through the front door?’

Ru-Hai didn’t smile. ‘This is the only way in,’ he said tensely. ‘When the bureau was created, they divided up an old building to house us.’

‘You mean you bring foreign ambassadors in through the kitchens?’

‘If they’re having a formal audience, they go to the Imperial Palace. But private meetings between officials take place here in the bureau.’ It was clear he was embarrassed. ‘I daresay we’ll get rehoused one of these days.’

Shi-Rong frowned. Such lack of ceremony hardly signified that the court thought much of the foreign ambassadors – or of the mandarins they were to meet, for that matter. Personally, he didn’t care about the barbarian ambassadors. But he cared about Ru-Hai’s career. His cheerful mood was somewhat muted, therefore, as he entered his son’s office.

It was a long, narrow, dusty room with tall windows that looked into a silent yard containing one stone lion and a tree with a broken branch. There were three desks. At the far end, a large map hung on the wall.

Ru-Hai introduced his two colleagues. Neither of them looked over thirty. The first, a Han Chinese, was a thin, nervous fellow with round eyeglasses. He was called Gao. The other was a short, plump Manchu, whose broad face was puckered as if he were looking into the wind. He didn’t seem to say much. But they both seemed friendly enough and showed proper respect for his rank.

‘We thought you might like to know what we do here,’ Ru-Hai said when the pleasantries were over.

‘By all means,’ said Shi-Rong.

They moved down the room towards the map on the wall. The Manchu stood on one side of it with a long pointer. Gao stood on the other. Ru-Hai nodded to him. Evidently this was a routine they’d rehearsed.

‘We are here,’ said Gao, ‘to save the empire.’

‘Well,’ said Shi-Rong with a smile, ‘I suppose somebody’s got to do it.’

None of the three young men thought this was funny.

‘For centuries,’ Gao went on, ‘the Celestial Empire had little need of anything from beyond its borders. Envoys from other lands came to pay tribute and to learn from us, since our power, our wealth, our civilisation, was superior to theirs.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Then came the British pirates from the West, corrupting our people with their opium. We told them to desist. They attacked us. Their ships, cannon and rifles were superior. And now look where they are.’

On cue, the Manchu took his long pointer and rapped the map on one place after another, along the coast and on the Yangtze River.

‘Treaty ports where the barbarians live under their own laws. Little kingdoms within our own empire. Why? Because, while we ignored them for two hundred years, they had improved their weapons. The world had changed, but we didn’t know it.’

‘The mission of the Tsungli Yamen,’ Ru-Hai said, taking up the theme, ‘is to contain the barbarians, to learn from them, and to protect our land. But it hasn’t been easy. We find, for instance, that to their credit, they will abide by the treaties they make. Recently therefore we renegotiated the agreements concerning the ports and the trade tariffs. The new treaty was fair to both sides. But when the unhappy British envoy sent it to his own government, they refused to ratify. Whatever we give, they always seem to want more.’

‘They have no respect for our traditions,’ said Gao, ‘and they want everything done their own way.’

‘Ten years ago,’ Ru-Hai said to his father, ‘we tried to buy warships from the West. Yet we still can’t get them. We suspect the British prefer us to be weak.’

‘And whether this is a deliberate policy or not,’ Gao continued, ‘the fact is that other countries still perceive us as defenceless, so they take advantage.’

‘Russia,’ announced Ru-Hai. And the Manchu tapped the map on the wall again. ‘They have Vladivostok. But we know very well that they’re after another huge territory up in Manchuria. They’ve already got troops there. Will we be able to make them withdraw? It remains to be seen.’ He turned to the Manchu. ‘France,’ he called out.

The Manchu tapped the map up and down the long coastline southwest of China’s border. ‘Tonkin, Annam, Vietnam – call these lands what you like – they have either been part of our empire or paid us tribute for two thousand years. But last year the French moved in and made themselves overlords of the region.’

‘The French despise us,’ said Gao. ‘First they build huge churches to dominate the landscape and convert our people to their religion. Now they’re calmly taking over our tributary kingdoms.’

‘So what are you suggesting we do?’ Shi-Rong asked him. ‘Go to war with the French?’

‘When we’re strong enough, maybe yes,’ Gao answered.

‘Here’s the thing, Father,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘A generation ago we underestimated the British Navy. We have come to terms with Britain now, but our own navy is weak and our land forces far behind. Now we’re making the same mistake with all these other barbarian powers. We still haven’t learned our lesson. And there’s one power that is far more dangerous than either the Russians or the French, because it’s right on our doorstep.’

‘Japan!’ cried Gao.

And now the Manchu banged his pointer repeatedly on the country of Japan, so violently that he seemed to be trying to drive Mount Fuji down into the ocean.

‘Twenty-five years ago,’ Gao went on, ‘Japan was closed to the world. Then the American, Commodore Perry, came with modern warships and smashed the Japanese navy. Forced them to open their ports to trade, but with unequal treaties, to America’s advantage. Just like the British did with us. What happened next? The Japanese woke up. They have a new emperor, Meiji, who’s taken power, and Japan is changing as never before. They’re taking all the knowledge they can from the Western barbarians, developing a new, modern army. Not only that, they know that if they want to defend themselves in the future, they need to expand their control across the seaways.’

‘You mean the Ryukyu Islands,’ Shi-Rong cut in. The Ryukyu Islands might be small, but they stretched all the way from the shores of Japan to the island of Formosa, as the barbarians liked to call Taiwan. Three years ago, the Japanese had landed on those little islands and taken them over. He’d been quite shocked. But nothing had been done about it.

‘Of course. Our Ryukyu Islands,’ his son responded. ‘And like the weak fools we are, we let them. Next thing, they’ll want Taiwan, which has been ours for two hundred years.’

‘I suppose I’m a bit out of touch down in Jingdezhen,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘but as far as I could discover, it was the Tsungli Yamen – you fellows here – that let them do it.’

‘Not us,’ the three young men cried. ‘The old idiots that are still in charge and don’t even work here full-time.’

‘I see.’ Shi-Rong grimaced. ‘And Prince Gong?’

‘Prince Gong should never have let this happen,’ said Ru-Hai sadly. ‘But the dowager empress wasn’t listening to him.’

‘And still isn’t now,’ said Shi-Rong, remembering the eunuch’s words from the day before, ‘from what I hear.’

‘In any case,’ said Gao, ‘Japan’s big game isn’t the islands, even Taiwan.’

‘It isn’t?’ Shi-Rong frowned. ‘Then what is?’

Gao hesitated a moment and glanced at the other two. Ru-Hai nodded. ‘This is,’ said Gao. And the Manchu rapped his pointer on the great peninsula of Korea.

‘Japan hasn’t gone near the peninsula,’ said Shi-Rong.

‘They’re going to,’ said his son.

‘How do you know?’

‘We know.’ Ru-Hai looked seriously at his father. ‘Any day. They could be there at this very moment, as we speak.’

‘I find that hard to believe,’ said Shi-Rong. He paused. ‘It’s our most important vassal kingdom.’

‘More than that,’ said Gao. ‘For centuries the great peninsula has been like a protective arm, shielding our northern coast, including access to Beijing from the Sea of Japan. The tribute payments and the loyalty of their people have never been in question.’

‘The Japanese would like to change that,’ said Ru-Hai.

‘You think they’ll invade?’

‘No, not yet. They’re not ready. But they’ll infiltrate. They’ll tempt them with foreign trade, new ideas. They’ll try to separate them from us.’

‘And what are we supposed to do?’

‘Get back in the game,’ said Gao. ‘We have to do what the Japanese are doing. Engage fully with the Western barbarians. Learn everything possible about not only their arms but also their ships, their factories – everything that makes them strong and leaves us weak if we do not have them.’

‘Just so long as we don’t have their railways,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘They are monstrous. Life would not be worth living with such foul machines.’ He said it as though in jest, but he really meant it, and Ru-Hai and his friends knew he did. The young men looked at each other in silence, then politely ignored his remark.

‘Father,’ said Ru-Hai very seriously, ‘we are all proud to be Chinese. But being Chinese alone isn’t enough anymore. Put another way, if we want things to stay the same, we must change. We’ve sent an envoy to the British in London to learn all he can. And a few students have already gone to America to attend the universities there. We used to be ahead, but now we’re deficient in mathematics and engineering and the science of money, all of which they can learn there. And our leaders must understand these things, too.’

‘I’m well aware of all these expeditions,’ Shi-Rong replied. ‘But be careful. We still need mandarins learned in morals and philosophy. You cannot have an empire run by money-grubbers and mechanics.’ He paused. ‘But there is one thing that concerns me.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Ru-Hai.

‘Even if I don’t like all of it, I admire you for trying to save the Celestial Empire in this way. Your sincerity and your courage are clear. But it’s also clear that the court and your own superiors are not yet persuaded and – forgive me if I say it – you are very young, too junior to take such a burden upon yourselves.’

‘We know,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘That’s why we’re trying to convert our elders – people like you, Father. If you and others like you speak up for us, then the court will take more notice. The matter is urgent: that’s what the court needs to understand.’

‘I can talk to Peng about it,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘and some others I know – prefects, a few governors, people with influence.’

‘Thank you, Father,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘I suppose you don’t know anyone who has the ear of the Empress Cixi?’

‘Not really.’ Shi-Rong was sorry to disappoint his son. He’d like to have cut a more important figure in front of his friends. Then a thought occurred to him. ‘The only fellow I know who claims to have her ear’ – he smiled with amusement at the idea – ‘is a eunuch who does her nails. I don’t suppose that would be much use to you.’

His son’s mouth fell open. ‘You know the eunuch who does her nails?’ he cried in amazement.

‘That’s wonderful,’ cried Gao in chorus.

‘How do you know him?’ Ru-Hai asked eagerly.

‘Mr Peng knows him, really. This eunuch is also a merchant, and I’m transacting a small piece of business with him.’ He didn’t say what. ‘I daresay I’ll see him quite soon.’

‘Please speak to him, Father. That would be magnificent.’

‘If there’s any further information we can provide for you, sir, please let us know,’ said Gao.

Even the Manchu nodded fervently.

And Shi-Rong realised with sorrow that in the eyes of his son and his son’s colleagues, he, a prefect of the fourth rank, was a very insignificant person compared with the eunuch who cut and polished the dowager empress’s nails.

He ate at his lodgings with his son that night. It was a handsome hostel, often used by mandarins like himself who were visiting the capital. The servants were attentive, the meal excellent, and by the end of it, Shi-Rong was in quite a good humour. The meeting in the Tsungli Yamen might have damaged his amour propre a little, but not too much. He hadn’t cut such a bad figure. It had certainly been interesting. And now here he was, at the end of a good meal, looking with affection at his boy.

‘You know,’ he remarked, ‘it might be time for you to get married. What do you think?’

‘I’d like to be further along in my career first, Father.’

‘I understand that,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘But the path you’re following in the Tsungli Yamen is quite uncertain.’ He saw his son frown. ‘Don’t misunderstand me. I admire you. And it could lead to great things. But it’s risky.’ He paused. ‘Your grandfather left the estate in pretty good shape. And I’ve been able to save money myself. So as far as marriage is concerned, whatever happens at the bureau, you’re quite a good catch. We can probably find you a rich wife as well, with a bit of luck.’

Ru-Hai nodded slowly. He seemed to be considering. ‘Can I ask you something, Father?’ he said at last.

‘Of course, my boy.’

‘Why are you meeting with the eunuch? The one who does Cixi’s nails?’

Shi-Rong hesitated for a second. He didn’t want to mention the salt inspector’s position, even to his son, until the deal was done. Firstly, it was confidential; and secondly, he always felt that announcing things in advance would bring bad luck.

‘Just a piece of private business,’ he said firmly, to head him off. But by the look on his son’s face, this wasn’t going to be enough. Very well, then: irrelevant information, obfuscation. He knew how to do that. ‘He’s a rather strange fellow,’ he said easily. ‘He had a wife and children of his own before he got chopped. Better pickings in the palace, I suppose. He lives in a merchant’s house. His neighbours don’t even know he’s a eunuch. I never knew it before, but it turns out there are several of these married eunuchs at court.’ He hoped that would do the trick. He certainly wasn’t prepared for what came next.

Ru-Hai was staring down at his food. Suddenly he looked up. ‘Are you bribing him?’

That was impertinence. It was also dangerous. ‘And why would you think that?’ Shi-Rong’s voice was cold.

‘People say you accept bribes.’

‘What people? Your colleagues in the office?’

‘No. Other people.’

‘You realise, don’t you, that there’s hardly a public official in the empire who hasn’t been accused of that, at one time or another?’

‘No doubt.’

Shi-Rong paused for a moment. He was angry, but he kept calm. ‘When I was about your age,’ he said reflectively, ‘my father made me promise him not to take bribes. He needn’t have worried, as I was going to work for the most incorruptible official ever recorded. I am speaking of course of the great Commissioner Lin.’ He nodded. ‘Lin liked me. He trusted me. He was right to trust me. I am sad that my own son cannot extend me the same courtesy.’

It was a big rebuke. But Ru-Hai did not bow his head in shame, as he should have. ‘I only mean that I have no desire to benefit, Father, even indirectly, from any bribes,’ he said quietly.

Shi-Rong was silent. How long had his son been waiting to spring this on him? It was almost a year since they’d spent time with each other, and he’d supposed the boy would be pleased to see him. Indeed, he’d still imagined so in the bureau, just hours ago. Yet apparently not. The lack of respect struck him like a blow.

The boy takes after his mother, he thought angrily. As for his show of self-righteousness, I see his game. He’s absolving himself, just in case I get caught.

Clearly he would have to treat his son like any other dangerous person, with caution. And cunning. He knew how to do that.

‘Your attitude is quite correct. I am glad to hear it,’ he said. ‘Now I think this matter is closed.’ And then a thought occurred to him. ‘By the way,’ he asked, ‘do you remember Mei-Ling, whom you met in Guilin?’

‘Of course.’

‘Did you know that she had a daughter?’

‘I remember hearing it.’

‘A beautiful girl. She is to be married soon, to a merchant I know in Jingdezhen.’ He smiled. ‘Since she has no father of her own, I decided to adopt her. It was an act of kindness to the girl and her mother – she’s marrying into a rich family, you see.’

‘She is fortunate.’ Ru-Hai inclined his head politely, but his father could see he was taken aback. ‘You did not tell me.’

‘I was intending to tell you when I saw you. It was not a matter of great importance.’

‘When is this happy event to take place?’

‘As soon as I have returned to Jingdezhen.’

‘So I have a new sister.’

‘An adopted sister, yes.’ And now, Shi-Rong thought, with grim satisfaction, my self-righteous son is wondering if I’m going to give his new sister any of the money he claims to despise. He smiled again. ‘In the meantime,’ he continued blandly, ‘while I remain here in Beijing I shall do what I can to further the cause you spoke about today.’

He was as good as his word. He soon found that there were quite a number of mandarins he knew in Beijing who were happy to discuss the Tsungli Yamen with him. Most of them seemed to agree that the military must modernise with Western arms and methods. ‘We call this the Doctrine of Self-Strengthening,’ a former governor told him. But when it came to matters like trade and education, there was far less agreement. Some were with the young men. Others held to the old rule: ‘Keep the barbarians at a distance.’

An unexpected event helped him. Just two days after his meeting with the young men in the bureau, news came that a Japanese warship had raided the coast of the Korean peninsula – exactly as Ru-Hai and his friends had predicted. ‘That raid has shaken up the mandarins,’ he reported to Ru-Hai. ‘When I tell them your mission is urgent, they listen.’

‘Perhaps your eunuch will listen, too,’ his son reminded him.

‘I’ve got to see him first,’ Shi-Rong replied.

Unfortunately, this was proving a problem. Lacquer Nail had told him to be patient. But after ten days had passed with no word from him, Shi-Rong decided to call at his house. The eunuch was there. He was polite, though Shi-Rong detected a hint of irritation in his voice when he assured him: ‘Nothing has changed, honoured sir. I am still waiting for the vacancy to become official. I am confident that we shall succeed.’ And seeing that Shi-Rong still didn’t look satisfied: ‘I have just as much interest in the matter as you.’

‘I understand,’ said Shi-Rong. And since it was clear that Lacquer Nail was waiting for him to leave, he went away without broaching the matter of the Tsungli Yamen.

The days that followed grew ever more frustrating. His lobbying for the bureau’s cause began to wind down, because he was running out of people he knew. Most of the time he had nothing to do all day, except wait for the news from Lacquer Nail, which never came. Twice more he ate with his son, and these encounters went off without incident. The question of bribery was never raised again.

But time was getting on. Mei-Ling and her daughter must be well on their way up to Jingdezhen by now. He must get back for the wedding.

After a further ten days he could bear it no more. He knew he shouldn’t do it, but he went back to the eunuch’s house.

Dusk was falling. The servant who opened the street door looked surprised and told him that his master was not at home. ‘He may not be back tonight,’ he said.

Was he lying? Probably not. There might well be some play or concert in the palace that Cixi had told the eunuch to attend, in which case he’d probably sleep there. But then again, he might just come home late.

Shi-Rong turned away. Having come this far, he didn’t want to miss Lacquer Nail if he should return. On the other hand, he thought, I can’t just stand around on the street corner. It was undignified. So he began to walk slowly towards the Imperial City.

It wasn’t difficult to work out the route that Lacquer Nail would be most likely to take. This would lead him to the Tiananmen Gate. If he encountered the eunuch on the way, well and good. As for the open space in front of the gate, it was well lit by lanterns, and a prefect could stroll there as he pleased without guards asking him what he was doing.

He reached the square. It was getting chilly. There were not many people about. He took a turn around it, pausing for a few moments to look up at the great gate. He walked around once more and again paused quite close to the gateway this time. And he was just wondering whether to go around or return to his lodgings when he noticed a tall, stately figure come out and make his way towards him. As the figure came close, Shi-Rong saw that it was a eunuch, and judging by his dress and insignia, one of the highest rank.

Should he ask him? He might just as well. If he was discreet, there was nothing to lose. Pausing in a place where the lamplight plainly revealed the insignia of the fourth rank on his chest, he let the tall eunuch draw a little closer and then addressed him. ‘Excuse me, but I wonder if I might ask you. I was hoping to catch a word with a friend before I leave Beijing. He is known in the palace as Lacquer Nail. Would you know whether he is on duty in the palace this evening, or if he may be coming out?’

The tall figure paused, took in his rank at once, and in a soft voice replied: ‘Good evening, sir. My name is Mr Liu. Might I ask whom I have the honour of addressing.’

‘I am the prefect of Jingdezhen.’

‘Ah.’ Mr Liu smiled. ‘Well, I can tell you that he will not be coming out tonight. This I know for a fact. Is there anything I can do to be of help?’

‘Not really, thank you, Mr Liu. You have already helped me.’

‘I am so glad.’ Mr Liu seemed to be regarding him with interest. ‘I should explain that I am one of your friend’s greatest admirers. I was instrumental in setting him on the road to success right at the start of his career.’

‘Indeed?’ Shi-Rong was delighted. He wondered if this Mr Liu could help him discover the best time and place to waylay his elusive partner.

‘I was just going to a teahouse I like to frequent,’ said Mr Liu. ‘Would you give me the pleasure of your company?’

‘Why certainly,’ Shi-Rong said.

What a charming and intelligent person Mr Liu was. It was soon evident that he and Lacquer Nail were very old friends. He told Shi-Rong stories of their times together, of delightful evenings spent on the lake islands at the Summer Palace, of scandals they had witnessed in the Forbidden City – these were told in strict confidence, of course – and having expressed the opinion that Lacquer Nail was probably the best friend he had in all the world, he earnestly assured Shi-Rong: ‘You can absolutely trust him with your business. He’s honest, and he’ll never let you down.’

‘That is good to know,’ said Shi-Rong.

‘Without being indiscreet,’ Mr Liu confessed, ‘he may have told me a little about your business already – only because he can trust me, you understand. He and I share such things from time to time.’

‘He told you about the salt inspector’s position?’

‘Ah.’ Mr Liu smiled. ‘He did indeed.’

‘The trouble is, it’s taking so long. He says we have to wait until it’s announced officially.’

‘And he’s absolutely right,’ Mr Liu assured him. ‘Do nothing until then. Who is putting your name forward officially?’

‘My friend Mr Peng and people he knows in the ministry.’

‘Excellent. As soon as they’ve done so, Lacquer Nail will whisper in Cixi’s ear. That should do the trick. Timing is the key.’

‘I went to see him the other day, and he told me to be patient. But I can’t wait here much longer.’ And Shi-Rong explained about Mei-Ling and the wedding.

‘There is no need to wait around in Beijing,’ Liu told him. ‘It’s not as if Cixi will want to see you in person. Go to the wedding with confidence. The position is as good as yours.’ He paused. ‘If it will put your mind at rest, I’ll speak to Lacquer Nail about it myself. My word carries some weight in the palace. And having met you, I should be glad to add my advocacy to his. Your application will sail through.’

‘It is very kind of you, Mr Liu.’ Shi-Rong hesitated. ‘The thing is, my arrangements were already made …’

‘I understand what’s in your mind.’ Mr Liu slightly raised his hand and smiled. ‘Please do not concern yourself, my dear sir. You would owe me nothing for this little favour. Indeed, you cannot imagine how much pleasure it gives me to involve myself in this affair.’

‘Should I leave him word that I spoke to you?’

‘What for? I shall speak to him myself. Whereas if you try to contact him again when he has asked you to be patient, he might feel a little insulted. He’ll know how to reach you in Jingdezhen, as will the estimable Mr Peng, no doubt. Travel back there as soon as you like.’

So he did. The very next day.
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As the wedding drew near, Mr Yao’s family were all delighted with Bright Moon. His elderly mother, his sisters, his aunt, his nieces and nephews and cousins. The needlework she had sent was exquisite. The women had all met her face-to-face and declared that she was beautiful, and charming, and respectful, and good. And even if some of them found her accomplishments a bit too far above their own, they all agreed that, since Mr Yao was about to become a gentleman, this was the girl they needed.

The only person of consequence in Jingdezhen who had not met the bride was the bridegroom. Nor would he, until they were married. That was tradition, and everything was being done correctly.

For Shi-Rong, these were happy days. He enjoyed having this beautiful young woman in his house. And the fact that Mr Yao had circulated the rumour that Bright Moon might be more than his adopted daughter added to his local reputation in an agreeable way. The beauty of the girl’s mother, who was known as his former concubine, was taken as further proof that the prefect of Jingdezhen was a man whose taste matched his rank.

Since the bridal party should include another male relation, Mei-Ling had brought California Brother with her. Though his manners were somewhat rustic compared with those of his mother and sister, he was quiet and friendly. And if asked, he was happy to give an account of the strange wonders of America.

Only one thing irked Shi-Rong. Mei-Ling and her daughter shared a room, and the mother insisted that she should remain with her daughter every night. He had secretly hoped that Mei-Ling would make herself more available to him. But as she did not offer, he said nothing.

The wedding was a great success. Of course, Bright Moon wept as she was carried to the bridegroom’s house. A girl was supposed to show grief at being parted from her loving parents. She didn’t look overjoyed when she met her husband. But no doubt with a little time, and her husband’s careful attention, she’d be happy enough.

The toasts were made, the presents given. Bright Moon served the guests. Both her husband and, equally important, his family were well satisfied.

It had cost him money, Shi-Rong reflected, but it was the right thing to do. He was glad he’d done it. All was right with his world.

Almost all. But not quite.

He was surprised the next day when Mei-Ling came to him, looking rather concerned. ‘May I sit down?’ she asked. ‘There is something I need to discuss with you.’ He nodded. She sat opposite him. ‘I have come to ask a favour,’ she said.

‘Another?’

‘I had a bad dream last night.’ She paused for a moment. ‘Many years ago, Nio gave me some money. It was the only money I ever had in my life. I kept it hidden. And it helped me through difficult times.’

He frowned. ‘Your family is not so poor now, though.’

‘That is true. My bad dream was about Bright Moon.’

‘Bright Moon?’ What could she be talking about? ‘I have just found her a rich husband,’ he pointed out. ‘She’ll never want for anything in her life.’

‘I know.’ She hesitated. ‘But in my dream, something had gone wrong. Her husband had divorced her. Sent her home.’

‘Why?’

‘My dream did not explain. But she had nothing.’

‘If she does something bad, if she were unfaithful, her husband could throw her out and keep her dowry. But not otherwise. You’re surely not suggesting she would do that?’

‘No. Of course not. But that’s how it was in my dream.’

‘This was a foolish dream. If it happened, she would be greatly to blame. She would be disgraced. Though her family might look after her, I suppose.’

‘We spent so much giving her the education and all that she would need to make such a marriage, I do not think her brothers would want to help her.’

‘I would not blame them.’

‘And I could not help her, because I have no money at all. You gave me money before, but I have spent it by now. But if you could just give me a little, as Nio did, I would keep it secretly, so that if I ever had to, I could help her.’

Shi-Rong stared at her. Was she trying to extract something for herself? No, he thought, that was not her way. She was telling the truth, however foolish her fear might be. He felt angry, given all the expense he’d just incurred; but he was touched as well. She was in distress and she’d come to him for help.

And the truth was, he could afford it. Indeed, the moment he heard the good news from Beijing, his fortune would be so assured that he’d hardly even notice any amount of money he was likely to give her.

So he smiled. ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said. ‘There’ll be something.’

‘Thank you.’ She bowed her head. ‘This means a great deal to me.’

It was the custom on the third day for the bride and bridegroom to visit her parents’ house. They were welcomed with warm smiles and celebrations. With a big smile, Mr Yao presented Shi-Rong and Mei-Ling with the customary gifts and addressed them as Father and Mother. Everybody seemed happy. The ritual of wedding was now complete.

The messenger from Beijing arrived at the prefect’s house at noon the following day. Along with various packages and official dispatches, he brought a personal letter from Lacquer Nail. Eagerly, before even opening the business documents, Shi-Rong went into his study to read the eunuch’s message.


It is with great distress, honoured sir, that I must inform you that a disaster has occurred. Our plans are ruined.

I flatter myself that I have few enemies. But one enemy, who formerly tried to destroy me, and who has never ceased since then to place every obstacle in my path that he can, is a certain Mr Liu, a palace person of great power and importance. Somehow, by what means I have been unable to discover, he came to know in advance of the salt inspector’s position and of my interest in the matter. The very night before I was going to mention it to the empress, he obtained an audience with her and secured the post for a candidate of his own. When I spoke to her the next morning, she laughed and said, ‘Bad luck, Lacquer Nail. I just gave it away to a friend of Mr Liu’s. You’re too late.’

There is nothing I can do, honoured sir. If I hear of something else, I shall endeavour to let you know. But there’s nothing on the horizon at the moment. Accordingly, I am returning the down payment with this same messenger.

This is a heavy blow for both of us, and I can only express my deep regret.



Shi-Rong let out a great cry of anguish. His chance of riches gone. The wedding of Bright Moon a great hole in his purse. As for the extra gift of money for Mei-Ling, it was not even to be thought of.
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Guanji didn’t have a plan. He’d generally found that in matters of the heart, it was better not to make plans. If something was meant to happen, it would, one way or another. If not, not.

If there was a woman he was interested in, he’d be charming, he’d let her know he admired her, but that was all. The next move was hers – if and only if she chose to make it. That was the challenge and the art.

Normally, widows were his game. Much safer. But this case was different. He wasn’t sure what to make of it yet. There were difficulties to be overcome, danger, uncertainty. It would require patience. But he had plenty of time. At least he thought he had.

He was still in his fifties, a widower in robust good health with two handsome grown-up sons and a daughter already well married. That gave him freedom. As a Manchu, he was given the respect that came from his great clan and his high rank. He had all the money he required and a delightful house in one of the most beautiful and fashionable places in the world.

His neighbours in West Lake called him the general. It was true that he’d briefly held a general command, and he might have gone further. He might even have been granted a title if he’d won a great battle. But seven years ago, he’d chosen to retire with a comfortable pension, and since then he’d enjoyed a very pleasant life.

It might be supposed that his nickname, the general, carried with it a hint of mockery. Soldiers, after all, were considered crude fellows, far below scholars in status. But amongst the Chinese literati – the poets and scholars who liked to gather in the delightful region around Hangzhou – he found himself well regarded. His cultivated uncle was still remembered; many of the local gentlemen and scholars had been aware of Guanji since he was a boy and knew that he’d shown literary promise as a student. If now, in his retirement, he chose to live the life of a cultivated gentleman in West Lake, they were glad to welcome him.

Mr Yao had only just acquired his lakeside villa. His business in Jingdezhen had continued to flourish. His twelve-year marriage to the lovely Bright Moon had produced three fine sons and a daughter. The family succession was assured. He had to wait only another fifteen years or so before handing the potteries over to his oldest son; and in the meantime, he had a nephew who was perfectly competent to run the business day to day.

So he could afford to take two or three months off each year, to live the leisured life of the gentleman he had become. What better way of doing so than setting himself up in a fine villa in the fashionable West Lake, a good ten days journey away from the smoking chimneys of his potteries in Jingdezhen?

And if he wasn’t quite sure what to do in this aristocratic place once he’d got there, the merchant meant to find out.

He’d been glad therefore, on a visit with his wife and children to a famous nearby temple, to be introduced by the temple priest to a distinguished neighbour, the general, who had politely expressed his pleasure that the villa, which had been left empty and neglected for some years, now had an owner at last. Would the general care to visit, Mr Yao had asked, and perhaps suggest improvements he could make? The general had been delighted. He had business to attend to in Hangzhou, but a date for his visit had been fixed for ten days after his return.

And now here he was.

‘The setting is really excellent,’ Guanji remarked as the two men toured the grounds. They were right on the waterfront.

‘I’ve ordered a boat so that we can go out on the lake,’ Mr Yao said.

 ‘There are particular places on the water recommended for viewing the moon, sunsets behind the pagoda on the hill, and so forth,’ Guanji told him. ‘I’d be glad to show you when the boat arrives.’ And your pretty wife, too, he thought to himself. He’d met her only briefly at the temple, but had seen enough to make him accept the invitation to visit the merchant’s villa with pleasure.

‘Thank you, General,’ Mr Yao replied.

Like many Chinese gardens, the grounds of the waterside villa were divided into numerous smaller spaces, which provided both intimacy and constant surprise, making the place as a whole seem an even larger domain than it was.

They passed over a miniature humpbacked bridge that crossed an empty pond. ‘Red carp for the fishpond, I thought,’ Yao remarked.

‘Excellent.’

The path led them to a walled garden, entered through a circular moon gate. The garden had been cleared, but not yet planted. ‘You’ve thought about plants?’ Guanji asked.

‘A lot of peonies,’ Mr Yao replied.

Guanji paused. ‘May I suggest you don’t make peonies your main statement,’ he said. ‘I’ll tell you why. At least two of the lake villas are already famous for their peonies. I’d advise you to consult a professional and devise something unique, all your own.’

‘Thank you.’ Yao was appreciative. ‘That sounds wise. Just a few peonies then, to please my wife.’

‘Of course.’ Guanji smiled. ‘One should always please one’s wife.’

‘My wife can be wilful,’ Mr Yao remarked with a laugh, ‘but I count myself a fortunate man.’

‘Ah,’ said Guanji. ‘You might try some plum blossom trees,’ he remarked casually, ‘to complement the cypresses you have in here.’

Having left the walled garden, they followed the path, which led up a few steps. At the top of the steps, Guanji suddenly stopped, struck by a thought. ‘What about a philosopher’s stone?’ he said, pointing to a site just ahead.

The karst limestone rocks with their exotic shapes and mysterious cavities remained as popular as ever with the rich who could afford them.

Mr Yao gave a wry smile. ‘You mean, General, that there’s no point in my pretending to be poor.’

‘None at all.’ Guanji laughed. He rather liked this intelligent merchant.

He learned more about his host when they went inside. The villa had already been comfortably furnished, with solid, excellent-quality tables and chairs and divans covered with expensive silk brocade. Some lacquerware. But he noticed several more interesting items.

The first, by the entrance, appeared to be a very fine blue-and-white Ming vase on a table. Or was it?

‘You are wondering,’ remarked Mr Yao, ‘whether that is a Ming vase or a copy.’

‘No copy, surely, could be so fine,’ Guanji replied politely.

‘At one of my potteries in Jingdezhen, we make a copy of that vase which even experts, at first glance, have mistaken for the genuine article. This, however, is the Ming original.’

They went down a passageway past other treasures.

Entering the room where they were to be served tea, Guanji noticed a cloisonné pot. Modern cloisonné was plentiful enough, but with time, it disintegrates. Ancient cloisonné, therefore, was greatly prized. Some jade figures caught his eye. Han, two thousand years old. ‘You are a connoisseur, Mr Yao,’ he said.

‘Not really, General.’ Yao gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘Just well advised.’

Guanji bowed his head. His host might be a newly made gentleman indulging his vanity, but he knew what he was doing.

‘You may be acquainted with them already,’ Guanji offered, ‘but thanks to my late uncle I know most of the antique dealers in Hangzhou personally, and I should be happy to share my thoughts as to which ones best merit your trust.’

‘You are most kind,’ said Yao. ‘Ah.’ He looked up. ‘Here is my wife.’

She was perfect. Can one really say that of anybody? Perhaps one can, he thought. If he’d been struck by her beauty when he briefly met her at the temple, that was only enhanced by what he was experiencing now. She was serving them tea.

There was nothing stiff or formal about the Chinese ritual of serving tea. The aim was to make the guest feel welcome, at home, at peace. Every move was simple and practical. The warming of the teapot and the wide, bowl-shaped cups with hot water; the gentle tipping of the dark twists of tea leaf into the teapot. The scenting cup offered to each guest to sniff the tea’s aroma; the first infusion in the teapot; then the pouring of the tea, straining the leaves, into a jug, from which the cups were carefully half filled, no more, with the clear, delicately scented liquid.

Only one detail of the tea ritual was not strictly practical. This was when the guest gently tapped two knuckles on the table to say thank you – referring to the charming tale of how once, centuries ago, a certain emperor who was travelling incognito and staying at an inn poured tea for his own servant, who, so as not to give the emperor’s identity away, made this almost invisible gesture, to indicate the kowtow.

What made Bright Moon so special, then? She served the tea flawlessly, but so did the serving girls in the teahouses. No, it was the grace with which she did the whole thing. It was almost magical.

And how did she achieve that? Guanji tried to analyse it. Her posture, the way she held herself perhaps. For she sat very correctly, with her back slightly arched – but only so far as nature intended. She was perfectly centred, her face in repose.

He noticed that her breasts had a beautiful curve, not large, yet womanly.

And suddenly he desired her. It wasn’t the usual mixture of curiosity and lust he experienced with most pretty women. This was something more. I may be falling in love, he thought.

‘I have told my wife,’ said Mr Yao, ‘that you know more about this area than anyone on the lake.’ This was clearly an invitation to him to say some words to her.

‘Your husband gives me too much credit,’ he said politely. ‘But it is true I was born in the garrison at Zhapu, up the coast here, and my uncle was a well-known printer and literary figure down the road in Hangzhou. So I suppose it was natural I should come to the West Lake to retire.’ He smiled. ‘I am sure you know the charming legend of how the West Lake was formed.’

‘I do, sir,’ she said. ‘The Sky Empress tried to steal the magical White Jade Stone that the Jade Dragon and the Golden Phoenix guarded, and finally, during a battle with her army, the Jade Stone fell to earth and created the West Lake, which is guarded to this day by the Phoenix Mountain.’

‘Exactly. And there are lots of other stories concerning the lake, you know – mostly stories of lost love, of course. The tale of the White Snake, for instance.’

‘“The White Lady is imprisoned in the pagoda by the lake,”’ Bright Moon said quietly.

Guanji looked at her in surprise. There were endless versions of the tale. The most popular modern ones twisted what was really quite a grim old story into a more conventional romance. But the line she had quoted came from an older, lesser-known poem that he wouldn’t have expected her to know.

‘“Her lover will die when he finds a white snake,”’ he quoted back at her. He turned to Mr Yao. ‘Your wife has an unusual knowledge of poetry,’ he remarked admiringly.

‘She has. She has,’ Yao cried with a laugh. ‘She can quote all sorts of stuff.’

Bright Moon inclined her head towards Guanji, accepting his compliment. Then she raised her eyes and gave him a little look. It was brief and Mr Yao didn’t see it, but the message was clear: my husband’s crude. But what can we do?

Guanji turned to Mr Yao. ‘Have you been up to the Leifeng Pagoda yet?’ The curious old ruin was nine centuries old. Long ago, Japanese pirates had burned down the wooden top storeys of the great eight-sided tower, but the stone trunk still stood like a ghostly old guardian on its low hill above the waters. ‘Some scholars believe, you know, that there’s a hidden tomb under the tower that contains a lock of the Buddha’s hair.’

He continued to talk easily in this fashion about past emperors who’d visited the lake and some of the notable residents at present. He was addressing them both, but he was careful to make eye contact only with the merchant, not with his young wife.

‘Your mother should hear this,’ Yao suddenly cried to Bright Moon. ‘Go and fetch her.’

‘You know my mother was not feeling well,’ she gently reminded him. ‘And I am still serving tea.’

‘Never mind, never mind,’ he said. ‘Your mother is only a little tired. Tell her I asked her to come. This will brighten her up.’

Bright Moon said nothing as she rose to go, but her resentment was obvious, and Guanji could hardly blame her. Mr Yao, however, was unrepentant.

‘It does her good to be contradicted sometimes,’ he remarked cheerfully as soon as she’d left. ‘Her mother came to visit us just after we first met you at the temple,’ he continued. ‘A most beautiful woman. From a rich peasant family, but unusually refined. She was the concubine of a senior mandarin of an ancient and distinguished family, after she was widowed. My wife was a late child, with grown-up brothers when she was born.’

‘I see.’

‘Bright Moon looks like her mother, but she also bears a close resemblance to some of the mandarin’s family. Indeed, he adopted her as his own daughter, if you take my meaning.’

‘I believe I do.’

‘It may surprise you that Bright Moon’s mother, unlike the rest of her family, has unbound feet. That is because her own mother came from a rich Hakka family and it was to please them that her father did not bind her feet.’

‘As a Manchu, of course,’ Guanji replied easily, ‘none of the women in my family, including my own wife, had bound feet.’ Although from time to time he had slept with Han women whose feet had been bound, Guanji had never found the fabled lotus feet erotic. In fact, on these occasions, he’d tried to ignore them.

‘I hope she is well enough to join us,’ Mr Yao said. ‘I think you will like her.’

A few minutes later, the lady in question appeared.

And Guanji stared. What age must this woman be? From the information he’d been given, she had to be in her sixties. Older than he was. Yet she looked like a woman of fifty at most – an exceptionally beautiful one, too.

It suddenly crossed his mind that Mr Yao might have an ulterior motive in making this introduction. He smiled to himself. Did Yao want him to take the woman into his own household? It would create a social bond between the newly made gentleman and his distinguished neighbour. It might also, he shrewdly guessed, keep a mother’s steadying hand closer to his young wife.

Well, I’m free to do whatever I please, Guanji thought.

‘The general has kindly said,’ Mr Yao told her, ‘that when the new boat arrives, he will take us all out and show us the best beauty spots on the lake.’

‘There will be a full moon in three days,’ Guanji reminded them. ‘Might your boat have arrived by then, Mr Yao? I should be at your service.’

‘Alas, I don’t think it’ll come so soon,’ Yao replied.

‘The next full moon, then,’ Guanji said cheerfully.

‘It will have to be without me,’ Mei-Ling said. ‘I must return to my family before long.’

‘Stay at least until then,’ Yao encouraged her.

‘You are very kind, though I’m afraid it’s not possible,’ she replied. And turning to Guanji, she added, ‘You will say I am “hurrying like a traveller with far to go.”’

A famous quote, from Nineteen Old Poems. It referred to the short time between life and death – with the implication that one must seize the day. Was it a signal that she was interested in him? Or was she just showing that she was literate, like her daughter, because she knew this would please the vanity of her daughter’s husband?

‘Perhaps the boat will arrive in time,’ said Bright Moon.

A momentary silence fell, and the girl’s mother stepped in to keep the conversation going. ‘I have heard, General, that you retired early to pursue the literary life. If it is not an impertinent question: was that a sudden decision, or one you had contemplated a long time?’

Mei-Ling did not really care, but men of rank, in her experience, liked to talk about themselves.

‘Ah.’ Guanji paused and considered. He did not really need to consider at all, for he had given this little speech many times. But people like to think they have asked an original question. ‘When I was an orphaned boy,’ he began, ‘I was told it was my duty to become a warrior like my father, who died a hero. He was a member of the Suwan Guwalgiya clan, whose spirit pole is in Beijing. I am the ninth-generation descendant of Fiongdon, Lord of the Bordered Yellow Banner, close companion of the founder of the Manchu royal house. Fiongdon was made Duke of Unswerving Righteousness, and in the centuries after his death was raised still further, finally becoming a Hereditary Duke, First Class.’

‘Outside royalty, there is no higher rank,’ said Mr Yao, with a nod to his wife and her mother, to make sure they understood what a fine guest he had been able to invite to his house.

‘My uncle in Hangzhou, who brought me up, was a figure in the literary world. He printed many fine books and often wrote memoirs and dedications. But he impressed upon me that my duty and destiny were to become a great warrior in the service of the emperor. And as he was a man of some fortune he was able to ensure that I had the best horses, arms, and teachers, as well as a good education in both the Manchu and Chinese languages to fit me for such a role. As you know, there are not so many Manchu warriors nowadays who are trained in the old ways, and he hoped I would stand out.’

‘Which you surely did,’ said Yao politely.

‘Up to a point, Mr Yao. The bannermen treated me as one of their own. They taught me their songs and all the old stories. I rode with them. I shot the bow and arrow. I knew the freedom of the open steppe. I loved it. I also enjoyed my studies at school. But I never wanted to be a scholar. I think I had too much energy and high spirits.’ He looked at the two women. ‘And yet something was missing from my life. I found it in poetry, perhaps. I sensed it on visits to the temple.’ He stopped, as if he could not find the words. ‘I even secretly wondered if I should become a priest. Boys of a certain age often have these feelings, if they are at all sensitive. I felt it was a weakness. I stuck to my duty. I fought against the Taiping. I willingly risked my life, as every soldier must. I rose to command men.’ He stopped.

‘But your sense that something was missing did not entirely leave you?’ Bright Moon asked.

‘I was fortunate in my marriage. I often told my dear wife that she was too good for me, but she was kind enough to pretend that she was not.’ He gave a self-deprecating smile. ‘I think I may say that we were both very happy, and I miss her every day. When my dear daughter was ready to marry, we went to great trouble to find her a husband with whom we believed she would be equally happy. And I’m glad to say she is.’ He paused a moment. ‘To answer your question, as long as my wife was living, I felt spiritually complete. But after I lost her, then … I longed for Hangzhou and the West Lake. It is perhaps a weakness for a soldier to admit that he is vulnerable. But I suspect that I may have had more of the character of my uncle than of my father, really.’

‘It is not a weakness,’ said Bright Moon with feeling.

‘Well, you are kind to say so,’ Guanji replied. Then he suddenly brightened. ‘I have two fine sons who’ve been bred to the military life and have no such doubts at all. Handsome young devils.’ He turned to Mr Yao. ‘They say the Dowager Empress Cixi likes handsome young Manchu warriors and promotes them.’ He laughed and gave the merchant a knowing look. ‘So I have high hopes for their careers!’

Mr Yao laughed, too. But it was the two women Guanji was watching. Most women liked a manly man. But a general who showed such respect for his wife, who could admit he was sensitive, even vulnerable … This little speech of his nearly always seemed to interest them.

Indeed, Bright Moon was looking distinctly thoughtful. Her mother’s face, however, gave nothing away.

They talked a little more, of recent events at court, of the new railway that had finally, alas, been established at Beijing. They all agreed that such a horror must never come near the West Lake. Then, the tea ritual having been completed, Guanji politely indicated that he should go.

His hostess graciously hoped he would honour them with another visit before too long, and Guanji was on the point of rising. But it seemed that his host was not quite ready to let him depart.

‘The general has been too discreet to mention the fact,’ he said to the two ladies, ‘but you should know that he is also a notable collector.’

Clearly the merchant had been making enquiries about him. Guanji bowed his head. ‘It is true, Mr Yao,’ he answered, ‘that I collect historical seals – though my collection is very modest.’

The collection was not old. Before retiring to the West Lake, Guanji had decided that it would be pleasant to secure some sort of position for himself in the culture of the place. He hadn’t the literary attainments to emulate the essays of his Hangzhou uncle. But it had occurred to him that he could become an expert in some not-too-demanding field. ‘Why don’t you start a collection?’ a scholar friend had suggested. ‘What about seals? They’re not too expensive.’

It had proved to be an inspired choice. Sealstones, after all, had been in use since the dawn of Chinese civilisation. The underside, carved with Chinese characters that were often primitive but always artfully geometric, would be dipped in ink and then used to stamp documents or, as time went by, paintings and works of calligraphy. The stamps of collectors’ seals were considered validation of a work of art and even became considered part of its value as time passed. Sometimes the upper part of the sealstone, which the user held when he applied the stamp, might be a simple rectangular block, or any shape. But in recent centuries especially, the upper part was often carved and polished into a beautiful little sculpture that might rest in the palm of one’s hand – so that the seal became a double work of art.

What suited Guanji especially was that the art of making sealstones had reached its apogee under the Ming dynasty and continued through the Manchu as well, so that by embracing this art form he, a Manchu, was associating himself both with his own ancestry and also with the Han culture of which he wished to be a part.

It hadn’t taken him long, with the help of dealers, to build up quite an impressive collection; and by applying his mind, he had soon become expert at explaining the origin of each seal, the historical documents and works of art to which it might have been applied, and thereby seemed far more cultured than he really was. The literati of the West Lake were always glad to visit his house, especially when there was another rare old seal from antiquity to be inspected.

If this social strategy had worked well, Guanji had augmented the effect by his skill in tactics. For invitations were not so easy to come by. A visitor to the lake who was lucky enough to be introduced to the general needn’t expect to receive one. Only a favoured few were so honoured. If a new arrival asked to see the collection, the general would not seem to hear him, and he might have to wait a year or two, and become the general’s friend, before an invitation was proffered. Some people were never asked. So the community around the lake was already divided into two classes: those who had seen the seal collection and those who had not.

‘I’m sure,’ said Mr Yao, ‘that my wife and her mother would be most interested to see the collection, though alas, since she is not here for long, my wife’s mother may not have the chance.’

Guanji gazed at him. Nice try, he thought. Pushy, but a nice try. ‘I’m afraid they’d find my collection of musty old sealstones terribly boring,’ he countered.

‘I have heard it’s most intriguing,’ said Bright Moon. ‘My mother and I would love to see them.’

Had the merchant put her up to it? Guanji wondered. Probably. This merchant was a wily adversary. He’s tempting me with the women to make sure he gets to see the collection quicker than anyone else has. Very well, he’d concede the point. ‘Why don’t all three of you come, if you really think it wouldn’t bore you,’ he suggested. ‘Tomorrow is not good for me, but would you be free the day after?’

‘Most certainly we should,’ said Mr Yao at once.

It was the following afternoon that Mei-Ling and her daughter had a little talk. They were standing in the walled garden. The sky was grey, and the floor of the empty enclosure was a colourless expanse of bare stalks and stripped weeds. The walls looked raw, their unwanted creepers torn away. Was there a chill in the air? Mei-Ling couldn’t tell. It seemed to her that it was neither warm nor cold nor anything. The moon gate stared at them emptily as Mei-Ling spoke: ‘You were making eyes at the general yesterday. You think nobody noticed, but I saw.’

‘I think it’s you he’s interested in, Mother,’ Bright Moon replied.

‘I’ve seen his sort before.’

‘So have I. They usually go after widows. Wives are too much trouble.’

‘You must not even think of being unfaithful.’

‘Who says I have?’

‘You were taken with him.’

‘He’s unusual. He knows how to treat a woman.’

‘He knows how to seduce a woman. All that talk about being a warrior with a sensitive soul. How could you fall for such stuff?’

‘It makes a change from my husband. You brought me up to know a little about the world of cultivated people. You know you did. So you can hardly blame me if I’m attracted to an educated man.’

‘A little culture is expected if you want to make a good marriage.’

‘Like binding one’s feet. You never suffered that. But you forced me to. I still wish I’d kept my feet the way nature made them and married a peasant from the village.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ her mother cried. ‘You’ve never known …’

‘Never known what?’

‘What it’s like to be powerless, short of money, even short of food. There is no comfort for the soul, no dignity in that, I promise you. Do you think I was happy that my husband had to go all the way to America so he could send us the money we needed? And we were better off than most people in the village.’

‘When a bride is carried in the red-and-gold litter from her parents’ house to the wedding, she has to pretend to weep all the way to show how sorry she is to leave her home. But I wept real tears.’

‘You have children, a family, a beautiful home.’ Mei-Ling made a gesture towards the villa. ‘Your husband’s rich. He’s a good man. Hardly one bride in a thousand gets all that. Surely he doesn’t mistreat you.’

‘No, he doesn’t mistreat me.’ Bright Moon made a little gesture of irritation.

‘Then do your duty.’ Her mother paused. ‘Do you understand what will happen to you if you are unfaithful?’

‘Perhaps we can agree to part. The law allows it.’

‘Only if your husband wishes. He can throw you out and keep the children. Think of them. And if he prosecutes you, the law is very clear. You’ll get ninety strokes of the cane.’

‘The wife and her lover are both caned.’

‘Wrong. You forget. As well as his rank, the general has juren status. He’s exempt from corporal punishment. He’d get off, free as a bird. But you’ll be destroyed.’ Mei-Ling took a deep breath. ‘Promise me, my child, you must promise me that you will never, ever be unfaithful. I couldn’t bear to see you destroy yourself. Not after all I’ve been through.’

‘I don’t know that you’ve been through so much.’

‘There are many things you don’t know,’ her mother replied. For although Bright Moon was over thirty and had a family of her own, it seemed to Mei-Ling sometimes that her daughter was still in some ways a child.

Had she really understood the terrible danger she could be in?

Bright Moon didn’t respond. She seemed to be pondering. ‘Mother,’ she said at last, ‘can I ask you a question?’

‘I suppose so. What?’

‘Were you unfaithful to my father?’

‘What a thing to ask your mother!’ she cried. ‘We were a very happy couple.’

‘My husband tells people that my adopted father is my real father. It pleases him to have them think his wife is descended from high-ranking gentry. But I wondered if it might be true.’

‘I met your adoptive father long after I became a widow. He came through our village on his way to Guilin. He caught sight of me, made enquiries, and then he asked me to become his concubine. I said I would go with him for a year or two if he would pay me the money we needed for your training and education. That’s how it happened.’ She might have left a small piece of information out, but everything she had just said was true. ‘You were already a little girl by then. I did it for you and left you with Mother at home, but it wasn’t long before I was back.’

‘So why did he adopt me?’

‘When I parted from him, I asked him to help me by finding you a good husband. His adopting you made that easier. He didn’t tell Yao that you were actually his, but Yao jumped to that conclusion, and there wasn’t much point in having a dispute about it.’

‘So you got me a rich husband under false pretenses.’

‘Nobody ever said it was so. He just chose to believe it. He may not even think it himself, but he probably likes it if others do.’

‘So where does that leave me?’

‘Married to a good husband. Be grateful,’ said Mei-Ling firmly. ‘He’d have married you anyway, you know. And I’m sure he’s very glad he did.’

‘Why does everything have to be a lie?’

‘Your kind husband is not a lie. Your children are not a lie. Your home is not a lie. We must build on all the things that are true in our lives. And you have more to build on than most people. That’s how we go forward.’

‘Perhaps I don’t want to go forward.’

‘You must.’

Bright Moon didn’t answer.

Then Mr Yao appeared at the far gate of the garden, and their conversation ended.

The stranger arrived at the general’s house the following morning. Guanji was in his small library, reading a letter from a collector in Hangzhou, when a servant told him: ‘There is a man to see you, sir, who says he is your kinsman.’

‘You don’t look very certain about it,’ Guanji remarked.

‘No, sir.’

The Suwan Guwalgiya had grown many branches down the centuries, and as a public man the general always made a point of treating clansmen kindly, even if he wasn’t quite sure who they were. ‘Show him in, and let’s take a look at him,’ he said amiably.

And almost immediately wished he hadn’t.

The fellow was about his own age and height – or would have been if he didn’t stoop so much. But there the resemblance ended. His face was sallow. His clothes were not in tatters, but worn through, which was strangely depressing. An opium addict, Guanji guessed.

‘We have something in common, General,’ he said.

‘Oh?’ said Guanji.

‘You are ninth generation in descent from our great ancestor Fiongdon; and so am I.’

Was he? Who knew? No doubt he was ready for a detailed rehearsal of their ancestry, but Guanji didn’t want to hear it. ‘Where do you live?’ he asked, hoping it was far away.

‘Xi’an.’

Xi’an, one of the four ancient capitals of China. Built and rebuilt on nearby sites, carrying other names – Chang’an, Daxing – the place had once been the entrance to the Silk Road to the west. Also a fort with a big garrison of Manchu bannermen.

And over eight hundred miles away.

‘Why are you here?’

‘I came to visit Beijing, to see the spirit pole of our clan – just once in my life.’

‘A journey in a good cause.’

‘It cost me all I have.’ So that was it. He’d come for money.

‘But then you came here.’

‘To see the West Lake. And to call upon you.’

‘I am honoured,’ Guanji said drily.

‘I have followed your glorious career for many years.’

And no doubt those of other kinsmen you hope to sponge off, Guanji thought.

‘What do you do for a living?’ he mildly enquired.

‘My father was a bannerman, a soldier,’ his visitor replied.

‘Mine too. But what about you yourself?’

‘Alas, the emperor employs fewer of us now.’

‘That’s true. Han Chinese troops have often proved themselves better. I have commanded them myself.’ Guanji let that sink in. ‘So you rely upon the rice and silver to which, as hereditary bannermen, we are entitled,’ he went on.

‘Which has shamefully been growing less all my life!’ the fellow cried indignantly.

‘Don’t be absurd,’ Guanji told him. ‘You know as well as I do, the money’s not there. The Taiping revolt ruined the whole Yangtze valley, and the barbarian reparations exhausted the treasury. Besides, there are more Manchu mouths to feed every generation. You know the empire can’t afford the old stipends.’

‘Then what are we supposed to do?’

‘People sometimes forget, but when the Manchu first conquered China and drove out the Ming, there were huge numbers of bannermen to be looked after. Were they given stipends? No. Most of them were given land and told to farm it, just like the humble Han peasants. They weren’t very good at it, unfortunately, but that was their reward.’

‘But the Suwan Guwalgiya were the chosen few, above the others.’

‘It is true that we and other clans were the chosen bannermen who manned the garrisons in the great cities and who were given stipends to reward us for military service.’

‘And we’re not allowed to do anything else.’

‘At first that was so. But not anymore. Times change. Garrison bannermen are even allowed to engage in commerce now. My esteemed uncle ran a printing press,’ Guanji reminded him. ‘A gentlemanly occupation, but still commerce.’ He gazed with distaste at his kinsman – if that’s what this fellow really was. ‘You think,’ he remarked, ‘that you are entitled to something.’

‘Of course,’ came the reply.

Guanji nodded to himself. He’d seen it all so many times before, seen bannermen beg in the streets of Hangzhou sooner than work, because they thought that work was beneath them. They were worthless, really, these clansmen of his. Secretly, he despised them just as much as the Han Chinese did.

Only one uncomfortable thought niggled his mind: was he any better? How much of his own success was thanks to his uncle’s skill in making use of whatever Manchu entitlements were left? Certainly he’d been waved through the imperial examination system and become juren because he was a Manchu. Yes, he’d worked hard and risen by merit. But what if he hadn’t had his uncle behind him? Might he have turned out just like this useless kinsman? He told himself no, a thousand times no. The thought was so infuriating that he suddenly realised he was clenching his hands with rage. And so instead of giving the fellow some money and sending him on his way, he suddenly decided to punish him first.

‘I’m afraid I can’t help you,’ he said. ‘If I give you money, you’ll only spend it on opium. You’ll have to find someone else to sponge off.’

His kinsman looked at him in disbelief. Then his face creased into a look of fury. ‘Is this how you treat a member of the House of Fiongdon?’ he cried.

‘It appears to be,’ said Guanji.

‘Screw you!’ It was screamed so loudly that the servant looked in from the doorway. ‘You think you can look down on me? You sit in your fine house and everyone calls you general, and you think you’re better than me? I’m a nobleman. I’ve got a better line of descent from Fiongdon than you have, if you really want to know.’

‘I don’t.’

‘Screw your mother!’

‘You’re making a fool of yourself.’

‘You don’t impress me. Not one little bit.’

‘Be quiet,’ said Guanji. The servant was still watching nervously in the doorway. ‘If you want me to give you money to go home,’ Guanji continued calmly, ‘I think you should be more polite.’

‘Pervert! Bitch!’

Guanji eyed him impassively, then turned to the servant. ‘Go and get help,’ he said.

‘I demand,’ the fellow shouted grandiosely, ‘to be shown proper respect in this house.’

‘Me too.’ Guanji got up, went to a cabinet, opened a drawer, and took out a small bag of coins. He removed some of the coins, put them back in the drawer, returned with the little bag, and sat down again as the servant reappeared with two others.

Guanji addressed his visitor. ‘Here is some money. Enough for your journey back. But that is all I can give you. Please do not think that there will ever be any more. There will not.’ He handed him the bag. He wondered if his visitor would make a show, flinging the bag and its contents back at him. He noticed, however, that his kinsman’s hand closed over the bag as tight as a hawk’s talons. He turned to the three servants. ‘Show him out, and never let him in again.’

‘Keep your hands off me,’ the fellow ordered the servants as they grabbed him. ‘You’ll be sorry for this,’ he cried to Guanji as they hustled him out. ‘More sorry than you dream.’

‘I’m sorry already,’ said Guanji, and went back to reading his letter.

But the truth was that the interview had shaken him, and he was glad that afternoon when the visit of Mr Yao and the two ladies obliged him to put it out of his mind.

It took Mei-Ling a little while to realise how perfect the general’s house was – and to understand why. It was set on rising ground above the lake. Seen from a distance one might have supposed it was a little monastery with a bell tower in the grounds.

As they arrived at the outer gate, she saw that the main building was essentially a Chinese courtyard house, not unlike her own family’s farmhouse in the south. The courtyard was about the same size, but seemed grander – perhaps because the walls were higher and the central hall taller and more spacious – almost like a mansion in a provincial town.

The general greeted them affably and led them to a doorway on the left side of the yard. Here, in what would normally have been family bedrooms, he had created a single long gallery to house his collection.

Against the wall at one end of the gallery stood a big cabinet. Paintings on silk, in protective frames, hung on the walls. But there was no other furniture or decoration. All the rest of the space was given over to the seals.

She had to admit, he’d done it beautifully. Right at the start, rather than let his little museum grow in a piecemeal fashion, he’d ordered firstrate craftsmen to construct a showcase that ran the entire way down the centre of the gallery, with glass doors on either side and two broad shelves between.

‘I was lucky,’ he explained to them. ‘A good collection, the life’s work of an old scholar, came up for sale just as I was starting. It contained work from almost every period. So I bought the lot, and that formed what I call the spine of my collection. All I’ve had to do since is take good advice and add flesh and bones, so to speak.’

Mei-Ling eyed the display. It was already handsome. Some of the seals lay on the shelf with their stamp face outward. Others, whose backs were elaborately sculpted, were displayed facedown so that one could admire the carving. The majority of the seals were wood and stone, but some were bronze or other metals, or even jade. In every case, the item was accompanied by a little square of thick paper displaying the stamp in red ink.

She noticed something else. Though both the shelves had been used, the seals were widely spaced, with the lower shelf reserved for the most special articles. Given that one could view from both sides, it was obvious that there was room for the collection to grow to two or three times its present size inside the existing case without its looking crowded.

The general had made his battle dispositions well. They were thorough, but also flexible.

Mei-Ling heard a grunt of admiration from Mr Yao. The porcelain merchant knew a good display when he saw one.

The general was an excellent guide. He took them on a journey through time, showing how the seals had developed while often retaining elements of primitive Chinese characters from thousands of years ago. Several times he also paused in front of paintings on the wall. Some were mountain landscapes. Others depicted people or animals. In each case, the painting was graced with a few vertical lines of calligraphy, to which collectors had added their red stamps.

‘Whenever I acquire a new seal,’ the general explained, ‘I try to obtain a piece of work – a painting or a book – that bears the same stamp. A great collector’s stamp often adds value to a work of art, and it may add beauty, too. Of course I’m just a beginner, but the real connoisseur builds up a huge knowledge. He comes to see into the mind of both the artist and the collector. It starts like a game and becomes like a drug.’ He smiled. ‘A good drug.’

At the end of his presentation he led them to the cabinet at the end of the room. He opened it and Mei-Ling saw a dozen of the long, handsome, leather-bound boxes that contained scrolls and also a number of flat books bound with silk ribbon. He took one of the books out and pointed to its title page.

‘This book dates from the Ming dynasty. It’s about the conquest of China by the Mongol descendants of Genghis Khan more than five centuries ago. As you can see, it has been stamped with a fine collector’s seal just beside the title.’

‘We saw that on a painting,’ said Bright Moon. ‘I recognise it.’

‘You have an excellent eye.’ The general bowed, and Bright Moon looked pleased. ‘But there’s something wrong with the title. I wonder if anyone can see what it is.’

They all looked.

‘A character seems to be missing,’ said Mr Yao.

‘Indeed. We can see the gap where it was.’

‘So it’s been erased,’ said Yao, ‘yet I can’t see any sign of the erasure.’

‘Nor can I, my dear sir. It must have been done with great skill. And now I’ll tell you the missing word: Barbarian.’ He beamed at them all. ‘Although the Mongols – the Yuan dynasty, as we call them – were all-conquering warriors, the Han Chinese still considered them barbarians. When the native Ming dynasty came to rule our land once more, they usually referred to the Yuan as “the Barbarian Yuan”. And that’s what was written here: the Barbarian Yuan. But after some centuries the Ming were kicked out by our present dynasty, the Manchu – who I need hardly tell you were another group of barbarians from the north, part Mongol themselves. My people!’ He gave a big grin. ‘We didn’t like the epithet barbarian being applied to the Yuan, because then it might just as well be applied to us.’

‘Was the word forbidden then, throughout the empire?’

‘An attempt at censorship was made, though never with much conviction. Funnily enough, it was some of the Manchu emperors themselves – as you know, they were quite scholarly – who got bored with it first. But the collector whose red stamp we’re looking at now, having acquired the book in Manchu times, wasn’t taking any chances. So he erased the word from the title page. Then he started to erase it from the text, but it must have been too much trouble, because I discovered that after a few pages he gave up.’

‘You certainly do your homework,’ said Mr Yao.

‘It’s my hobby,’ the general replied easily. He turned to Bright Moon and Mei-Ling. ‘But I want you to know, ladies, that I understand my place. At the end of the day, I’m still just a humble barbarian from the north.’

It was nicely done. An exercise in self-deprecation by a Manchu noble to the family of an upstart Chinese gentleman – not to be taken seriously, but charming. Even Mei-Ling had to smile.

And she continued to smile, until she saw her daughter’s face.

Admiration. Suppressed excitement. It was understandable. Here was a man of a type she had not met before. A Manchu noble. A soldierscholar. A man who showed her respect. A man of experience, a man of the world, a man who had the self-assurance to laugh at himself. A superior man. Younger than her husband.

It was just as she’d feared. Her daughter was about to fall in love with the general and destroy herself, and Mei-Ling didn’t know what she could do about it.

‘Is there anything more to see?’ Bright Moon asked.

‘The only other seals I have are the most recent acquisitions. I keep them with me and study them in my private room upstairs until I’ve learned all I can about them. Then I put them in the showcase down here.’ He turned to Mr Yao. ‘I’ve never taken anyone up there before, but I can show you if you like.’

‘By all means,’ said Mr Yao.

‘There’s a nice view,’ said Guanji to the ladies.

They went through a small garden beside the house, then out by a gate onto the wooded slope. A curving, stepped pathway led them up about fifteen feet to a ledge overlooking the house, where a charming little pavilion with a Chinese roof had been constructed. So this, Mei-Ling realised, was what she’d mistaken for a bell tower from a distance. ‘My little hermitage,’ Guanji explained.

It was very simple. A good-sized single room. Against the far wall was a desk with a chair and some open shelves on the wall above it, on which she could see a dozen sealstones awaiting their owner’s attention. Some papers on the desk and a tray with writing equipment suggested that the general had been working there earlier in the day. A small cabinet beside the desk, a clothes chest in one corner and a handsome divan directly opposite the window completed the furnishings.

Mei-Ling looked at the divan. ‘You sleep up here?’

‘Usually.’ The general smiled. ‘I am just “a hermit with a bed full of books”.’

She caught the reference – to a famous poem about the onset of winter and old age. She glanced at him cynically. ‘I am sure you find ways of keeping warm, General,’ she said, then inwardly cursed herself. It might sound as if she were flirting with him.

If so, he courteously ignored it. ‘There’s no fire up here, as you see. But as a soldier I grew used to sleeping in tents or even in the open.’ He gestured to the window. ‘I like the fresh air. Normally I sleep here until well into the autumn. Then I go back into the house for the winter.’

Bright Moon had already gone to the window to look out. It was a wide window, without any hangings, but with big wooden shutters to keep out the rain and the wind. The shutters were wide open now, and there was a wonderful view over the house and garden below and across the lovely waters of the West Lake. Mei-Ling joined her, and mother and daughter remained there in silence while, behind them, the two men talked.

The general was showing Mr Yao one of his new purchases. Mei-Ling couldn’t hear exactly what the general was telling him, but she heard the merchant reply, ‘Ah. Most interesting.’

Bright Moon was whispering to her. ‘I could stay up here forever.’ And she sighed. The remark itself was quite artless: she was just admiring the view.

But Mei-Ling didn’t like the sound of it. ‘Well, you can’t,’ she replied in a stern mutter.

‘I must look at this view,’ she heard Yao say, and she moved back to make room for him to join his wife.

Meanwhile, a thought had occurred to her. ‘Tell me, General,’ she began, ‘I noticed on our way up here, we left the enclosure around your house. Doesn’t that mean that anyone could walk up here from the road?’

‘I suppose so. No one ever has.’

‘You’re not afraid of a robber getting in one night?’

‘The West Lake’s very quiet. I’ve never heard of anyone being robbed.’ He smiled. ‘But I can defend myself.’ He indicated something resting against the bedpost, something that hadn’t caught her eye before. It was a sword, a Chinese sabre. ‘An old soldier’s habit,’ he confessed with a laugh.

‘Oh, look,’ called Bright Moon, who had just glanced back towards her mother. ‘He keeps a sword by his bed.’

‘It’s to keep the other collectors away,’ the general told her.

And now Mei-Ling saw it all. She saw how his seductions worked. His rank, the collection, his sympathetic ways, his secret lair overlooking the most beautiful lake in all of China, the military sword, the hint of danger, the adventure … That was how he did it.

And there, standing beside her husband, Bright Moon was imagining just such an encounter. Mei-Ling could see it in her eyes.

The general had led them down the path again. Bright Moon had walked with him. Mei-Ling had followed, as she supposed, with Mr Yao. But reaching the bottom of the steps, she’d looked behind her and realised that, for some reason, the merchant had gone back to linger by the window, from which he was still gazing over the lake. Not wanting to seem to leave him behind, she paused and waited for him to come down so they could go together through the half-open gate into the garden.

And because she was standing there alone, in silence, she could overhear the words that passed between the general and her daughter.

‘You were very quick about recognising the seal on that book,’ he remarked. ‘You could be a collector.’

‘I don’t think so, General,’ Bright Moon replied. ‘You see, I’d never really looked at any seals before – at the design, I mean. So the few I’d seen were very fresh in my mind. Children are the same. They notice everything, because it’s all fresh. But adults are so used to the daily things of life that we hardly notice them at all.’

‘Perhaps. But I think you’re observant.’ He paused. ‘There’s something very fine about you,’ he said suddenly. ‘Your husband is a fortunate man.’

‘I’m not sure he knows it.’

‘Confucius says that a wife should obey her husband, but he forgot to say that none of us husbands are good enough for our wives.’ He hadn’t quite said it, thought Mei-Ling, but he’d as good as said it, those words that every discontented wife wants to hear: You are too fine for your husband.

‘I shall look forward to showing you all the beauty spots on the lake,’ the general said, ‘when your boat arrives.’

‘When the boat arrives.’

Mei-Ling turned. Mr Yao was descending. He reached her.

‘Here we are at last,’ she said as they came through the gate.

The general did not, like the emperor in the story, pour the tea himself. An elderly woman servant performed the ceremony as they sat in the main hall.

They talked of this and that. The general told them that although they mightn’t think it, given the pleasant autumn weather today, he expected bad weather ahead. ‘I can always read the weather,’ he remarked. ‘You’ll see tomorrow.’

‘I hope,’ said Mr Yao politely, ‘that the next time we meet, General, you might tell us something of your distinguished military career. I know that you were engaged in the great struggle against the Taiping.’

‘It is true that I fought the Taiping,’ Guanji acknowledged, ‘but many others had far more interesting stories to tell than I have.’

‘Were you ever in great danger?’ Bright Moon asked.

‘Any soldier is in danger,’ Guanji said mildly, ‘because you never know what’s going to happen. You could be killed by a stray musket ball just as well as in hand-to-hand fighting. As for notable deeds, I don’t think I performed any.’ He smiled. ‘I will tell you this: the only time I really thought I was going to lose my life, I won a single combat fight by sheer luck, which didn’t reflect any credit upon me at all.’

‘Do tell us, General,’ begged Bright Moon, ‘before we go.’

‘Well,’ said Guanji, ‘it was like this.’ And he briefly told them of the fierce, snuff-taking general he had met when he was a young officer, and how they had gone from Zhapu to Hangzhou. He didn’t bother to tell them about the action and how he’d been wounded. He went straight to the moment of truth, when he’d come face-to-face with the Taiping officer.

‘He was certainly quite a senior fellow in their army. But he looked more like a pirate, and he moved like a cat. I had a sword and he only had a knife. I’m not a bad swordsman, by the way. But from the way he handled that long knife of his, I knew I hadn’t a chance. “Prepare to die,” he said. And as he came towards me, crouching and swaying from side to side, I thought, Yes, I’m going to die. Though I kept the point of my sword up, just in case. And then an extraordinary thing happened. The woman who’d been guiding me, who had hidden in the shadows, rushed out at him. It was just enough to distract him. So I lunged and I got him.’ He grinned. ‘Then I ran away. I’m good at doing that, too.’

Mr Yao laughed. ‘I think you’re far too modest.’

‘But you killed him?’ asked Bright Moon.

‘Oh yes, I killed him.’

Mei-Ling was looking thoughtful. ‘What was the name of this senior officer?’

‘I never discovered.’

‘What did he look like?’

‘Forty, perhaps. Going grey, but very lithe. And he had a scar.’ Guanji traced a line on his cheek. ‘Like that. Why, could you have known him?’

‘How would I know an officer in the Taiping?’ Mei-Ling replied. ‘But I’ve seen pictures of some of them. None with a scar like that, though.’

‘Well, whoever he was, the fellow I killed certainly had a scar.’

Soon after that, when they took their leave, the general was particularly gracious in saying how much he hoped to see Mei-Ling again while she was staying at the West Lake.

‘I think,’ Mr Yao said to her on the way home, ‘that the general’s taken rather a fancy to you.’

Mr Yao’s new boat arrived in the morning. It was very handsome. The beam was broad, with an awning over the midsection, and there were benches covered with cushions where ladies could sit in great comfort. Mr Yao called Bright Moon and their children to inspect it. The children wanted to go out in the boat at once, but Mr Yao would not let them onto the lake yet because, as the general had warned the day before, the sky was overcast, and there was enough wind to make the water choppy.

Mei-Ling felt tired and rested that morning; and it was noon before she came to the little jetty where the boat was moored. She saw that Bright Moon was there alone, staring out across the water. She could see at once why Mr Yao would not let the family go out in the boat that day. It was flat-bottomed, capacious certainly, but with a shallow draught. A pleasure boat, good for fine weather only.

She came and stood beside her daughter. For a little while, neither spoke.

‘You must not think of him,’ she said quietly. ‘It’s all a game to him.’

‘What is?’

‘You. Even me. The other women he’s doubtless had. We are a hobby, like his collection.’

‘He takes his collection seriously.’

‘He studies us, too, just as he studies the seals. He discovers their patterns, their complexity. And you may be sure, they go to him willingly. I daresay that sometimes they think that it’s they who have seduced him. Yet in the end, to him, we are only good for a single purpose. Another stamp for private display in his collection. You are taken with him now, but it will pass.’

‘Everything will pass.’

‘Don’t let him destroy you – and your children.’

Her daughter was silent for a few moments. Then she remarked, ‘There will be a full moon tonight.’

‘We shan’t see it.’

‘If the clouds cleared and the wind dropped, we could go out on the lake.’

‘No.’

‘Was there something else about him, Mother?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t know. When he was telling us about his fight with the Taiping officer, I caught sight of your face. I saw something. I don’t know what.’

‘You saw nothing.’

‘I am going in now,’ said Bright Moon.

But Mei-Ling did not go in with her. She remained alone on the jetty, staring over the water. She thought of Nio. It was Nio whom the general had killed. She was quite sure of it. All the circumstances fitted into place. All her instincts told her. Nio had died at the hand of this charming old seducer, who was threatening to destroy her daughter next.

Later that afternoon, the wind became stronger. The clouds were dark, thick as ever. Not a hint of the full moon, not even where it might be. By nightfall the wind was whipping the surface of the lake into a fury and rushing in under the awning on the shallow boat, which no one had thought to remove, making it flap and bang and shaking the pleasure boat to and fro.

They all went to bed early.

No one saw Mei-Ling slip out of the house into the dark. She was carrying a small bag.

Guanji was half dozing on the divan. He had not decided: now I will sleep. But he might slip into unconsciousness at any moment; and if he did, he thought, he wouldn’t mind. He wouldn’t mind one way or the other.

On the desk a small brass oil lamp – one he’d taken on campaign many times – provided just enough light so that, if he did sleep and wake again, he’d be able to see where he was.

Outside, the wind rattled the shutters. He liked the rattle of the wind, just as he loved the rain and thunder. They had never seemed threatening. They reminded him of the endless open plains he used to dream of as a child.

And perhaps he would have started dreaming then, except that he became conscious of a soft click that did not come from the shuttered window, but from his left. The door was being opened.

Instantly, he was fully awake. His right hand reached across to the sword beside his bed and grasped the hilt. But he kept his eyes almost closed, as though he were asleep.

Slowly, almost silently, the intruder moved across the floor and reached the foot of the bed. And then, by the lamplight, he saw: it was the woman, Mei-Ling.

‘Good evening,’ he said.

‘Ah.’ She gave a little involuntary gasp. ‘I thought you were asleep.’

‘I’m awake now.’ He opened his eyes and smiled. ‘There’s quite a storm out there.’

‘Just a little wind.’

‘You came here by yourself?’

‘Whom would I bring with me?’

‘And what can I do for you?’

Mei-Ling had come with two possible plans: one if he was asleep; the other if he wasn’t. She would have preferred it if he had been asleep, but he wasn’t. Going over to the clothes chest, she laid the little bag on it and began to undress.

She had kept her figure. The soft light was kind to her, but even in a harsher light she could have passed for a healthy woman ten years younger than she was. Then she turned to face him. He was smiling. She joined him on the divan.

Over the years, Guanji had formed a theory. The Chinese moon festivals might be about the completeness of the family, but many people also found the full moon to be conducive to the act of love. Guanji’s theory was that women were more affected by the moon than men.

That evening, however, a further idea occurred to him. Could it be that the full moon had drawn this woman to him, even though it was invisible behind the clouds? While he’d considered the thought that he might be able to seduce Mei-Ling before she left for the south again, he really hadn’t expected the older woman to make the first move, and to make it at once. It must be the moon, he thought, even though we can’t see it. Unless it’s the storm that excites her.

Whatever the reasons for her presence in his bed, he certainly had no complaints that night.

It was an hour after midnight when Mei-Ling very carefully stepped off the divan. The wind was still rattling the shutters almost as loudly as before. The general was lying on his back, fast asleep, his lips slightly parted, his face at peace. Exactly what she needed.

She didn’t waste any time. She didn’t want him to wake. She reached for the sword at the side of the bed and carefully drew it from its scabbard. The blade shone in the lamplight. She quickly tested it, just to make sure it was sharp. Then, balancing herself with her feet comfortably apart, she raised the Chinese sabre high over her head and brought it down with a smooth, flowing swing. ‘Let the blade do the work,’ she’d heard the men in the village say when they chopped down a tree. So that’s what she did.

The general’s eyes started wide open. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. She pulled up the sword, wondering whether to strike again. She could see that she had cut clean through everything down to the neck bone. Did she need to sever the bone? His throat was opening in a great V. There was a gurgling sound, not very loud. Blood was pumping out. She stepped back.

She put the sword down over by the window. There was no need to put it out of the general’s reach, but she felt more comfortable doing so. Taking the small bag she’d brought with her, she opened the drawers of the desk. There was a little money in one of them. She took the money and tossed it into the bag. Then she took the seals off the shelves over the desk and put them in the bag, too. She looked around for anything else a robber might take and saw a small jade ornament. That also went in the bag.

She quickly got dressed. She saw that there was blood all over the bed now. That was good. If there were any signs of the evening’s activity, they’d be covered by the blackened blood.

She made sure she had left nothing behind other than the general’s sword and let herself out again.

It was pitch-dark, but she’d taken careful note of every inch of the way, and she knew how to move through the country. At one point, the lane passed directly beside the waters of the lake. Reaching into the bag, she tossed the contents – the coins and the seals and the little jade ornament – one by one out into the water, as far as she could.

Inside the hour, she was back in her bed. No one had seen her leave or return.

In the morning, Mr Yao went to see a neighbour about a mile away. At noon he came back, looking shocked. ‘Have you heard? The general’s been killed by a robber, during the storm last night. Killed with his own sword. Who would do such a thing?’

By afternoon, however, a rumour was buzzing around the lake. The general’s servants were saying that the general had had a terrible quarrel with a distant kinsman who’d come to get money from him. The fellow had threatened to do the general harm.

Two days later, news came from Hangzhou. The man had been found in an opium den in the city. Couldn’t account for his movements.

‘It’s an open-and-shut case,’ said Mr Yao. ‘He did it, all right.’

‘He should be executed,’ said Bright Moon with feeling.

‘He will be. Don’t worry about that,’ said her husband.

Mei-Ling said nothing.

Ten days afterwards, she returned to her home.
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Shi-Rong smiled. This time, at last, he was going to get it right. He’d redeem his reputation – not only with his son, but with his late father too. He might even be remembered in the history books. But he had to be careful. He needed to talk to his son. Not that he was going to tell Ru-Hai exactly what his plan was. Better keep that a secret. But he needed to talk to him all the same.

He pulled the last weed from beside his father’s grave. He liked tending his ancestors’ tombs. It gave him a sense of peace. The modest graveyard in which they rested, on a ledge overlooking the wide plain of the Yellow River, was in perfect order. So was the small Buddhist monastery higher up the hill. He’d paid for its restoration just a few years ago. So was the estate. Everything was in order.

The huge orb of the sun had broken free of the eastern horizon, and the gleaming river, its waters choked with rich yellow dust from the vast Asiatic plateau through which it had carved its way, snaked heavily across the land.

Perhaps Ru-Hai will arrive today, he thought. My son and his little boy. He was sure they would come.

They had not come for Qingming that spring or the year before. The festival when all the world returned to their families’ ancestral graves, to meet relations, tend the tombs, and show respect to those who had given them life. All, that was, who could. But it wasn’t easy for Ru-Hai. Beijing was over four hundred miles away. A month’s journey. He couldn’t do that each year. Shi-Rong had swept the graves and prayed alone.

But Ru-Hai would make the journey now. He couldn’t fail to, after the message Shi-Rong had sent.


It has been too long since I have seen you. Your father asks you to come now, since there are matters concerning the estate I need to tell you. Please also bring your son, so that he will have a memory of his grandfather.

I suggest you spend perhaps two days at the house, then take your son up to the great monastery of Shaolin in the hills, where you can see the Zen masters of the martial arts, which no doubt he will enjoy, before you return to Beijing.



Shi-Rong had hardly been to Beijing in the last decade. He’d made one visit to the court when he retired; another to arrange the wedding of his son – quite a good marriage, as it happened, to the daughter of a third-rank mandarin; and a third to see Ru-Hai and his family three years ago. That was all. But he’d kept abreast of events.

Looking back over the last two decades, it seemed to Shi-Rong that China’s affairs could be summed up in two words: stagnation and corruption. He should know. He’d been part of it.

The treasury was still empty. One province after another had suffered famines. There were beggars in the streets of every city. The planned rebuilding of the Summer Palace had been postponed so many times for lack of funds that he’d lost count.

In his own neighbourhood, most people whom Shi-Rong knew just wanted to return to the old life as it was a generation ago. And who could blame them? If ageing mandarins took bribes and clung to their office, what of it? If governors lied to the imperial court about conditions in the provinces – they always had. Better stagnation than chaos.

The military reforms had slowed down; the colonial powers were circling like wolves. In the northeast, Russia had continued to steal territory at every chance she got. In the southwest, the Burmese no longer took their orders from China, but the British. France was now master of Vietnam, and her warships were patrolling the waters around Taiwan. So far, the Japanese had been stopped from actually taking over the Korean peninsula – but only just. And for how long?

How had it all happened?

Shi-Rong knew what his father would have said: if the king follows the rules of Confucian morality, his kingdom will be ordered. If not, anarchy will follow.

Look what happened a quarter of a century ago, he would have pointed out, when the emperor disgracefully abandoned his post and ran away to the north. The barbarians had destroyed the Summer Palace and humiliated the Celestial Empire.

When the first regency was set up, the rules had been followed. The boy emperor had been the old emperor’s son. The empress was a regent – that was correct procedure. Including the boy’s mother, Cixi, in the circumstances, had made sense. And there had been a council, led by Prince Gong.

But when the young heir had died and they’d had to set up a second regency, it was a different story. Who had chosen the new boy emperor? Cixi. Why? Because he was her sister’s son, and his father, Prince Chun, was on her side. Was it proper? No. The rules of succession had not been followed. Therefore, Shi-Rong’s father would have said, no good could come of it. Yet no one had stood up to the dowager empress.

Except one man. One heroic mandarin: Wu the Censor. He alone had behaved like a true Confucian and made a formal protest. Wu the Martyr, some people called him. For he had sacrificed his life.

And what did I do that same year? Shi-Rong thought ruefully. Failed to get the salt inspector’s position and was accused by my own son of taking bribes. The year of my humiliation and my shame.

As for Cixi, it seemed to him she’d achieved nothing in the first few years except to outmanoeuvre Prince Gong, the one man the empire really needed, and to reduce his role from head of her council to a mere adviser.

Then something strange had happened. Cixi had suddenly fallen ill. Word came she was close to death. For months no one saw her. She sent messages to the council from time to time; but it was the docile empress who conducted business. This went on for about a year.

What was wrong with Cixi? Nobody seemed to know. What was she hiding? Ru-Hai had made a brief visit home at this time and Shi-Rong had asked him: ‘Is it possible she got herself pregnant and wants to hide it?’

‘I doubt it, Father,’ he replied. ‘She’s a bit old for that.’

‘There are no rumours?’

‘Might be smallpox, but we don’t think so.’ Ru-Hai had smiled. ‘Say what you like, the Forbidden City knows how to keep a secret.’

‘Perhaps she’s being punished by the gods for her sins,’ Shi-Rong remarked sourly. But he was never able to learn anything more.

A year later, she appeared again as though nothing had happened. Some said she looked older. More people started calling her Venerable Buddha after this. The two empresses resumed their regency. Shi-Rong imagined it would last another five or six years until the new boy emperor came of age.

So how was it, he asked himself, that the kindly little empress, who’d never done anyone any harm, should suddenly drop down dead a year later? Ru-Hai wrote that she’d had a stroke. At forty-four? Or had she been poisoned? And if so, by whom? Might Cixi have concluded, since the empress had managed the business of government well enough without her while she’d been ill, that people might say that she, Cixi, was not really needed, and therefore decided to poison her little friend?

The idea was not so outlandish. Everyone knew the story of the only female emperor of China, twelve hundred years ago, who’d begun her life in a similar way to Cixi. She’d been the concubine of one emperor. When he died, she’d become the concubine of his son. She’d murdered two legal empresses, two other concubines, and probably four of her own children before making herself sole ruler of the empire.

Was Cixi cut from the same cloth? It seemed to Shi-Rong that she might be.

For the facts alone about Cixi’s court were enough to invite censure. And now the events of the last three years had confirmed all his fears.

She’d dismissed her entire council. Prince Gong, still her best adviser, she’d sent packing. Told him to retire from public life. Then she’d made the boy emperor’s father, Prince Chun, head of the council. Quite apart from the fact that the once gallant prince had degenerated into a toady who’d do anything Cixi wanted, it was also against palace law for the boy emperor’s father to be his official councillor. Finally, when the boy emperor reached his majority, when he was supposed to take the reins of government, she got her new council to say he wasn’t ready, leaving her in charge. Would she ever give up power? Shi-Rong doubted it.

And so he had formed his secret plan.

Once the plan was settled, he’d be free. His Confucian duty to his family and his country would be completed. Nothing more to hold him back from other things. From the meditative life. And beyond.

Shi-Rong couldn’t say exactly when he had begun to withdraw from active life. It was certainly after he had retired from Jingdezhen. The following year he’d been busy with Ru-Hai’s marriage. Then there had been the excitement of his grandson’s birth. Young Bao-Yu would be ten next birthday.

After he’d left Jingdezhen without the salt inspector’s post, he’d retired to the family estate. His friend Mr Peng had come up with one other suggestion – a lucrative position, down in the south – but after the humiliation of his failure the last time, Shi-Rong wasn’t anxious to go through anything like it again. Besides, the estate needed his full attention just then. So he’d decided to devote himself to handing on the home of his ancestors in the best shape he could and content himself with that.

Thanks to these efforts, the estate was now in better shape than it had ever been before. Everything was in good repair; the storehouses were full. His duty to his family being accomplished therefore, Shi-Rong had felt free to devote himself to the things of the mind.

Whenever the weather was fine, he had fallen into the habit of walking through the village before dawn and taking the narrow path that led up the steep hillside to the family graveyard. Or sometimes he would continue to the little Buddhist temple higher up. And from these high vantage points he would gaze down the great sweep of the Yellow River valley while the dawn chorus began. Often he would remain up on the hill from before even the first hint of light appeared on the eastern horizon until long after the sun was up.

At these times when the whole world as far as the eye could see was filled with the sound of the birds’ grand salutation to the sun, he would so lose his sense of self that he felt as if he had dissolved into the great space of the morning. Some days he’d return to the same place to watch the sunset and then, for an hour or more, stare up at the stars.

Over time, these sessions became as important to him as prayer to a monk, so that he could hardly imagine living without them anymore.

He’d also made a new friend – an old scholar who lived a few miles away, up in the hills overlooking a village called Huayuankou, where, since time out of mind, there had been a ferry across the Yellow River.

Mr Gu was nearly a decade older than Shi-Rong. It was hard to be sure of his original height, since he was almost bent double now. His little face was wizened, but his eyes remained very bright, and he still kept up a busy correspondence with scholars all over the kingdom.

He lived in a modest farmhouse with a small garden, where he liked to tend the plants. Sometimes Shi-Rong worried because the house was in disrepair, and he’d offered to build a new house for the old scholar on his own property. ‘I shouldn’t bother you with visits,’ he assured him. ‘At least, no more than I do now.’

But Mr Gu shook his head. ‘These are the lands that the Zhou kings gave to my family,’ he reminded Shi-Rong. ‘That was over two thousand years ago. Where else should I live?’ His bright eyes twinkled with amusement.

‘Tell me if you change your mind,’ Shi-Rong replied. But it was obvious his friend had no intention of moving.

Shi-Rong would go over to Mr Gu’s house about twice a month, and they would discuss all manner of things. The old scholar would lend him books, and they would read together. It was like becoming a student again, Shi-Rong used to think – only without the exams.

These visits were never complete without their taking a walk to the river. It was over a mile down a long, steep path, but the old man was remarkably spry. ‘I can go up the hill easily by myself,’ he’d explain, ‘as long as I have a good stick to lean on. But getting down is harder. I need your arm for that.’ Shi-Rong was happy to oblige, though he’d warned Mr Gu that he might not be able to manage this himself for much longer.

But the thing he loved best of all in these visits was when they practised calligraphy.

Shi-Rong had always been rather proud of his writing. As a mandarin, he had been known for his elegant letters and memorials. Shi-Rong’s brushstrokes were always well balanced, firm and flowing. So the first time that the older man had suggested they might each take the same poem and write it out, he’d gladly complied. It was an ancient poem about a scholar in the mountains, and Shi-Rong’s version expertly reproduced the style of calligraphy from the period when the poem had been written. When he handed it, not without some pride, to the scholar, Mr Gu nodded thoughtfully.

‘This would impress the national examiners very much,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’

‘One can see at once that you are a bureaucrat.’

‘Ah.’ Shi-Rong frowned. Was that a compliment?

Without a word the older man passed across his own copy. It was not just different. It came from another world. Each character had a mysterious life of its own – merging with, commenting upon, sometimes opposing the next – until the last but one, which, having a long tail, seemed almost to dissolve into the mountain mist until the final character acted as a kind of seal to hold the whole together.

‘In calligraphy and painting, which are almost the same thing, both the yin and the yang must be present,’ said Mr Gu. ‘You know this. But you do not practise it. You think too much. You impose. This is the yang. You must let go, not try to form your thought. Forget yourself. Allow the negative, the yin, to enter. Contemplate in silence and then, with much practice, without your seeking any form at all, your hand will unconsciously become the thought.’

As the old man said, Shi-Rong knew all this in theory; but he was surprised, after so many years as an administrator, to find how hard it was to do it in practice.

Almost every day after that, he would spend an hour or two working on his calligraphy. Sometimes he would write only a single character and ponder its meaning. Quite often, he would copy a poem. Occasionally he would compose a short poem of his own and then try to write it, perhaps many times, closing his eyes as he wrote the characters so that he would not correct them at all. And sometimes, when he did this, the results had a beauty quite beyond what he would have thought of himself. And when he shared these efforts with the older man, Mr Gu would say: ‘Better. You have far to go, but you are on the path.’

One winter afternoon, after he’d been applying himself in this way for some three years, Shi-Rong made a confession to his mentor. ‘I have noticed something recently. But I am not sure what it means.’

‘Tell me.’

‘I hardly know how to describe it,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘A feeling of separation. Things that were always important to me – my rank, my family honour, even my ancestors – no longer seem to be so. It is a terrible thing, surely, not to care about one’s ancestors.’

‘As we grow older, we become more aware of the larger flow of life,’ said Mr Gu. ‘This is part of what the Taoists practise. Our individual lives become less large in our minds.’

‘Even the rules of Confucius, by which I have tried to live, no longer seem so important.’

‘In my opinion,’ said Mr Gu, ‘Confucius is important for the young. He gives them moral rules by which to live, without which society falls apart. Young people need to believe. If they don’t believe in Confucius, they’ll only believe in something worse.’

‘You don’t think the young should seek enlightenment?’

‘A little, but not too much,’ the scholar replied cheerfully. ‘If they become too enlightened, they won’t do any work.’ He smiled. ‘Enlightenment is for old men like us.’

In the months that followed, as Shi-Rong’s calligraphy continued to improve, his sense of detachment also seemed to grow, and generally this was accompanied by a sense of peace. But he still attended to the business of the estate. And the small things of life – a difficult tenant, a leaking roof – were just as irritating as they had been before.

During this last year, however, he had begun to notice a further change in himself. It was insidious, hardly noticeable from one day to another, but it was there. He was losing the desire to attend to things. He walked up the hill at dawn less often. His studies were becoming more desultory. He wished he could turn the estate over to his son.

Ru-Hai and the boy did not come that day, but they came the next, arriving at noon, Ru-Hai riding a strong horse and his son a sturdy pony, which the groom took care of. The little gaggle of servants had all known Ru-Hai since he was a boy, so there were many greetings before the three of them sat down to eat a meal together, and Shi-Rong had a chance to observe his grandson. He wanted to like the boy and to be liked by him.

It had to be said, his grandson was not quite what he had expected. Of course, he reminded himself, it had been some years since he’d seen Bao-Yu, and naturally the child had grown a lot. All the men of the mother’s family were large, so it really wasn’t surprising if, already, one could see young Bao-Yu was going to be a big, flat-faced sort of fellow when he grew up. But he was very polite and respectful. Shi-Rong was grateful his father had seen to that – even if the boy did wolf his food.

During the meal Shi-Rong asked Ru-Hai for news about his wife and two daughters, and received a promise that the entire family would come for Qingming the following spring. Then, so as not to leave him out of the conversation, Shi-Rong asked his grandson about his studies at school. How far had he progressed with Confucius?

‘He does all right,’ Ru-Hai answered for him, a little too quickly perhaps. ‘He has a good head for mathematics,’ he added.

‘Ah,’ said Shi-Rong a little absently. ‘I am glad to hear it.’ And he gave the boy an encouraging nod.

If Shi-Rong was slightly puzzled by his grandson so far, he was entirely disconcerted when, after the meal was over and they were about to walk up the hill to visit the ancestral tombs, Bao-Yu suddenly lay down on his back in the courtyard and invited his grandfather to stand on his stomach.

‘What does he want?’ Shi-Rong asked Ru-Hai.

‘He wants you to stand on his stomach,’ his son replied with a smile. ‘He’s always asking people to do that.’

‘He can jump on it if he wants,’ the boy cried proudly.

‘Certainly not. Tell him to get up at once,’ said Shi-Rong crossly.

‘It’s all right, Father,’ said Ru-Hai, ‘he just wants to impress you with how strong he is.’ It seemed to Shi-Rong that both Ru-Hai and his son had taken leave of their senses. Was this any way to show respect to a grandfather?

‘He can lie there all day,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got better things to do than jump up and down on him.’ And taking his son firmly by the arm, he started to leave the courtyard. If the boy was crestfallen, however, he didn’t show it. He just bounced up and trotted after them.

‘It’s all right, you know, Father,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘Remember what they say: strong in body, strong in mind.’

‘He needs exercise,’ Shi-Rong replied drily.

It was a fine afternoon. The view from the tombs across the huge valley was magnificent.

‘You have been here before,’ Shi-Rong said to the boy, who looked uncertain.

‘He doesn’t remember,’ said Ru-Hai.

Quietly Shi-Rong showed the boy the tombs. ‘This is my father, your great-grandfather. Here is his father and his …’ For several minutes he went reverently from tomb to tomb, saying a few words about each. Then he and Ru-Hai and the boy prayed for all their ancestors. Bao-Yu behaved very properly, and Shi-Rong told him: ‘You must remember this day for the rest of your life, when you and your father and your grandfather prayed together at the tombs of our ancestors. Will you promise me to do that?’

‘Yes, Grandfather,’ he said.

‘He will remember this time,’ said Ru-Hai.

‘Good. Let us look at the view. It will be fine today.’ Indeed, Shi-Rong could scarcely remember a day when it had been clearer. ‘You like the view?’ he asked Bao-Yu.

‘I do, Grandfather.’ The boy nodded vigorously.

‘Our family’s been looking at this view for hundreds of years,’ Shi-Rong said. ‘This river valley is where Chinese history began. We don’t even know when we first came here, it’s so long ago. And whatever we do in life, we always finally come home and look over the river. My father did. So will your father, I daresay.’ He glanced at Ru-Hai.

‘Of course,’ said Ru-Hai.

‘And me too?’ asked the boy.

‘I can’t see any point in moving, can you?’

‘Oh no,’ said his grandson, ‘I can’t.’

‘Well then, we agree,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘What else do you know about the river?’

‘It runs within its banks because of the irrigation works of Yu the Great.’

‘The civilisation of the Yellow River owes everything to him. When did he live?’

‘Legend says four thousand years ago.’

‘Good boy. And did he have illustrious ancestors?’

‘He was tenth generation in descent from the Yellow Emperor, who may have been a god.’

‘Well,’ Shi-Rong remarked to Ru-Hai, ‘my grandson knows the most important things.’ He gave the boy a smile of approval. ‘Perhaps I’ll jump on his stomach after all.’

‘It needs dredging again,’ said the boy unexpectedly.

‘Yes, it probably does,’ Shi-Rong agreed, but with some surprise.

‘He wants to dredge it,’ his father explained.

‘I want to be like Yu the Great,’ Bao-Yu declared.

‘He wants to be an emperor?’ Shi-Rong asked in astonishment.

‘No, Father.’ Ru-Hai laughed. ‘He wants to be an engineer.’

‘An engineer?’ Shi-Rong frowned. ‘That sounds rather mechanical. We don’t become engineers in this family,’ he told the boy, ‘though you can employ engineers, of course.’

‘You forget, Father,’ Ru-Hai interposed, ‘Yu the Great was not too proud to work with his hands alongside his labourers when they were building and dredging. So they say.’

‘That was a long time ago,’ his father muttered. He turned to the boy. ‘I’ll show you an even better view,’ he said, and led them up the path towards the little Buddhist temple.

There was nobody there. But the view of the valley was breathtaking.

‘It’s beautiful,’ said the boy. ‘Has the temple been here long?’

‘About three hundred years. We gave the money to build it, on our land.’

‘Where are the monks?’

‘They come from a big monastery about three miles away. Every few days one of them comes.’

‘Are they Zen monks?’

‘No.’

‘Father’s taking me to a big Zen monastery where they practise martial arts,’ said Bao-Yu. He punched his arms in the air. ‘Bam, bam … Hai … Za-bam.’

‘I know,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘It was my idea.’

‘Really?’ The boy looked at his grandfather in surprise. ‘That was a really good idea,’ he said artlessly.

After a while, they returned to the house, where Shi-Rong showed them around, talking about his scholarly father and his old aunt. ‘She could have been a scholar or a musician herself,’ he told them. ‘Here’ – he showed them – ‘are the I Ching sticks she used.’

His grandson listened attentively to everything, though whether he was really interested, Shi-Rong couldn’t tell. It was Ru-Hai who finally suggested that, as they were both tired from the journey, they might like to rest a little.

About an hour had passed before, sitting in the room he used as a library and office, Shi-Rong suddenly became aware of his grandson standing in the doorway. He looked a bit sleepy, uncertain whether to disturb his grandfather.

‘Come in,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘They just brought me some tea. Would you like some?’ The boy nodded, and Shi-Rong poured him a cup.

‘It’s nice and quiet here,’ the boy said.

‘Yes, isn’t it?’ I’ve lectured him enough for today, he thought. So he said nothing as the boy started to wander about the room, looking at things.

‘What are these?’ Bao-Yu asked, taking a bowl off a shelf. The bowl was full of little bones and broken shells.

‘My father bought them in an apothecary’s. A farmer had found them on his land, thought they might be magical, and wanted the apothecary to grind them up to make a magic potion.’

‘Oh.’ His grandson sat down with the bowl in his lap and started turning the bones over. Man,’ he said suddenly.

‘Man?’

‘The writing on the bones. Man. House.’ He turned a bone over, then inspected another. ‘Sun. River. Horse. It’s writing, isn’t it – on the bones?’

‘That’s what my father thought. Very old writing. Thousands of years. The characters aren’t like ours today. They look primitive, you might say.’ Shi-Rong paused. ‘Where did you find the character for horse?’

Bao-Yu showed him a splintered bone and pointed to a tiny scratching. ‘It looks sort of skinny and incomplete,’ he said, ‘but the idea’s the same.’

‘So it is,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘I never noticed that before.’

They ate early that evening. Bao-Yu was getting tired and Ru-Hai told him to go to his room and sleep. Only when the two men were alone did Ru-Hai turn to his father to address the issue that was really on his mind. ‘I came at once when I got your letter.’

‘You are a good son.’

‘Are you unwell, Father?’

‘I am getting old.’

‘Not so old. You do not look ill.’

‘Perhaps. But I believe the end is near. I feel a strange weakness. Other things also. Something similar happened to my father. I am certain this winter will be my last.’

‘I hope you may be wrong.’

‘I would not have sent for you otherwise,’ Shi-Rong went on calmly. He gave a wry smile. ‘I want my grandson to remember me as I am now.’

Shi-Rong gazed at him. They hadn’t seen much of each other over the last ten years. It was nobody’s fault. Ru-Hai had been busy in Beijing. On the one occasion since Ru-Hai’s marriage when Shi-Rong had gone to the capital, his son’s wife and little children had received him respectfully and kindly, exactly as they should treat an honoured grandfather. His daughter-in-law had several times said how much she wished they could spend more time at the family estate so that his grandchildren should know him better.

‘The house awaits. I’m keeping it warm until you come,’ he had told her with a smile.

Did his son respect him? He hoped so, but he wasn’t sure. That accusation, about the bribes he took, had been made a dozen years ago. But it still hung, silently between them, like a swinging pendulum in a clock.

He led the way into his small library, went to a cabinet, took out a big book of flat sheets bound together with silk and put it on the table.

‘You need not fear,’ he said, ‘if that is still in your mind, that there are boxes of illicit silver, bags of bribes. If there had been, I might be a rich man. But these are the estate accounts. Everything is recorded, as it should be. You should really thank your grandfather, though I have continued his work. Two generations of good management and frugality have brought this estate into an excellent condition. I told you this a dozen years ago. Follow through the accounts and you will see exactly how, since then, I have through wise and honest work increased the size and value of our holdings much further.’ He paused. ‘Here is a spare key to this cabinet. Please keep it and do not lose it.’

Was his little speech true? Judging by the accounts, it certainly was. Nor was there anything, anywhere, that would ever give the lie to what he said.

If there had been cash that could not be explained, it had been spent long ago in places that had absorbed it without trace: Bright Moon’s wedding, for instance; or the refurbishment of the little Buddhist temple on the hill. True, there were valuable objects in the house that he had bought. But he had documented every one of them as belonging to some ancestor or other, and nobody in the world could deny these attributions. The land purchases had been financed with debt that had been paid off swiftly with more of the bribes he’d taken. Some of these lands had then been sold at a handsome profit, and other lands had been purchased with the proceeds. By now it would be almost impossible to disentangle these transactions. The bribes had vanished.

‘You will also find a lot of family documents in this cabinet, going back centuries,’ Shi-Rong continued. ‘And others more recent, including calligraphy and poems of my own.’

He paused. Was Ru-Hai going to challenge him about the bribes again? It seemed not. His son only bowed his head.

‘That is enough for now,’ Shi-Rong continued. ‘You should get some sleep. Tomorrow we can spend some time in the village. But then we must have a further conversation, of great importance, about you yourself.’

When his son had retired, Shi-Rong continued to sit in the library. He didn’t feel sleepy. After a while, he took the big book of estate accounts and put it back in the cabinet. Reaching into one of the small drawers, he pulled out two little scrolls, read them over, checking that they were identical, grunted with satisfaction and returned them to the drawer.

So far, everything was going according to his plan.

But he still felt restless. He went into the courtyard. The stars were bright and a waning quarter-moon lit the sky. Letting himself out of the entrance gate, he crossed the level grassy area in front of it to the top of the slope where there was a fine view of the valley – not as good as the view from the tombs farther up the hill, but handsome enough. He could see the huge waters of the Yellow River gleaming in the partial moonlight for mile after mile downstream until they dissolved into a silvery vagueness. He turned to look upstream.

And then he saw it – far away in the west – a flicker and flash above the horizon. Flashes that must come from lightning.

It must be a big storm, he thought. Very big. But how far away? Too far for any sound of thunder to reach him, certainly.

A band of blackness stretched all the way along the western horizon, blotting out the stars. But he quickly realised that what he was seeing were not lightning bolts, but their reflections on the massive cloud columns that soared high above the storm, which itself was hidden out of sight, below the horizon. It must be far away then, perhaps a hundred miles upriver.

He was up at dawn the next morning. Grey clouds covered the whole sky now. But it wasn’t raining yet. The storm remained on the horizon, and the wind, so far as he could judge, was coming more from the south than the west.

They spent the morning pleasantly, touring the village and the estate, a chance for Ru-Hai to pick up old acquaintances again. As for young Bao-Yu, the villagers were curious about him. The boys of his age were told to show him around. They soon discovered he was strong and friendly, so that was satisfactory. Inevitably, before Bao-Yu returned to the house, they had taken turns standing on his stomach. So had some of the little girls. This was not quite what Shi-Rong would have wished, but it was clear they thought well of his grandson, and that was the main thing.

They were finishing their midday meal when they heard the patter of raindrops outside. ‘If the storm comes here, it’ll be almost impossible to get up to the Zen monastery,’ Shi-Rong remarked. ‘You’ll have to delay a few days.’

‘We can always give it a miss,’ said Ru-Hai. ‘We can go another time.’

‘No,’ said his father. He needed them to go up there. It was part of his plan. ‘The boy’s looking forward to it,’ he said.

As the rain drummed steadily on the roof that afternoon, he was glad Ru-Hai had suggested he play a game of Chinese chess with the boy. It took his attention off the rain and allowed him to probe his grandson’s mind gently, without seeming to interrogate the boy.

‘Some people,’ he remarked easily, ‘like the other kind of chess, the Persian one the barbarians play. But I prefer our own. It allows for more variation. Besides,’ he continued, smiling, ‘as a good Confucian, I can hardly wish to abandon a game my ancestors have been playing for four thousand years.’

‘I’m a Confucian, too,’ said Bao-Yu, making a move.

‘Watch your game, Father,’ said Ru-Hai.

‘Tell me about being a Confucian,’ said Shi-Rong to his grandson.

To his surprise and pleasure, Bao-Yu proceeded to give him an excellent account of the main precepts of the sage. Not only that, he had memorised a number of apt quotations and even a couple of anecdotes about the great master. Not bad for a boy of his age. Not bad at all. With this sort of foundation, Shi-Rong could see young Bao-Yu sailing through the first provincial examination when the time came.

‘If our conduct is not correct,’ he observed, ‘then sooner or later society will collapse into primitive chaos. This has happened many times, in the ages of chaos between the dynasties.’

‘It’s like engineering,’ the boy said. ‘If a building isn’t soundly constructed, it’ll fall down. The state has to have order to be strong.’

Shi-Rong frowned. ‘What you say is true, but not quite correct,’ he cautioned. ‘Correct conduct derives from good morals.’

‘Yes, Grandfather. I will remember.’

‘Tell me,’ Shi-Rong continued, ‘do you know the story of Wu the Censor?’

‘No, Grandfather.’

‘I’m not sure it’s a good idea to tell the boy this,’ Ru-Hai intervened.

But his father ignored him.

‘It happened just eight years ago,’ Shi-Rong told Bao-Yu, ‘not long after you were born. Do you know what a censor does?’

‘Not really, Grandfather.’

‘For many centuries there were certain men, carefully chosen for their scholarship and moral rectitude, who were given the post of censor. They were like guardians of the government. If they saw an official doing something that was against law, custom, or morals, they could impeach the official to the emperor. Even if the emperor himself acted improperly, they would tell him so to his face, and they could not be punished for doing it.’

‘That’s amazing,’ said the boy.

‘It is Confucian,’ his grandfather responded. ‘The true Confucian order rests not upon power but upon morals. During the last century or so, however’ – Shi-Rong saw Ru-Hai shaking his head, but went on regardless – ‘the role of censor has somewhat changed. Nowadays it is officials who are censured for misconduct. Emperors have become less tolerant of criticism.’

‘Would the emperor punish a censor?’ Bao-Yu asked.

‘He would hesitate. But he would be unlikely to ask that censor’s advice again. To all intents and purposes, the old function of the office has gone.’ He paused. ‘But that does not mean it is forgotten.’

‘Did Wu censor the emperor?’

‘The present emperor was chosen as a boy according to the wishes of the Dowager Empress Cixi. The way he was chosen was improper. Wu told the dowager empress that this was so. But Cixi brushed the objection aside. So what do you think Wu did? He committed suicide.’

‘What good would that do?’

‘It is called body-shaming. He shamed her by showing that he was prepared to take his life rather than agree to her improper action. He was a true Confucian, you see.’

‘Did she change her mind?’

‘No. But mandarins and scholars all over the empire knew what he had done and why. His name is spoken with reverence, as an example to us all.’

‘Do you think he was right, Grandfather?’

‘When I was a young man,’ Shi-Rong told him, ‘my father made me promise always to serve the emperor loyally. But in this case he would certainly have agreed that Wu was correct. Confucius himself always, as the expression is, spoke truth to power.’

‘He’s a little young to hear these things,’ Ru-Hai warned quietly.

‘He will learn it soon enough,’ his father replied. ‘There may come a time,’ he said to the boy, ‘when we need another Wu the Censor.’

‘I don’t want him to repeat this,’ Ru-Hai intervened again. ‘Not back in Beijing.’

‘You’re right.’ Shi-Rong turned to his grandson. ‘You are not to repeat what I have said to you. It will be a secret between you and me. Do you understand?’

‘Yes, Grandfather.’

‘You promise?’

‘Yes, Grandfather.’

‘Good. Let’s continue our game of chess.’

They did until, ten minutes later, Shi-Rong discovered that his grandson had beaten him.

The rain was ending. Bao-Yu asked if he could go outside, and they told him yes.

It was time for Shi-Rong to have that last, all-important conversation with his son. He proceeded carefully.

‘My dear son,’ he began, ‘I have told you that I believe this year will be my last. If I am right, then certain decisions will have to be taken, and I want to make them with you. For the big question is this: after the period of mourning, would you want to remain here permanently to run the estate, or would your career keep you in the capital – perhaps for many years? If the latter, then I need to take steps straightaway to appoint a steward and make local arrangements so that everything will go smoothly.’ He gave Ru-Hai a searching look. ‘Your career is of paramount importance. On no account give up any prospects for advancement; there’s no need for you to do so.’

Ru-Hai shook his head sadly. ‘I wish I could say my career was going anywhere, Father,’ he said. ‘It’s not just me, either. Do you remember those two young fellows who worked with me when you came to my office?’

‘Of course.’

‘They’ve both gone. So have four of the most senior officials. The Tsungli Yamen is just a shell these days. The colonial powers are all eating away at us.’

‘We held off Japan.’

‘For the moment, yes. But in the long term, Japan is a huge threat. And for the same reason I said a dozen years ago. Because she is modernising.’ He sighed. ‘It’s no good ordering Western ships, for instance, if none of our sailors are trained to operate them. Only one city in China is connected to Beijing by telegraph, and that’s Shanghai. And I know you don’t approve, but it’s absurd that we’ve almost no railway system. The old mandarins think the colonial powers would use the railway to oppress us.’ He shook his head. ‘They’re all afraid of change, including Cixi.’

‘Cixi knows only one thing,’ said his father, ‘which is how to survive.’

‘I daresay she’s lonely and afraid,’ Ru-Hai went on. ‘But the empire is drifting, and I don’t feel as if there’s anything to keep me at the ministry anymore.’

Shi-Rong nodded. He was sorry for Ru-Hai, of course. But this news at least made everything simpler. One other thought occurred to him. ‘Your boy, my grandson. He seems intelligent. What do you think he’ll do in life?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘He could do well at the exams.’

‘I agree. Did you hear that the exams are changing, by the way?’

‘Changing? How?’

‘They’re going to add a modern component. Commercial. More practical. I expect you’ll disapprove.’

‘No,’ Shi-Rong considered. ‘This may be a good idea. But the Confucian foundation must remain. Commercial knowledge, any knowledge, without a moral foundation is useless. Worse than useless. Dangerous. Even engineers need a philosophy.’

‘But an engineer may not need so much archaic Chinese.’

‘Classical studies are good for the brain.’ Shi-Rong paused. ‘I suppose he’ll serve the emperor in some way or other. He’ll have to if he wants to build bridges or canals or anything like that.’

‘If there is even an emperor to serve.’

‘People have been saying the Mandate of Heaven is being withdrawn all my life,’ his father remarked, ‘but despite the wretched conduct of the court, it hasn’t happened.’

‘And if the court has its way, nothing will ever happen,’ said his son. ‘But when things finally fall apart, some people think there’ll have to be a complete change of regime, though nobody seems to know what that would be.’

‘Well,’ his father said, ‘I’m glad I shan’t be there to see it.’

It was after the evening meal that they heard the thunder. Darkness had fallen some time before. The boy wanted to go outside to see, so he and Shi-Rong went into the courtyard. As they did so, they saw a flash of lightning in the west.

‘Look, Grandfather.’ Bao-Yu pointed up. ‘Stars.’

He was right. The thunderstorm was closer than the one before, but it hadn’t reached this part of the Yellow River valley yet. The sky above was clear and full of stars.

Shi-Rong went to the gate and stepped through it. From out there, looking across the valley, he could see the whole weather system.

It was a strange sight. A line of blackness stretched right across the sky from south to north like a great curtain. And from within it came great rumblings and flashes and roars. The storm was ten, maybe a dozen miles away, he thought.

‘Grandfather.’ Bao-Yu was at his side. ‘Can we go up the hill to watch?’

Shi-Rong looked down at him. ‘You think we should?’

‘Oh yes.’

‘What a good idea.’ He turned to Ru-Hai, who had appeared just behind him. ‘You and I can each take a lamp. Not that I need one, really, I know the path so well.’

‘What if the rain reaches us?’ Ru-Hai objected. ‘We’ll get soaked. And it’ll be slippery.’

Shi-Rong and his grandson looked at each other. ‘We don’t care,’ they said.

So they took lanterns and made their way through the village, whose occupants, thinking this must be a ritual of some kind, watched from their doorways with interest. And as they moved up the path, the only person who tripped was Ru-Hai, who wasn’t very pleased about it.

When they finally reached the ledge where the ancestral graves were, Shi-Rong put the lamps behind one of the graves, so that their light wouldn’t distract from the view, and for a quarter of an hour they gazed out at the huge storm as it advanced towards them. Now and then came a huge flash, a bang, and a roar that seemed as if it meant to rip the firmament apart.

Then Ru-Hai looked up at the sky and noticed that there were not so many stars to be seen. He said they’d better go back. But Shi-Rong caught a glimpse of his grandson’s face in a big lightning flash and said: ‘We could have a last look from up at the temple if we’re quick.’ And before anyone could say anything, the boy was running to retrieve the lamps. Shi-Rong turned to Ru-Hai. ‘Only for a minute or two,’ he promised.

And indeed, they had been up by the temple only a few moments when their view was obscured by a film of rain not far away, and they felt the damp breeze on their faces.

‘Time to go down,’ said Shi-Rong to his grandson. ‘Did you enjoy it?’

‘Oh yes, Grandfather.’

‘It was quite a sight,’ said Ru-Hai, with slightly less enthusiasm.

So they went down, and the rain did not start to fall until they had reached the village street. The rain was quite light as it pattered on the path and splashed the tops of the lamps, so they were only a little wet when they got home.

Then they all retired, to sleep until the morning.

The storm was kind to them that night, veering northwards so that only its outskirts passed over the village in a series of light rains and showers, dying to nothing before the dawn.

By the time they had breakfasted and the horse and pony had been brought to the gate, the sky was a clear pale blue.

‘There’s no need to take the valley road into the town and then go all the way back up again into the hills,’ Shi-Rong pointed out to his son. ‘Just go through the village here and take the path across the high ground. You know the way. You’ll be at the Shaolin Monastery by late afternoon.’

Ru-Hai agreed and bade his father farewell. ‘We shall all meet for Qingming in the spring,’ he told his father firmly.

Shi-Rong nodded without replying. Then he turned to the boy. ‘I have something for you,’ he said, and gave Bao-Yu a tiny box. ‘Do you remember the little bone where you spotted the character for horse was scratched?’

‘I do, Grandfather.’

‘Well, that’s what’s in there. I want you to keep it as a present from me in memory of this visit.’

‘Thank you, Grandfather.’ The boy looked overjoyed.

‘You must keep that always,’ said his father.

‘I will,’ Bao-Yu promised.

‘Goodbye then,’ said Shi-Rong. And he stayed by the gate and watched them go up the lane until they were out of sight.

An hour later, he sat at the table in his small library. The two scrolls he had prepared were in front of him. No need to change them. Everything had worked out exactly as he’d hoped. He was almost ready to walk over to Mr Gu’s house.

But there was one small duty that perhaps he should perform. He’d been thinking about it for some time.

Mei-Ling. That money she’d asked him for at Bright Moon’s wedding.

He’d been so shocked by the turn of events just then, so shaken by the loss of all that money he’d expected to make, that having spent enough already on the wedding, he’d told himself he couldn’t part with anything more. Looking back now, he realised that it would have made no difference to him at all.

He could so easily have rectified the business. But having refused at the time, he had thought for no good reason that it would make him look weak if he relented. So he’d done nothing. Almost forgotten it. And he realised to his shame that he didn’t even know for certain whether Mei-Ling was still alive. He imagined she probably was.

Those about to die, he thought, should keep good accounts.

He went to the cabinet and took out a small square box, tightly packed with silver. It was more than Mei-Ling had asked for. Closing the box and sealing it, he wrapped it carefully in a piece of silk brocade, tied it and sealed the knot. Then he placed it in a leather bag.

After this he sat down at his desk again and wrote a letter to Bright Moon, letting her know that, if her mother was still alive, she should apply to Mr Gu, who was holding a package for her. Then he gave orders for the groom to attend on him directly.

The sun was already high in the clear blue sky as they walked to Mr Gu’s house. Shi-Rong carried the two scrolls and the letter in a satchel; the groom had the leather bag slung over his shoulder. When they reached the scholar’s little hill farm, Shi-Rong took the leather bag and told the groom he could return home.

Old Mr Gu was delighted to see him. He was in a cheerful mood. ‘Look at this perfect autumn day. Did you see the big storms they had upriver? And we got nothing but a shower or two. I was composing a poem just before you arrived. Would you like to help me? Shall we do it together?’

‘I really want to talk to you,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘I have a favour to ask.’

‘Of course. Of course. Let’s sit down then and you can tell me all about it.’

‘The fact is,’ said Shi-Rong, ‘that I’m going to kill myself today.’

‘Really? That is a surprise. Are you sure? Why do you want to do that? It’s not at all a Confucian thing to do, you know. It’s really allowed only in special circumstances.’

‘I know. I want you to read this.’ And Shi-Rong gave him one of the two scrolls.

Mr Gu read in silence for a minute or two.

‘Your criticism of the goings-on at court is exactly right, I must say. Whether the country can be saved by the emperor taking charge, I’m not so sure. But I’m sure Confucius would endorse your message entirely. So are you trying to be another Wu the Censor? Do you want to body-shame Cixi? Wu actually wrote his protest in a poem, as you know.’

‘Not exactly. That’s where you come in. Firstly, Wu the Censor’s magnificent effort should not be copied. It stands alone. I’m not worthy to imitate him. Secondly, I am not addressing this to the court. It’s addressed to the community of scholars. I’m blaming them for not uniting to advise the court.’

‘You don’t want to attack Cixi directly.’

‘Exactly. Partly because I don’t want to bring down her wrath upon my son. In fact, I was ready to delay the whole thing if it would damage his career. But he says he has no chance of getting anywhere, and he wants to retire.’

‘That is understandable.’

‘And also because I think that, in the long run, agitating the scholars will be far more effective.’

‘And you take your life to show them your commitment.’

‘Exactly. I want you to wait until my son – who knows nothing of this, of course – is safely retired on the estate, and then circulate my protest to a small group of scholars. Not too widely. Just let it seep out.’

‘That’s clever. Your name will live on. You’ll be honoured.’

‘In a small way. Quietly. That’s all I want.’

‘You made two copies.’

‘Yes. I’d like you to give one to my son. But not yet. In a year or two, perhaps.’

‘You’ve thought it all out. What’s in the leather bag?’

‘Ah. A second and unrelated favour. Would you send this letter to my adopted daughter and hold the box in the leather bag until she or her mother makes arrangements to collect it?’

‘I don’t see why not. How will you kill yourself?’

‘Hanging is the normally approved method in these circumstances. It does less violence to the body than other methods.’

‘That’s true. You should probably hang yourself. Shall we go down and have a look at the river? Then we can have tea, and you can help me with my poem before you go.’

They stood on the towpath just above the water, gazing at the huge yellow-brown expanse before them. The rains had certainly swollen the river. Instead of its usual placid flow, the vast stream had become a torrent, or rather, a moving sea with roiling waves.

‘Look at that!’ cried the old man. ‘The mighty Yellow River in all its majesty and power. The soul of our ancient land. How lucky we are to live here.’

‘We certainly are,’ Shi-Rong agreed.

They watched it in silence for a minute or two, then turned to go back.

‘I’m not sure that it’s really necessary for you to kill yourself,’ Mr Gu remarked. ‘Why not delay a bit? I could still send out the letter, you know.’

‘It’s better this way,’ said Shi-Rong. ‘It completes everything.’

‘You could work on your calligraphy.’

‘I know. By the way, could you send someone up to the Shaolin Monastery tomorrow? Ask the abbot to give my son a message that his father died. He and my grandson are visiting there.’

‘As you wish. You’re going to do it tonight?’

‘Yes.’

‘I shall miss you. Perhaps you’ll change your mind later today. Come and see me in the morning if you do.’

‘I will. If I do.’

They descended from the towpath together. Shi-Rong offered to accompany the old man home, but Mr Gu said there was no need and set off with his stick along the path that led across the big expanse of open ground before it began its steep ascent up the hill towards his home.

Shi-Rong didn’t want to go home yet himself. It was quite exciting to watch the huge waters of the Yellow River in full spate, and he wouldn’t be seeing them again. So he went back onto the towpath. Several times he turned to watch Mr Gu’s progress. From the high bank he could see him quite well. After a time the old man was just a little dot in the distance, but he could make out his tiny form slowly mounting the track that rose from the valley floor. He caught his last glimpse of him just as he neared his little farm, tucked into the trees some three hundred feet above the valley.

For another half hour he watched the big river, which was carrying away all kinds of branches and other detritus that had fallen into its churning waves.

Everything in nature was flux, he thought. And if the Yellow River was anything to go by, the great flux had no end.

At last, it seemed to him, it was time to go. He’d seen all he needed. Descending from the towpath, he took the track that would take him in a more westerly direction, towards his own home.

He walked slowly. There was no hurry. The plan was complete. Perfect.

And he had gone a quarter of a mile across the valley floor when, behind him, he heard the strangest roar.

Then Jiang Shi-Rong turned, looked back in terror, and began to run.

But the waters of the Yellow River were swifter and infinitely greater than he as they swept all before them.

The great flood of the Yellow River, when it broke its banks at Huayuankou and rushed across the broad valley, sweeping farms, villages, and towns before it, was worse than any tsunami from the sea because, being one of the greatest rivers on the earth, and flowing as it did above the surrounding land, it kept coming on. And on. And continued without ceasing.

It is estimated that nine hundred thousand people lost their lives.

The ancestral home of Shi-Rong’s family, being well above the valley, was not touched. Neither of course was the Shaolin Monastery high in the mountains. Nor Mr Gu’s little hill farm.

But of Mr Gu’s neighbour and pupil Shi-Rong, there was no sign at all.
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February 1900

Dr Cunningham looked at old Trader. He had two lady patients in their nineties; after them came John Trader of Drumlomond. He was the type, of course. Tall, athletic, no fat on him. They were the men who lasted longest, in his experience.

‘I cannot answer for you if you undertake this journey,’ he declared.

‘You can’t answer for me if I don’t,’ Trader replied cheerfully. ‘I’m nearly ninety.’

‘Take your medicine and avoid stress. Can you do that?’

‘I should think so. A long voyage. Good ship. I may get bored, but not stressed, I imagine. All I have to do then is take the train up to Peking. I’ll be staying with my daughter in the mission, which is safely inside the Inner City. Can’t see much stress there.’

‘You’re determined to go?’

‘I’d like to see Emily again before it’s too late. I haven’t met her youngest boy yet, either. It’s about ten years since she and her husband last came back.’ He smiled. ‘Not sure I can wait much longer.’

‘Well then, I suppose you’d better go.’ Dr Cunningham put away his stethoscope. ‘What’s going on in China, anyway? I read the papers, but I can’t make head nor tail of the place. Do you understand it?’

‘I think so. They tried to modernise, but never got very far with it. So everybody’s been taking advantage – especially the Japanese. You know the Japanese smashed the Chinese navy, just five years ago. Now they’ve got control of the Korean peninsula as well. To add insult to injury, they also grabbed the island of Taiwan.’

‘That’s Formosa, isn’t it?’

‘Different name, same place. Right off the Chinese coast, between Shanghai and Hong Kong. Absolutely humiliating.’

‘I can never make out if China’s a rich or a poor country.’

‘Both, really. Agricultural of course. Not much industry yet. But wealth underground. I’ve heard there’s a young American prospector called Herbert Hoover who’s looking for anthracite in north China. Gold as well, I believe. So all kinds of possibilities in the future, you might say – when they wake up.’

‘What about the palace coup I read about?’

‘Part and parcel of this business – whether to modernise or not. After the Japanese humiliation, the young Chinese emperor, who’d finally got the old dowager Cixi to retire, announced a sweeping set of reforms. Tried to modernise his empire overnight. Bit naive, I’m afraid. The conservative establishment wasn’t having it. Next thing you know, Cixi’s back in control and the young emperor’s a prisoner in his own palace. Still is, I believe.’ He paused. ‘Not that you ever really know what’s going on in the Forbidden City. It’s the most secretive place on earth.’

‘The old woman’s been ruling through emperors who are boys or weak young men for about forty years, hasn’t she?’

‘Pretty much.’

‘One last question: Who are these people wearing red sashes and turbans who’ve started stirring up trouble? Boxers, they call them. Is it a secret society? Are they like the Taiping?’

‘A sort of nationalist sect. Not the first. You know, get the foreigners and their religion out of China. That sort of thing. And they practise some kind of magical martial arts – that’s why our people call them Boxers. Makes them immune even to bullets, they claim.’

‘Good luck with that,’ said the doctor.

‘Popular with the peasants, but only in a few northern provinces. They wear red shirts and turbans. That’s all I know.’

‘Are you worried about your daughter?’

‘I did go to the Foreign Office and have a talk with them. Our man in Peking – minister, as we call him – reports that everything’s quiet enough.’

‘Do you believe it?’

‘Have to see when I get there.’

Dr Cunningham looked at his patient quizzically. ‘I have a feeling this may not be such a quiet holiday as you’re telling me.’

‘Nonsense.’

‘You want to persuade them to come back, don’t you? That’s what you’re really up to.’

‘Not at all,’ said Trader. ‘Just a little holiday in the sun.’
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It was a May morning in Beijing. Yesterday a wind from the Gobi Desert had swept in like a tsunami, carrying black dust this time, and Emily couldn’t get it out of her hair, which only added to her feeling of discomfort and unease.

Her father was coming. He might arrive any day. She would have stopped him – except that by the time she got his letter, he was already on his way. She longed to see him, of course; but how was she to look after an old man of nearly ninety, with everything else that was going on?

The spacious yard of the Anglican mission was dusty. The mission building ran along one side; there were dormitories on two of the other sides. The fourth side was a high wall with a gateway onto the street.

There were usually a few Chinese converts – men, women, children – squatting or walking about in the yard. But during the last three days there had been a constant trickle of families coming to find shelter there. Before long, the dormitories would be full. What had they seen to frighten them?

She knew of one thing, of course: the red balloons.

They’d appeared about ten days ago: first clusters, then great clouds of them, floating up into the sky over Peking. They were a signal from the Boxers, to let the people of the capital know that they’d arrived there. The balloons were an invitation to all good Chinese to join the Boxers; perhaps a warning of trouble if you didn’t. But to the foreigners and those Chinese foolish and disloyal enough to have converted to the barbarians’ religion, the balloons were clearly a threat.

To be taken seriously? All that most of the converts arriving at the mission would say was: ‘Better here.’

The Anglican mission was safely tucked in behind the huge walls of the protected Inner City – the Tartar City, as the foreigners called it – and only a five-minute walk from the Tiananmen Gate.

Emily saw some new arrivals, a young family who’d turned up with a little handcart piled with their few possessions. But they hadn’t come from the outer Chinese city. She knew they lodged only half a mile away, inside the Tartar quarter. Why were they coming here for sanctuary?

Then she noticed they were looking towards the gateway of the mission. She followed their gaze and saw a young woman – hardly more than a girl, really – in the street outside. She was wearing a red sash, with a red scarf tied around her head, and she was attaching a poster to the open gate.

Emily hastened towards the girl in red. ‘What do you want?’ she cried. But the girl took no notice of her at all. Emily reached her and stared at the poster. The message, scrawled in big Chinese characters, was easy enough to understand.

BARBARIANS OUT. TRAITORS DIE.

Traitors. That meant the converts. The girl must be a member of one of the brigades of women the Boxers were using now. The Red Lanterns, they were called. She’d heard of them, but this was the first time she’d seen one.

‘Go away!’ Emily cried. But the girl in red just stared at her with contempt. Then, taking her time, she walked to the end of the mission wall and calmly pasted another, identical poster there before turning the corner and walking away. Furiously, Emily tore the poster off the gate. The one at the corner proved harder to remove, but she managed to shred it using her fingernails. The Red Lantern girl had vanished – for the time being, at least.

Having returned to the yard and said a few words to the newly arrived family, Emily went back indoors.

The night before, Henry had told her there was a rumour that the Boxers had attacked a mission out in the back country and killed all the Chinese converts. Was it true? Were the Boxers planning to do the same thing even here, in the middle of the capital? Surely it couldn’t come to that.

She thought of her son Tom. Most families like theirs sent their boys back to England to boarding school by the age of seven or eight. But Tom was their last. They’d kept him with them as long as they felt they could. He was nearly eleven now, and they’d been preparing to part with him at the end of the year. Should Tom go straightaway? Was it right to keep him here if there was so much danger?

She’d been turning the problem over in her mind for a quarter of an hour when she heard a sound at the front door. ‘Tom?’ she called out. ‘Henry?’

She got up and went into the hall, to find the tall, only slightly bent figure of her father, smiling down at her.

Trader was in rather a good mood. He stooped to kiss her. ‘I stopped at the British legation to get directions,’ he said. ‘You’re not far away.’

‘Quite near,’ said Emily. ‘You look very well, Papa.’

‘They told me there’s a party this evening. Queen’s birthday. Hope we’re going.’

‘If you’re not feeling too tired.’

‘Why should I be tired? I’ve only been sitting on a ship for the last three months. Wouldn’t miss the party for worlds. Catch up on news, and so forth.’

‘Talking of news,’ said Emily, ‘did you see any signs of trouble on your way up from the coast?’

‘I suppose you mean these Boxer fellows. Didn’t see any of them. We saw a lot of troops as we got near Peking, but I was told they were Kansu.’

‘Really?’ Emily smiled. ‘That’s good news. Those troops are part of the regular imperial army. They don’t like the Boxers much.’

And Trader might have questioned her about the Boxers more if a slim, handsome boy with dark, tousled hair hadn’t suddenly appeared.

‘Here’s Tom,’ said Emily. ‘Your grandson.’ And she smiled as her father stared in surprise. ‘He looks exactly like you.’

‘So he does,’ said Trader. ‘Is he moody?’

‘Not at all.’

‘I don’t seem to have passed that on to anyone, then.’ Trader smiled and shook the boy’s hand. ‘Glad to have met you at last.’

Young Tom looked at him appraisingly. ‘Grandfather?’ he asked hopefully. ‘Do you play cricket?’

The British legation party obeyed the traditional protocol: a formal dinner for the great and good, followed by a reception with dancing for a larger company.

‘I’m afraid Henry and I don’t quite make the cut for the dinner,’ Emily explained to her father, ‘but we go along afterwards.’

Her father had come well prepared. No gentleman of the Victorian age travelled without a good supply of formal evening clothes, and Trader’s were pressed tight in the great-ribbed trunk that two servants had staggered to bring into the mission. With his tall frame, black eye patch, perfectly cut evening dress, and courtly manners, he made a distinguished figure. Indeed, he might have been taken for a former ambassador himself. So Emily felt rather proud to introduce him to Sir Claude and Lady MacDonald as they received their later guests.

‘You are Emily’s father?’ Lady MacDonald couldn’t quite conceal her surprise. ‘I heard you’d arrived today.’

‘I did,’ Trader said, with a slight bow and a charming smile.

‘Did you come from far?’ Sir Claude wanted to know.

‘Galloway. Quite a way south of MacDonald country, of course,’ Trader added pleasantly. For the lands of that great clan lay in the Highlands and on the Isle of Skye.

‘I wonder if you know some people called Lomond down there,’ Sir Claude ventured, seeing if he could gauge Trader’s position in the scheme of things.

‘My wife’s family,’ Trader replied easily. ‘Our place is called Drumlomond.’

‘Pity you didn’t get here earlier in the month,’ said MacDonald in the most friendly way. ‘We set up a little racecourse just outside the city. It all went like clockwork, but the season ended three weeks ago.’

‘I thought I noticed some good-looking ponies on my way into the legation,’ Trader remarked.

‘Well, we’re so delighted you’ve come,’ said Lady MacDonald warmly. ‘I do hope we shall be seeing more of you.’ And it was hardly five minutes before she was at Emily’s side. ‘We didn’t know your mother was a Lomond. I suppose we just associated you with the Anglican mission.’

‘Well, I am part of the mission,’ said Emily. ‘Henry’s a cousin of ours, you know.’

‘Oh. And does your family farm the land at Drumlomond …?’

‘We keep some in hand. But most of the farms are tenanted. It’s not huge. A few thousand acres.’

‘Ah,’ said Lady MacDonald. ‘My husband and I were wondering if your father would let us give a dinner party in his honour while he’s here. Do you think he’d like it, and would you and your husband bring him?’

‘How very kind of you, Lady MacDonald,’ said Emily. ‘I’m sure he would.’

‘I’m so glad,’ said her hostess, and touched Emily’s arm before she swept away.

The Legation Quarter lay just inside the Imperial City walls, a little to the east of the central Tiananmen Gate. The British compound was the largest. There was a handsome residence with stables and numerous other buildings, including a theatre, which was being used for the dinner that night, spacious lawns, tall trees to provide graceful shade, and even a tennis court.

While Emily had her encounter with their hostess, Trader and Henry stood under a tree and surveyed the scene.

‘Those are mostly diplomats from the other colonial powers,’ Henry observed, indicating a group of gentlemen chatting amongst themselves. ‘French, Germans, Austrians, Russians, Japanese.’ He nodded. ‘You might think they were here to learn everything they can about China. But in fact they spend their entire time watching one another, making sure no one’s getting more out of China than they are. Same story in Africa, of course. Every European nation trying to grab as much as they can.’

‘You left out the Americans.’

‘They’re a bit different. See the young man with a face like a Roman general over there? That’s Herbert Hoover. American. Just married a nice girl, by the way. She’s called Lou.’

‘I hear he’s prospecting for minerals.’

‘He’s found anthracite. Hoover will do a deal with the Chinese. But that’s all. Strictly business. He’s not a colonist – though the Americans do have missionaries.’

‘Who are the best people to talk to, if one wants to find out what’s really going on in China?’ Trader asked him.

‘The missionaries, generally, because we spend our lives with the ordinary people. You have to know someone pretty well to convert them.’ Henry looked around, then smiled to himself. ‘I see a couple of fellows over there who might interest you: Morrison of the London Times and a man called Backhouse, who speaks Chinese. I’d better warn you that Backhouse is a bit of an odd fish. Full of gossip. Would you like to meet them?’

‘Absolutely.’

Morrison looked exactly what he was: an intelligent, widely travelled Australian Scot, nearing forty, a professional observer who meant business. Backhouse, still in his late twenties, looked eccentric. Might he be a little mad?

‘Unusual name,’ Trader remarked. ‘I believe you pronounce it Bacchus. Isn’t there a Backhouse baronetcy?’

‘My father, sir.’

That made sense, Trader thought. Young Backhouse might not be a mad baronet yet; but no doubt he would be, given time.

Having had his own conversation interrupted, to talk to an ancient visitor he’d never heard of, the Times man couldn’t have been overjoyed. But he greeted Trader politely. ‘Your first time in China, sir?’ he enquired.

 ‘Not exactly.’ Trader smiled amiably. ‘I was in Canton during the first Opium War – caught in the siege, as a matter of fact.’

‘Really?’ Morrison’s face completely changed. ‘Are you staying here awhile? May I come and talk to you? I’d love to hear your story.’

‘Whenever you like.’

‘Sir Claude’s going to speak,’ Henry broke in. Sir Claude MacDonald’s tall figure was moving towards a low grassy bank on one side of the lawn.

‘Do you know how MacDonald got his appointment here?’ Backhouse whispered to Trader. ‘It is said that he had unimpeachable evidence that Lord Salisbury – in his private life, as we might say – was none other than Jack the Ripper. Confronted the great man and told him the price of his silence was to be made minister to Peking.’

The idea of Britain’s massively respectable prime minister as the infamous serial killer was certainly preposterous. ‘Are your stories always so improbable?’ Trader enquired.

A glass was loudly tapped. Britain’s envoy began to speak. ‘Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, we are delighted to welcome you on this happy occasion. But before I propose the loyal toast, I would like to say a word about the situation here in Peking.

‘We have all learned with deep shock of the recent atrocities committed against missions and their Chinese converts. Our thoughts go out to all those who have suffered.

‘I must stress, however, that there is no indication that these Boxer outrages have spread beyond a few northern provinces. In South China, the Boxers are unknown. The Chinese government, through the Tsungli Yamen, has given us assurances that an edict is being issued for the total suppression of the Boxers. The leaders of all the legations have met, and we have told the Chinese that if they do not at once make good on their promise, we shall summon our troops from the coast, where we already have warships in place. I have every reason to believe, therefore, that this regrettable business will soon be put behind us.’

There was applause. And then came the loyal toast to Victoria, Britain’s queen and India’s empress, on the joyous occasion of her eighty-first birthday, sixty-three years on the throne with, God willing, many more to come. Long may she reign. And the British all cheered, and everyone clapped, on the legation’s broad and sunlit lawn.

‘So what do you really think?’ said John Trader to Morrison.

‘The Boxers may not be so easy to stop. It’s not really surprising if nationalist groups resent the foreigners who keep humiliating them. And I’m afraid’ – Morrison glanced at Henry – ‘our missionaries, though they mean for the best, may not have helped.’

‘For example?’ Trader asked

‘Telling the Chinese they shouldn’t worship their ancestors. Theologically correct, but perhaps not wise. Venerating the dead is central to the Confucian idea of moral family life.’

Trader nodded. ‘On Scottish hills,’ he remarked, ‘they still build cairns of stones for the dead. Pagan practice, old as time. But nobody thinks there’s any harm in it.’ He gave Henry a mischievous look. ‘Perhaps my children will do it for me.’

‘I’ll add a stone to your cairn,’ Henry replied cheerfully. ‘And Christians tend family graves in every churchyard. Just don’t ask me to worship you or think you can send me help from the afterlife.’ He turned to Morrison. ‘I don’t make an issue of all this myself. If I can bring my converts the spiritual benefit of Christianity, they’ll gradually understand that everything comes from God and pray to Him for the souls of their ancestors. But it’s true that some Chinese claim we’re attacking their traditions.’

Emily returned, bringing the two Hoovers with her, and introduced them to her father.

‘Morrison was just telling us what we missionaries have done to offend the Chinese,’ Henry explained. ‘Go on, Morrison. What else?’

‘In recent years, our attempts to discourage foot-binding.’

‘But it’s such a terrible custom,’ cried Lou Hoover.

‘And very painful,’ said Emily. ‘All the women tell me that.’

‘I can never see,’ said Lou Hoover, ‘why people would do such a thing.’ She turned. ‘What do you think, Mr Trader?’

‘Strange, isn’t it,’ he replied, ‘how all over the world, people want to distort the bodies God gave them. In some parts of Africa, I’ve been told, the women stretch their necks with metal rings so that if you took the rings away, their necks could no longer support their heads. The ancient Maya in Central America used to lengthen babies’ skulls by squeezing them between two boards. But you could argue that the worst custom of all is our very own – on both sides of the Atlantic, I may say.’

‘What’s that?’ asked Hoover.

‘To lace our women into whalebone corsets so tight that, doctors assure us, it damages their health far more than if we bound their feet like the Chinese.’ He shook his head. ‘As for why human beings do these things, I have no idea.’

‘What does the Chinese government say about foot-binding?’ Hoover asked.

‘The ruling Manchu don’t bind their women’s feet,’ Morrison answered. ‘So I don’t think they care much one way or the other. It’s a Han Chinese custom. There’s social prestige involved, and naturally, they don’t like it when outsiders tell them how to live.’

‘You’ve left one thing out,’ Backhouse butted in. ‘It’s a fetish. The men get excited by the tiny feet, like little hooves, in silk and satin slippers.’

There was an awkward silence.

‘I’m afraid it’s true,’ said Emily.

‘No need to say it,’ growled her father.

‘None at all,’ said Mr Hoover very firmly, giving Backhouse a furious look.

‘The other thing the Boxers have going for them,’ Morrison went on, ‘is their mystique. They’ve persuaded themselves and many of the people that they have magical powers. You know how superstitious the Chinese can be. I mean, we’ve had telegraph wires here for some years now, but many Chinese still think it’s some kind of black magic.’

‘Henry’s got a telescope at the mission,’ said Emily with a smile. ‘You know, on a tripod. Most of the converts won’t go near it because they think it’s a magical weapon of some kind.’

‘You’ll find almost as much superstition in Gaelic Scotland, actually,’ Trader reminded them. ‘And when you consider all the horrors we’ve brought here – like the iron gun ship in the Opium War, which they’d never seen before – if I were Chinese and I saw a barbarian with a strange tube on a tripod, I daresay I’d be pretty leery of it.’

‘Chinese superstition may help us, strangely enough,’ Morrison continued. ‘I was talking to Sir Robert Hart – who’s run the Chinese customs for forty years and knows more than anyone – and he told me that according to Chinese folklore, there’s a day coming up this September when cataclysms are supposed to occur. If the Boxers are going to stage something big, he says, that’s the day they’ll choose – which gives us nearly four months to prepare.’

‘So, sir, are you reassured?’ Trader asked Hoover.

‘Not really. I’ve pulled my fellows out. Can’t risk their lives. The anthracite will have to wait. Lou and I leave for the coast tomorrow.’

‘MacDonald says he’s had assurances from the Tsungli Yamen,’ Trader said. ‘But here’s my question. Who makes the final decisions in China now?’

‘The old lady. The dowager empress,’ Morrison replied.

‘Cixi,’ Backhouse echoed. ‘The Old Buddha.’

‘And where does she stand on the Boxers?’

‘She may love them. She may fear them. Hard to know,’ said Morrison.

‘Oh no, it isn’t,’ Backhouse cried. ‘Cixi has hated the West ever since the Opium Wars. She’s always wanted to kick us out, but she’s never been able to do it, for fear of the West’s reprisals. But if the Boxers rise and do her dirty work for her, she’d be delighted.’

‘How do you know?’ Hoover demanded.

‘Because she told me so,’ said Backhouse with a little smile of triumph. ‘I happen to be a friend of hers.’

‘I don’t believe a word of this,’ said the American.

‘You are quite wrong, sir. First, I speak Chinese. Second, I made the acquaintance of Lacquer Nail, one of the palace eunuchs who is close to her. Third, I am neither a missionary nor an employee of the British government. Fourth, my eunuch friend knows the empress is curious about foreigners and thought I might amuse her. As a result, I have already spoken with her on numerous occasions.’

‘I always heard only eunuchs could get into the palace,’ said Trader.

‘Generally you are correct, though foreigners, princes and ministers have always been received there for audiences. But for years now, Cixi has pretty much done what she wants. Especially out at the Summer Palace, where she likes to reside.’

‘But we destroyed the Summer Palace,’ said Trader.

‘Cixi always wanted to restore it, but there were never the funds. Finally they rebuilt one of the smaller parks, and they constructed a huge pleasure boat in the lake. At least it looks like a boat, though it’s actually made of stone. Cixi loves to have festive parties on that stone boat – very festive.’

‘I imagined the Dragon Empress was rather severe,’ Trader remarked. ‘Not in private. In fact, her most trusted eunuchs are allowed to take intimate liberties that might astonish you. And so am I.’

‘You are preposterous,’ said Hoover in disgust. ‘Let’s go, Lou.’ And they left. Mercifully, a moment later, Lady MacDonald appeared.

‘The dancing is beginning. I just suggested to Sir Robert Hart that he should claim the first dance, and he says he’s too old. So I have come to you, Mr Trader.’

‘But, Lady MacDonald, I’m much older than he is,’ Trader pointed out.

‘Don’t you think we should show him up?’ she rejoined.

Trader grinned. ‘Absolutely,’ he said.

So to the general pleasure, the oldest man present led his hostess onto the dance floor, namely the tennis court, where they gave a very good account of themselves, and everybody clapped. They even took a second turn. Emily felt so proud. And though Henry invited her to dance, she asked him to wait until the next, so that she could watch them because, as she said to Henry, she’d like to remember her father this way.

Meanwhile, Trader and his partner were chatting pleasantly.

‘You really should stay with your daughter for as long as you can,’ Lady MacDonald said. ‘We’re so fond of her. We like to have a tennis tournament here for the people who are still in Peking during the summer,’ she went on blithely.

‘I hope you’re not expecting me to play.’

‘You can give out the prizes.’

‘You’ll need to roll the courts a bit after this dancing,’ he remarked. ‘Of course. Though given our standard of tennis, it may not really matter.’

‘When I was in India,’ he said, ‘we went up to the hill stations in the hot season.’

‘It’s the same here. People go into the mountains. Not as nice as the Indian hill stations, but quite picturesque. Some of the mountain houses used to be temples. Those are very quaint. If you stay, I promise you shall visit some.’

‘You think it’ll be all right, with the Boxers and all that?’

‘The French minister has just told me that we’re all going to be massacred,’ she said easily. ‘But we can’t have the French knowing better than we do, can we?’

The next morning Emily counted another thirty converts seeking refuge in the mission. All the beds in the dormitories were now taken. She started piling up blankets that could be laid on the floor. At noon Mrs Reid, the wife of one of the British doctors, arrived and told her that several British families had found their servants gone. Warned off. Then Henry went over to the legation and returned with confusing news.

‘There’s been a skirmish between a party of Boxers and some imperial troops. The Boxers won. It doesn’t look as if Cixi’s in control of the Boxers.’

Henry didn’t say anything more just then. But the following evening, when they were alone, he returned to the subject. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘whether Cixi controls the Boxers or she doesn’t, the fact is that the Boxers could cut us off in Peking. Any day.’ He paused and looked at her bleakly. ‘We shouldn’t keep Tom here anymore. Or your father. They’d better go down to the coast while they still can, and your father should take Tom to England.’

‘If you think so.’ She sighed. ‘I shall miss them both so much. But I’ve had Tom longer than most mothers do. He’s nearly eleven.’ She smiled affectionately at her husband. ‘It’ll just be the two of us, then.’

Henry was silent for a moment. Then he said: ‘I think you should go, too.’

‘Me?’ She looked horrified. ‘You’re not getting rid of me.’ She watched him. He was shaking his head. ‘When we married, Henry, you warned me about the dangers. I signed up for the duration: richer, poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as we both shall live. I’m not leaving you now.’

‘Perhaps I should order you, then. When we married, you also took an oath to love, honour – and obey.’ He was looking at her with great affection, but she knew he wasn’t joking.

‘In any case, Henry,’ she went on, ‘if you really believe things could get so bad, there is another solution: you should come, too. Hardly anyone’s served here as long as you.’

‘I can’t desert the converts.’ He shook his head. ‘I’m responsible for converting them. I can’t abandon them now. So if, God forbid, the worst were to happen, let’s not leave our children without either parent.’

‘I’m just as responsible for the converts as you, Henry,’ she replied. ‘You know it’s true. As for the children, both our girls are married. My brothers would always look after the boys. They’d have a home at Drumlomond. Once Tom goes to school, he’s not going to see us for years anyway – just the same as hundreds of children with parents serving all over the British Empire, who spend the holidays with relations in England and probably never see their parents until after they’ve finished school. Perhaps not even then.’

‘We’ll wait a day or two,’ he said, ‘and see.’

He was over at the legation all the following morning and came back soon after noon. ‘Word is that the Boxers have sworn allegiance to Cixi,’ he reported. ‘They’ve been going through some kind of martial arts drill inside the Imperial City. I don’t know what it means,’ he confessed, ‘and nor does anyone at the legation. How’s your father?’

‘Oh,’ she said, ‘Father’s being an absolute brick. He’s keeping Tom occupied.’

‘What are they doing?’

‘Playing cricket.’

Trader was quite enjoying himself. His grandson wasn’t complicated. Young Tom was just anxious not to make a fool of himself when he got to England.

‘The other fellows will have been at school for three or four years already,’ he explained. ‘I don’t know why my parents held me back for so long. So I want to make sure I’m good at something that matters, like cricket, so that I don’t look like a duffer. One thing’ll do for a start, I hope. What do you think, Grandfather?’

‘Do one thing well. That’s all you need at school. All you need in life, really.’

‘I’ve got a cricket bat. And a cricket ball. Could you bowl at me?’

‘Net practice without a net, eh? All right.’ Trader didn’t like to think how long it was since he’d held a cricket ball in his hand, but they took over one end of the mission’s yard and started. He didn’t try to bowl overarm, but by throwing the ball with a short arm he could be pretty accurate. He could also put all kinds of spin on the ball. ‘Keep your bat straight,’ he’d call. ‘Step forward and block those ones …’ He hadn’t been in his school first eleven, but he’d been a useful all-rounder and he knew enough to coach young Tom quite effectively. When he grew tired of this net practice, he was quite happy to play catch with his grandson for half an hour, in front of the curious converts, until Emily rescued him.

‘You’re a very good grandfather,’ she told him.

‘Enjoyed it, actually.’

‘Can we play again tomorrow?’ Tom asked.

‘Of course we can,’ said Trader.

‘Can I ask you something, Grandfather?’

‘I should think so.’

‘At school, will they all wear white flannels for cricket? Father says I can perfectly well play in the grey flannels I have.’

‘Well, of course your father’s quite right.’ And also on a missionary’s salary, Trader thought. ‘I daresay we’ll sort all that out when the time comes,’ he went on blandly. ‘It’ll be nearly a year before the next cricket season begins. You’ll be taller by then.’

‘Thank you, Father,’ said Emily as soon as Tom had trotted off. Trader smiled. The boy would have white flannels, the same as everybody else. He’d see to that.

Inside, she brought him lemonade and a glass for herself, too. ‘Father,’ she resumed finally, ‘Henry and I are worried about Tom.’

‘He seems all right to me.’

‘It’s the Boxers. We don’t know what’s going to happen, but we think he ought to go to England at once. Just in case.’

‘I see. What about you and Henry? Shouldn’t you get out, too?’

‘Henry won’t desert the converts. And I won’t desert Henry.’

‘I understand. But I don’t agree about you. You must think of your children.’

‘Please don’t you start. Henry’s already …’ She trailed off. ‘I’d love to see you for longer. It’s been so wonderful. But will you please take Tom home?’

‘When?’

‘Tomorrow. Or the next day at latest.’

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I came all the way out here to see you, spend a bit of time with you before it’s too late. But I was a bit concerned about these Boxers. So I’d thought, if things look bad, I’ll try to get you all to come back to England. Might be the last important thing I could do for the family.’

‘So you came across half the world for us.’

‘Not as if I didn’t know the way.’

‘Well, Henry’s trying to force me, but he won’t succeed. And nor will you. So I’m afraid you’ll just have to take Tom. He’ll be very pleased. You’re his hero.’

‘The boy doesn’t really need me on the boat, you know. Just put him on board. The captain will keep an eye on him. Give instructions for where he’s to be sent at the other end. He can go to Drumlomond. Easy enough with the trains.’

‘Like a parcel with a label?’

‘That’s how children are being sent about, all over the British Empire.’

‘If Tom goes to England, where are you going to go?’

‘If you leave, I shall leave with you and Tom. But if you stay, I’d rather stay with you. If you don’t mind, that is.’ He smiled. ‘It was really you I came to see.’

‘You’d be putting your life at risk.’

‘Not much life to risk when you’re nearly ninety.’

‘You’d stand there, sword in hand?’

‘I used to be rather good with a sword, you know.’

‘Oh, Father.’ She got up and kissed him. ‘Will you get Tom on a ship, at least?’

He nodded. ‘All right.’

The feathery clouds in the east were gleaming red the following morning, and she wondered if it meant a storm. But by the time Tom and his grandfather went out into the yard with bat and ball after breakfast, the sky overhead was clear.

She hadn’t told Tom he was leaving yet. Now he was out of the house, she was busy packing his trunk. By mid-morning she closed the lid. That’s it then, she thought. From now on, Tom’s childhood would be closed to her. Closed like the padlocked trunk. He’d wave goodbye, and quite possibly, they’d never see each other again. She mightn’t even be alive herself by the time he reached England.

She sat down on the trunk. Faint sounds came from the yard outside. She suddenly wanted to open the trunk again, put something inside for Tom to remember her by. But what? People used to have miniature portraits painted for their loved ones to carry. Those miniatures were mostly photographs now. Such an easy thing to do.

Yet she never had. Not in all these years. Somehow there always seemed to be too much of God’s work each day for her to attend to such a thing. And now she had nothing to give her son. She searched her mind. A little prayer book perhaps, except that he had one already. There must be something. Her mind was a blank. She felt so helpless, such a failure. She started to cry. And she was still sitting in a state of desolation on the trunk when she heard the door of the house open.

A moment later Henry hurried in. ‘The Boxers have started tearing up railway lines. They’ve set a station on fire. Everyone’s summoning troops from the coastal garrisons. The French and Russians already have. The Americans, too.’

‘Is the line to Peking open? Will the troops be able to get to us?’

‘We’ll have to wait and see. Either way, your father and Tom can’t travel today.’

‘Oh,’ she said. And against all common sense and concern for Tom’s safety, she felt glad. Perhaps in that time she’d at least find a keepsake to give him.

All the next day they waited. The Boxers paraded in the streets. Was the court controlling them? Would they suddenly strike and burn the mission down? That night she and Henry heard the Boxers singing war songs by their campfires.

The messenger arrived at the mission soon after dawn. He brought a note from MacDonald. They were to evacuate, discreetly, and make their way to the legation. They could bring their converts. But they must be out of the mission that day, the British minister urged, because he could not guarantee their safety.

Henry called the family together. ‘The converts are all Chinese. Tell them to remove any crucifixes,’ he instructed, ‘any sign that they might be Christian. Then they should filter out a few at a time, vanish into the crowds and make their way by different routes across to the Legation Quarter. Tell them to take their time. It’s only a mile or so. We must get them out first.’

There were plenty of people about in the street. Fortunately the Boxers, who were all openly wearing their red turbans and sashes, didn’t seem to be hanging around the mission just then. They were too busy parading about elsewhere. So it was easy enough for the converts to slip out in small groups. By late morning they were all gone.

‘What can we do about you?’ Henry asked Emily. ‘I don’t think you can try to pass as a Han Chinese townswoman, because your feet aren’t bound.’

‘Do you remember when Dr Smith’s wife and I went as Manchu women to that fancy dress party at the legation?’ said Emily. ‘I’ve still got the costumes. They were real Manchu dresses, actually.’

‘Perfect. You and Tom can use them. The Boxers insist they’re supporting the regime, so they shouldn’t give you any trouble.’

Tom started to protest at putting on women’s clothes, but his grandfather told him firmly to do as he was asked. ‘And you’d better make a decent job of it,’ he added. ‘You don’t want to put your mother’s life in danger.’

While Emily and Tom were busy getting dressed indoors, Henry and the three most trusted mission servants started loading an open donkey cart with clothes, blankets, and provisions – everything that they thought could be of use in the legation.

‘You’re far too tall to disguise as any kind of Chinese man,’ Henry said. ‘I suppose the best thing might be for you to lie down in the cart and we’ll cover you with blankets.’ Trader didn’t much like the idea, but he didn’t say anything.

The last item they loaded was Henry’s telescope and tripod. ‘I suppose it might come in useful if we’re under attack,’ Henry said. ‘The truth is, I don’t want to part with it.’ But by the time both the telescope and tripod were installed, there was no room to conceal his father-in-law.

‘I’ve got it,’ Trader said suddenly. ‘Set the tripod up in the cart and mount the telescope on it. That’s it. Emily,’ he called, ‘I need a white sheet and a few minutes of your time with a needle and thread.’

And sure enough, ten minutes later, his tall figure appeared in the yard again, completely draped in a long white cloak that reached down to his feet. When he got up and stood in the cart beside the tripod, holding the telescope in his hand and swivelling it to point this way and that, he looked like a figure of death or a magician at a ghost festival, to which his tall, thin frame and his black eye patch lent an effect that was truly terrifying. ‘That should frighten ’em off,’ he remarked with satisfaction.

‘You certainly frighten me,’ said Henry.

It was agreed that first the cart, driven by a servant and guarded by Trader and his magic telescope, should drive out into the street and make its way eastwards, past the Tiananmen Gate. While all eyes were on the cart, the two Manchu women could slip out with two servants and cross the city towards Legation Street.

‘But what do you plan to do yourself, Henry?’ Emily asked him.

‘Stay here until nightfall to stow away whatever I can and to deal with any converts who come this way. After that, when everything’s quieter at dusk, I’ll lock up, make my way across the city and rejoin you.’

So Emily did as asked. After she and Tom had been in the street a few moments, she saw a ruffian try to climb onto the cart. But when her father swung the telescope and pointed it right into his face, the man fell off the cart in terror and disappeared.

Not long afterwards, crossing in front of the huge Tiananmen Gate, she saw her father’s cart again, in the distance this time, like a small sailing ship ploughing through the sea of people. She caught her breath when she noticed a party of Boxers with red turbans only a hundred yards away from him. But they kept their distance, seemingly uncertain whether they could rely upon the power of their spirit warriors against the magic weapon of the tall white one-eyed wizard.

What troubled Trader most, all that summer, was a simple concern: how to make himself useful. Otherwise, what was he? An old man getting in the way. A mouth to feed when food supplies were dwindling. A danger to others, even. He had to contribute something. But what?

Only a couple of hours after his own arrival, the advance troops from the coast had also reached the legation. They’d all come together in the train, and everyone was happy to see them. But they warned that the Boxers were giving all kinds of trouble down the line, so that it might be a little while before the main military body could clear them away and march up to the capital.

Trader watched the troops with interest. There were between three and four hundred men – British troops, Americans, French, German, Russian, Japanese. The Americans looked the most seasoned. The British boys looked awfully young and raw. But at least their arrival would show that the foreign powers meant business, and he assumed that their arms would be superior to any Chinese weapons.

When, to Emily’s great relief, Henry arrived that evening, Trader asked him about the Chinese arms.

‘It’s quite odd, actually,’ Henry told him. ‘The Boxers don’t only rely on their swords and magic spirits. Some of them have guns. The imperial troops quite often have modern rifles, and a few Krupp field guns, too. But then you’ll still suddenly come upon a troop armed with bows and arrows. Why do you ask?’

‘Just wondered.’

The Legation Quarter was big, nearly half a mile square. From north to south down the middle ran a waterway called the Imperial Jade Canal – though in the dry season it was hardly more than a big ditch – before it disappeared under the city wall through a water gate.

One thoroughfare, Legation Street, crossed the lower part of the enclave from west to east, just a few hundred feet above the southern wall. Between Legation Street and the looming city wall lay the Dutch, American, and German compounds, together with the Hong Kong Bank and the offices of Jardine Matheson. On the northern side of the street were the compounds of the Russians, Japanese, French and Italians.

Almost the whole of the Legation Quarter’s upper part was taken up by just two large enclosures. On the east side of the canal lay a palace with acres of walled grounds that belonged to a friendly Chinese prince. This enclave was known as the Fu. ‘We’ve asked the prince to let us put the converts in the Fu,’ Henry told him. ‘In case of trouble, the troops should be able to defend them there.’

‘More space than we need, isn’t it?’ asked Trader.

‘Remember, it’s not just the converts that we’ve brought. There are the other Protestant missions, especially the Methodists, and a much larger group over at the Catholic cathedral. If things get rough, we’ll need all of it.’

Across the canal the big British compound, with its gracious garden acres, took up the whole northwestern corner of the Legation Quarter. Outside the compound’s western wall lay an open square, where a small Mongol market would often appear. North of the compound was an ancient Chinese library, over whose roof one could see the purple wall of the Forbidden City a few hundred yards away.

For about a week the legations were quiet. True, news came of Boxer outrages: more of the railway line had been ripped up; the grandstand at the little racecourse had been burned, which annoyed everyone very much. They heard that the Empress Cixi had arrived in the Forbidden City from the Summer Palace with a large body of Kansu troops. Could this be hopeful? When some of the European envoys called at the Tsungli Yamen, however, they got a shock. ‘Normally they’re polite enough,’ they reported back. ‘But this time, they wouldn’t even speak to us.’

‘Keep calm,’ MacDonald told them. ‘And wait for more troops.’

Trader kept Tom occupied, for which his parents were grateful. The boy was so keen that he wandered around with the cricket ball in his pocket all the time. Emily wanted to stop him doing this, but Trader dissuaded her. ‘I think it’s like a talisman,’ he pointed out. ‘A sort of promise that everything’s going to be all right and that he’ll go to school safely and play cricket when he gets there.’

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Shouldn’t he be praying about that, rather than relying on a talisman?’

‘Of course he should pray. But let him keep the ball. It can’t do any harm.’

To provide some variation, as well as rest for himself, Trader rigged up a big piece of netting in a secluded corner of the gardens. On this he had a patch of canvas strongly sewn with twine. And on the canvas, exactly to size, a wicket and bails were painted in white. Above the wicket, also painted white, he placed an old pair of leather gloves, donated by MacDonald, which were more loosely attached with twine. ‘Those are the wicketkeeper’s gloves, you see,’ he explained to Tom, ‘waiting to receive the ball. So when you’re fielding, your object is always to return the ball into his hands, either directly or after a single bounce. You’ll see the gloves move if you hit them.’

This was a great success. Tom had a natural throwing arm, and his grandfather taught him technique, so that he wouldn’t damage his elbow; and before long, throwing from five yards to over fifty yards, Tom was hitting the gloves over ninety percent of the time and getting better every day. MacDonald himself came to take a look at him and remarked that at this rate, they’d be needing another pair of gloves before long.

‘Can you spare them?’ asked Trader.

‘I thought we might use a pair of my wife’s,’ MacDonald replied with a smile.

Trader also organised a cricket game for all the boys and girls on the tennis court, using a tennis ball – though young Tom didn’t think much of this.

In the evenings, after eating, he usually had a drink and a cigar with Henry, telling him stories about the Opium War and India in the old days, to take his mind off the present for a little and help him unwind.

And if it seemed to Trader that the legations’ leading men were being awfully slow to organise their defences, he kept his thoughts to himself.

On the tenth of June, as Trader and Tom were doing a little net practice, MacDonald came out of the residence and hailed him. ‘Good news. I’ve just had a telegraph message from Admiral Seymour, the British commander down at the coast. A large relief force will shortly be on the way.’

They were just finishing their cricket practice when MacDonald came by again. This time he was frowning.

‘Everything all right?’ Trader quietly asked him.

‘Not entirely. The telegraph line’s been cut. I’m afraid we may be without news for a bit.’

Two days later, John Trader had a good idea. The nearest boy in age to Tom was the fifteen-year-old son of one of the American missionaries, a bright, rumbustious young fellow who rejoiced in the name of Fargo. Being so far his junior, Tom had been a little shy of him, and Fargo, though civil enough, wasn’t much interested in Tom. But when Trader approached Fargo and said, ‘You know, I haven’t got the energy to toss a cricket ball to Tom for as long as he wants; is there a chance you could give me a helping hand?’ the young American grinned and replied, ‘If I can throw a baseball, I guess I could throw a cricket ball.’

And he came and joined them within the hour. And came again several times in the days ahead.

The shouting began after dark. The people in the legations heard the Boxers shouting as they burst into the Inner City through the eastern gate. They came with torches, many torches, that cast red glows and leaping shadows on the high buildings. It was hard to know how many there were. Hundreds, certainly.

From the garden of the residence, Trader and Henry watched the glow from the torches moving northwards and westwards. ‘They’re going towards our mission, I think,’ said Henry. ‘They won’t find anyone there, thank God. They may be heading for the Catholic cathedral as well.’

‘How many Catholic converts have the French got up there?’ Trader asked.

‘More than three thousand, I believe. Mind you, it’s built like a fortress.’

Then the screams began. They heard someone frantically ringing a bell. They could see bigger flames and billowing smoke in the darkness.

The flames did not begin to subside until nearly dawn, when the two men went in to sleep.

It was well into the morning when Trader was awoken by Emily.

‘They attacked all the missions,’ she told him. ‘A lot of people were killed. We’ve had converts straggling into the Legation Quarter all morning. We’re putting them in the Fu. Some of the men were tortured. As for the women … what you’d expect.’ She looked at him sadly. ‘Father, would you do something for me?’

‘If I can.’

‘I want a pistol. Not too heavy. Something I can handle easily. And some ammunition. Just to defend myself, if I have to. Can you get one from somewhere?’

He looked at her searchingly. ‘If you’re sure that’s what you want.’

‘Don’t tell Henry. There’s no need.’

During that day, the Boxers were out in the streets, looking for anyone who might be a convert. The day after, they went into the western quarter of the outer city and burned down the houses of rich Chinese merchants who’d done business with the Christians.

MacDonald called a council. Both Henry and Trader went.

‘The court has just ordered every foreign mission to leave Peking at once,’ MacDonald announced. ‘I suspect that, knowing the relief force is on its way, Cixi’s making a last attempt to get us to leave. Whether we should is another matter. Does anyone have any thoughts?’

‘Backhouse came to see me an hour ago,’ said Morrison. ‘His eunuch friend at the palace told him that the British admiral down at the coast has declared war on the entire Chinese empire, and Cixi’s so enraged that she’s vowed to throw all the foreign diplomats out for good.’

‘Admiral Seymour declared war?’ MacDonald cried. ‘I don’t believe it.’

‘You’re right. It isn’t true. The eunuch told Backhouse that the report was concocted by some of the nobles and eunuchs who want to see us gone. But Cixi believes it.’

‘God help us. Where’s Backhouse now?’

‘Disappeared again. But the story makes sense.’ He paused a moment. ‘There’s one other thing. He says the relief force may be delayed. Quite a lot of Boxers down at the port. Got to get through them first. I don’t suppose it’ll take long.’

MacDonald went around to the other heads of legation. Most of them suggested playing for time. Finally he turned to Trader. ‘You were in the siege of Canton,’ he said with a smile. ‘Any advice?’

‘Just this,’ said Trader. ‘Once you’ve got huge crowds out in the street, it doesn’t matter who’s in charge, they may not be able to control ’em. And whoever leaves the protection of the Legation Quarter will be utterly defenceless. If the Boxers kill us, with or without Cixi’s orders, she can always claim that it wasn’t her fault. Our only hope is to barricade ourselves in here until the relief force arrives.’

This seemed to strengthen the resolve of the diplomats to wait and see. So that was what they did.

It was the next day that Trader privately intervened in the business of the legations. Not that many people knew it. He asked Henry to gather as many of the missionaries as possible on the tennis court for a prayer meeting. When they were gathered, he discreetly joined them.

Then, asked by Henry to say a few words before they prayed, he spoke simply and to the point. ‘If we want to survive this,’ he told them, ‘we may need more than your prayers. We need your skills. For as far as I can see,’ he went on frankly, ‘these diplomats can’t seem to agree with one another about anything much. And they couldn’t organise a beer-fest in a brewery. There’s no central organisation in the Legation Quarter, no coordination of medicine, food, supplies, anything. You fellows have all run missions. If you don’t take over this place, we’ll never get anywhere.’

‘The heads of the legations may object,’ Henry pointed out.

‘I’d give you ten to one against. Because none of them knows what to do.’

‘What about the defences, barricades, that sort of thing?’ Henry asked, looking around.

‘As it happens,’ an American Methodist confessed, ‘I’m a qualified engineer.’

From then on it was plain sailing. Within hours, effective barricades were up and emergency accommodations allocated. The missionaries had set up a food committee, a laundry, a sheepfold, a yard for the milking cows, and an infirmary staffed with two doctors and five nurses.

Which was just as well since, at four o’clock that day, with a single shot from the back of a Chinese store nearby, the siege of the legations began.

Many things surprised John Trader in the weeks that followed. The first was that they were still alive at all.

They’d prepared their defences pretty well. The big city wall overlooking them was manned, with barricades at each end of their section. If the wall was lost to the enemy, they were finished.

The smaller outlying legations – the Austrians, Belgians and Dutch – were abandoned as too difficult to defend. Even the Americans, nearest to the western barrier on Legation Street, had been brought into the safer British compound. If the American troops were the best marksmen, the Japanese were the most disciplined and reliable, and they were guarding the swollen numbers of converts across the canal in the Fu.

Besides the sniping, there was bombardment from the small Chinese field guns, every day and most of the nights.

The converts in the Fu were pressed into service as general labourers and were kept constantly busy repairing the damage and building new barricades.

The greatest fear was fire. Aside from the fire watch, a chain of fire buckets was kept constantly at the ready, for one never knew when the Boxers would lob another bundle of flaming rags soaked in kerosene over the walls. One terrible night the red-turbaned Boxers set fire to the old Chinese library by the compound’s northern wall. ‘They’ve just burned some of their own greatest national treasures in the hope of setting fire to us,’ Henry remarked in disgust.

‘War and intelligence never march together,’ Trader remarked.

For the family, however, there was one welcome relief. With all the hundreds of extra folk crowding into the British compound, dormitory space was at a premium, and they had been sleeping, with many others, on mattresses in the compound’s chapel, until Lady MacDonald quietly came up to Emily one day.

‘I hate to think of your father having to sleep on the chapel floor at his age,’ she said. ‘We have one spare room in our house. And if my two daughters share, we’ll have two. We wondered if you and your husband would like to use one of them and your father the other. They have beds.’

‘I’m sure …’ Emily began, then hesitated. ‘I’ll ask Henry right away.’

‘Take them,’ said Henry when she told him.

‘You don’t feel it’s unfair for us to be getting special treatment?’

‘Take them.’

Later, when she informed her father, he was delighted. ‘You and Henry have one room,’ he said. ‘Tom can sleep with me.’

‘I’m sure she only offered because you own Drumlomond,’ Emily said.

Trader smiled. ‘I knew there must be some reason I bought the place.’

A less happy surprise came a few days later. Trader and Henry were just out near the tennis court when they suddenly heard a fusillade of shots coming from the west end of Legation Street, and a few moments later a whooping noise as a little cart, piled high with provisions and driven by a fifteen-year-old boy in a cowboy hat, came bouncing into the compound. As it drew up, the body of one of the converts fell off the back of the cart and lay motionless upon the ground.

Trader recognised the youth in the hat at once. It was young Fargo. Knowing the general store that lay on the Chinese side of the now-vacated American legation was full of good things, he’d secretly commandeered a cart and two Chinese converts, run the gauntlet of sniper fire, and filled up the cart with provisions.

Fargo had been lucky: he returned without a scratch. The two Chinese had not been so fortunate. One was wounded; the other, whose body had fallen off the cart, was dead. He was given a good funeral, as a mark of respect. But Fargo was taken to task only slightly for risking the fellow’s life, and his mother was told to keep most of the food. After all, she was an excellent cook; and whenever the family had food, they always shared it.

‘What worries me,’ Trader remarked to Emily, ‘is Tom. He already sees Fargo as an older boy to look up to. But now he idolises him. I’m just afraid that if Fargo starts some other damn fool escapade, Tom might try to join him – or worse, go and do something by himself.’

‘Henry will talk to him, severely,’ said Emily. ‘And perhaps you can talk to Fargo.’

The strange silence began two evenings later. Trader was just watching the sun go down when he noticed that the Boxers’ sniper fire, which normally continued through twilight, was petering out. He waited a few minutes. The firing had stopped. The red sun hung, apparently motionless, over the roof tiles of a nearby Chinese gateway as if it, too, was surprised by the eerie silence below. What could it mean? Had a truce been called? Were the Boxers breaking off their siege because the relief force had arrived from the coast?

There was a courtyard near the centre of the compound where a small Chinese bell tower, protected from sniper fire by the surrounding buildings, was being used as an information point. He strolled over to it and found a gaggle of people already gathered there. But no notice had been posted that might explain the silence.

An hour later, still without any explanation, the Chinese started shooting again and went on well into the night.

The next morning Trader, MacDonald and Morrison set up Henry’s telescope in the garret at the top of the residence. The room was small, but it had two windows, one looking east across the canal to the Fu, the other looking west. They placed the telescope by the eastern window. ‘You go first,’ said MacDonald to Trader.

The view was excellent. He could see the faces of the converts down in the Fu and the Japanese guards at their barricades. He tilted the telescope up a little, found the Chinese houses beyond and began to scan their upper windows and roofs. The snipers were concealed, but after a few moments he saw one fire from a window.

He frowned. That was odd. He scanned the roofline, saw another sniper and stepped back. ‘All yours,’ he said to MacDonald and the Times man.

The British envoy searched, glanced at Trader and motioned Morrison to take his turn.

‘No red turbans,’ said the journalist after a moment. ‘Those are imperial troops, not Boxers.’

‘That’s what we thought,’ the other two men confirmed.

The western window provided a view of the Mongol marketplace. Morrison spent two minutes surveying the buildings around the open space. ‘Imperial troops,’ he stated flatly. ‘Not a Boxer in sight.’

‘So what do you think it means?’ asked the British minister.

‘The Boxers have all been pulled back. Whether to rest them or send them south to block our relief force, I couldn’t say. But the troops around us are now, indisputably, under the direct control of the Dragon Empress in the Forbidden City.’ He grimaced. ‘And it would seem that she wants us dead.’

The last days of June were terrible. The sniping had taken its toll on the defending troops. Every evening a few more bodies, wrapped only in sacking for a winding sheet, were given a makeshift burial. But worse were the bodies of the Chinese attackers, who often fell in places where they could not be safely recovered. As the daily temperatures rose to tropical highs, the smell of death pervaded the place.

Then came the rain, in tropical torrents; then thunder and lightning, banging and crashing over the legation as if the Dragon Empress herself had commanded the lightning to destroy the impious intruders and all their works. Henry went over into the Fu to be with the converts for an hour and came back drenched.

‘This is harder for them than for us,’ he explained to Trader. ‘When Cixi’s troops hear the thunder, they think the gods are signalling their approval. And the converts may wonder, too.’ He smiled wryly. ‘Not every conversion is perfect.’

That evening, though the thunderstorm was still raging, the attack on the Legation Quarter began to rise to a new crescendo. From east, west and north, with rifles and cannon, the Chinese troops were pouring in their fire at a tremendous rate. With bullets tearing into the roof and smacking against the walls, the Whiteparishes and Trader came downstairs to the hallway. The MacDonalds were in the drawing room with their girls. Emily and Henry decided not to intrude, but to stay discreetly in the hall.

They’d been there only a few minutes when, despite the great thunderclaps and the accompanying barrage, they became aware of another sound. It was coming from a storeroom behind the hall into which the residence’s piano had been put for safety. One had to clamber over packing cases to reach this piano, but it was a formidable instrument, a Bösendorfer, no less, with a big, rich tone. When a young fellow at the German legation had asked MacDonald if he might practise on it, the British envoy, not wanting to be churlish at such a time, told him that he might play it whenever he pleased. And if, in this steaming hot weather, the instrument was a little out of tune, the young German didn’t seem to mind.

He had just started to play it now.

Could he have been sleeping in there? Was he unaware of the attack? Was he trying to give himself courage? Or maybe, in all the heat and noise and fear, he was a little out of his mind. Whatever the reason, he was playing ‘Ride of the Valkyries’. He thumped it out on the piano, as loudly as he could. In the drawing room, the MacDonalds must have heard it, too. When he was done, he paused, and Trader wondered what he would play next. The answer soon came. He was playing ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ again.

Just then, a young officer burst in through the front door. ‘Where is the minister?’ he called.

Before Henry could even direct him, MacDonald strode out of the drawing room. ‘Well? What news?’

‘The Chinese have been firing into the Fu with a Krupp cannon, sir. Now they’re advancing and the Japanese commander can’t hold them back. He has a second line of defence, sir, but if he can’t hold them there …’

‘I must go to the Fu,’ said Henry.

‘Don’t go,’ said Emily. ‘It’s too late. Stay with us.’

Henry shook his head. Emily looked beseechingly at MacDonald.

‘You can’t do any good there, Whiteparish,’ MacDonald said firmly. ‘Not at the moment. The Japanese commander knows his business. You’re to stay here. That’s an order,’ he added.

‘But my converts …’

‘Later. Not now. Stay with your family, as I’m doing.’

MacDonald glanced at Trader. If the Japanese held their second line, then Henry could comfort the converts later. If the Chinese overran it, there would be nobody left to comfort.

MacDonald turned back to the young officer. ‘What about the west side?’ he demanded.

‘The Chinese are in the Mongol market, sir,’ the young officer replied. ‘They haven’t broken into the legation yet.’

‘And the city wall?’

‘They’re trying to get up there. Our barricades are holding so far.’

‘Keep me informed.’ MacDonald nodded to the young man, who left. Then he went back into the drawing room.

So the Whiteparish family stood together in the hall, Tom between Henry and Emily, who each had an arm around him, and Trader beside Emily.

Trader wasn’t sure how much Tom understood. But his parents did. If any one of the three lines of defence fell – the Mongol market, the Fu, or the high wall overlooking the legations – then it was all over.

He glanced at Emily. Was she carrying the small revolver he’d procured for her? He felt sure she was. He had a Webley service revolver himself. He could see, by the bulge in his pocket, that Tom had his cricket ball. Trader wasn’t sure if Henry was carrying a weapon.

Now the noise of firing outside was growing louder than ever. He tried to count the speed of fire. About five rounds a second, he thought. Three hundred or more a minute. That would be twenty thousand bullets an hour. And it wasn’t letting up. Surely nothing could withstand an assault like that. They must be about to break in, he thought, any moment. As if to counter the terrible din, the German pianist was playing the Wagnerian tune louder and louder, in a sort of delirium.

Suddenly MacDonald appeared and rushed down the passage to the storeroom door. They heard him shouting furiously, ‘Shut up! Shut up!’ then slam the door. A moment later he strode back through the hall to the drawing room, throwing up his hands as he went.

And the piano still continued, more wildly and louder than ever.

Trader felt something touching the back of his wrist and glanced down. Emily spoke in a little voice. ‘Hold my hand.’ So he did, and squeezed it once or twice when the angry roar outside became so deafening that not even ‘Ride of the Valkyries’ could be heard.

It was after one of these huge outbursts that they noticed the piano had stopped. A minute passed; then MacDonald reappeared, looking a little calmer now.

‘Did one of you shoot the pianist, by any chance?’ he enquired. They shook their heads. He went down the passage and soon returned. ‘He must have gone out the back.’ He paused and gazed at Henry, then at Trader. ‘Well,’ he said slowly, ‘as a military man, I can tell you this, for what it’s worth: our friends outside are shooting too high.’

During all the turmoil since his arrival, Trader had failed to realise one thing about his son-in-law. There was no reason, he thought afterwards, why he should have guessed. There had been no sign.

During the terrible night of the storm and the day that followed, the legation compound survived, but only just. Up on the wall, the Chinese had managed to take one of the defenders’ positions, but not the other; and having got it, they were pinned against their own barricade and couldn’t do much. In the Fu, they had made a big advance. The legation’s line of defence was now a barrier stretching diagonally across the open space and enclosing only two-thirds of the total. But it was solidly constructed and expertly manned by the Japanese troops. Moreover, to reach this barricade, the Chinese now had to come across open ground, where they would be subject to withering fire.

It was a few days after the storm that Trader accompanied Henry and Emily on one of their daily visits into the Fu.

It was a shock. He’d realised that the converts must be having a bad time. But he hadn’t imagined it was as terrible as this. The place looked and smelled like a shantytown that had been flooded or a camp that had been bombarded. That wasn’t surprising. But as they began to move among the occupants, Trader blanched visibly. He couldn’t help it.

‘I shouldn’t have let you come, Father,’ Emily said apologetically.

Half the converts seemed to have dysentery. Trader had expected that. More frightening were the cases of smallpox. ‘It started a little while ago,’ said Henry. ‘People are going down with it every day, mostly the children.’ But worst of all was the fact that the converts were close to starving.

‘What can we do? We’ve got to feed the people in the legations enough to keep their strength up, especially the troops,’ explained Emily. ‘That just leaves a few eggs and scraps and musty rice for the converts.’ She shook her head. ‘The troops expect the converts to repair the defences, but they’re so weak. I try to feed them more, if I can find the food. But when I do, they just take it and give it to their families. That’s why they all look like skeletons, and I feel so guilty.’

They spent nearly half an hour in the Fu. Trader saw all kinds of good people, Catholic priests and nuns, Presbyterian ministers and Anglicans, each attending patiently to their own flock. But no one had any food to give. Henry and Emily selected four of their converts for a visit to the infirmary, and then they all trooped back together. As they left the Fu, a sniper sent a bullet over their heads, just to remind them who was boss.

It was after Emily had gone with the converts to the infirmary that Henry turned to Trader and asked if they might have a private word.

They found a protected corner of the garden where there was a bench by some trees, and they sat down. Henry was silent for a moment or two. Then he asked, ‘Can I tell you something in confidence?’

‘I should think so.’

‘I don’t want you to tell Emily.’

‘All right,’ said Trader. ‘As long as it isn’t something I feel I have to tell her.’

‘It isn’t.’ Again Henry hesitated. ‘It helps to talk sometimes,’ he said.

‘Talk away.’

‘It’s funny, you know, my father always warned me it was an occupational hazard for missionaries. But it never happened to me. Not in all these years.’ He paused. ‘I suppose,’ he went on, ‘I thought it would be an agonising thing. You know, a dark night of the soul.’

‘What would be?’

‘Oh. Sorry. To lose my faith.’

‘Ah. Well, I’ve heard of that, of course. What brought it on?’

‘It may have been brewing for some time. I’m not sure. But it’s been this last month. The converts in the Fu.’

‘It’s enough to shake anybody up. I was pretty shaken myself, to tell you the truth.’

‘Yes, but don’t you see, it’s my fault. I look at these poor people, starving, their children dying, and I think to myself, It’s my fault you’re here. If I hadn’t converted you, the Boxers wouldn’t be trying to kill you.’

‘Christians have suffered persecution down the ages.’

‘Yes, but these wretched Chinese didn’t take up the cross to be martyred. They just believed all the good things I told them. Now the bullets are flying, they’re probably going to die, and it’s my fault.’

‘You’ve brought them to Christ. Saved their souls, perhaps.’

‘That’s what I’m supposed to feel.’

‘And what do you feel?’

‘Nothing. I feel nothing. Just an awful blankness.’

‘As I understand it, the point is to have faith.’

‘That’s right. And it’s gone, flown away, vanished over the horizon.’

‘I’m no theologian, but isn’t this the dilemma they call the problem of evil? That’s to say, if God is loving and all-powerful, then why would He create a world that is so full of cruelty and pain? Why do bad people triumph while good people are destroyed?’

‘That’s right. And religion has many ways of explaining the conundrum. God is testing us. God has a purpose we do not know. There are other arguments. But suddenly I found I didn’t believe any of them. They all seemed a lot of nonsense.’

‘Christianity preaches kindness to others. That can’t be bad.’

‘It’s good. The Sermon on the Mount is wonderful. I could have come to China to be a doctor, for instance, or to help the poor, and done no harm at all.’

‘You know,’ said Trader thoughtfully, ‘years ago I was at a dinner party in London, and there was a Jesuit priest there. And when we were sitting with the port, we got onto the subject of saints, and canonising new ones. And someone asked him whether there had ever been a case of a candidate for beatification who was discovered to have lost their faith. And he told us something that surprised us all. “As a matter of fact,” he said, “that would strengthen their case. Loss of faith can be a part, a very testing part, of the spiritual journey.” And I remember thinking afterwards that although I’m not a Catholic myself, one can’t deny that the Catholic Church knows a lot about the secrets of the human heart.’

‘You’re trying to comfort me, and it’s very good of you,’ Henry replied. ‘I’m sorry that I’ve brought your daughter into all this.’

‘Nonsense. She chose it. Stop blaming yourself for everything.’ Trader smiled at him kindly. ‘I can tell you one thing, though, if it’s any help: something I’ve been thinking in the last couple of days. I believe there’s some kind of influence at work that’s protecting us. Now whether it’s the hand of God or something more mundane, I can’t begin to guess. But something’s keeping us alive.’

‘How do you mean?’ asked Henry.

‘The Chinese could have taken the legations the other night. But they didn’t. Something’s holding them back.’

‘You don’t think the Dragon Empress wants to destroy us?’

‘My guess is that she does. But maybe there are two factions at court. Something like that. Her orders are being obeyed, but not completely followed through on. Personally, although I can’t prove it, I like to think that the hand of God is operating through those people. And you might find comfort in that thought. But whatever is holding them back, it’s only got to do so long enough for the relief force to reach us. So even if you’ve lost your faith at this moment, there’s a good reason to carry on regardless and hang on.’

‘I shall,’ Henry promised. ‘You’re the only one I could share this with, you know.’

‘I know,’ said Trader.

It was early that evening that he received supporting evidence for his theory about the Chinese attacks. He’d just gone over to the bell tower to scan the notices when he encountered Morrison.

‘I saw our friend Backhouse today,’ the Times man said. ‘I’d gone up to the barrier by the old library that burned down. Thought I’d just check that the Chinese weren’t trying to sneak in that way again. No sign of any Chinese, but I could hear someone rummaging about in there. It turned out to be Backhouse. He’s been hiding out somewhere in the city – God knows how he does it – and he’d come to see if there were any books he could salvage.’

‘Did he have news of what’s going on out there?’

‘He did. The Catholics are holding out in their cathedral, but there have been some awful massacres. Our relief force is on the way, but it’s still got to break through some big lines of Boxers. We’ll have to wait. I’ve told MacDonald, but he’s unwilling to announce the news. Bad for morale. And in any case, he doesn’t trust the source.’

‘He’s probably right on both counts.’

‘Agreed. But Backhouse did say some things that make sense. He says the Chinese court is split. Cixi’s party wants to wipe us out and close the city to foreigners once and for all. The other party fears retribution from our governments. Our own telegraph’s cut off, but the court’s getting threatening cables from Western capitals now.’

‘So, two parties in the Forbidden City. I was wondering about that.’

‘It goes further. Cixi sent messages to her provincial governors demanding troops.’

‘And?’

‘Deafening silence. They’re ignoring her. She’s furious, but there isn’t a lot she can do.’

‘Interesting. Let’s hope,’ said Trader, ‘that for once Backhouse is telling the truth.’

Emily had always known her father was a good man. And the sweltering first half of July saw Trader at his best. Each day he maintained a calm routine. In the morning, dressed in a long linen jacket with big patch pockets, he’d usually spend time with Tom. They’d take a little light exercise, after which he’d turn his grandson over to young Fargo, who’d run about with him and engage in some fielding practice.

In the afternoon, sitting in a wicker chair, he’d draw a book from one of his big pockets and read to the two boys and anyone else who cared to join them. It might be a humourous tale by Mark Twain, or a Sherlock Holmes mystery, or a funny scene from his old favourite, The Pickwick Papers – something to take their minds off the uncomfortable facts of the siege for an hour or two. After the evening meal, when it was a little cooler, and if the firing had died down, he’d walk with her, and they’d talk about family or times past or places far away.

He seemed to have a good effect on Henry, too. Of course, Henry had always been steady as a rock. But she thought he’d been a little strange lately. It was hardly surprising, with all the stress he was under. One moment he’d seem tense – too tense for her even to be able to comfort him at night – but a few hours later she might come upon her husband humming to himself, which was a thing he’d never done before. With her father, however, Henry always became calm and quiet, like his old self again.

The British minister might be under siege, but he still kept up his social obligations. So Emily wasn’t surprised when Lady MacDonald informed her: ‘We haven’t forgotten about giving a dinner in your father’s honour. Would the day after tomorrow suit, do you think?’

The day of the dinner got off to a bad start. The Chinese began firing a Krupp gun directly at the roof of the MacDonald residence to see if they could bring down the flag flying over it. Emily had wondered if the dinner would take place, but her father reassured her: ‘The gunners are just bored, my dear. They’ll give it up long before sundown.’ Which indeed they did.

Then came a visit from Lady MacDonald. ‘I was just wondering, my dear, what your father would be wearing. The Italian minister always wears full evening dress, and so can my husband. But with all this going on, some of the men may not be able to. As your father is the guest of honour, I thought I’d better find out what he’d be doing.’

‘White tie, unless he’s told not to.’

‘Oh, good. And you and your husband?’

‘Long dress for me. Henry likes to wear an old black frock coat – it’s quite presentable – and a clerical collar.’

‘Yes, there are two other clergymen coming. I’m sure they’ll do something similar. Dressing for dinner’s so easy for clergymen, isn’t it?’ She smiled. ‘Perhaps Henry will be a bishop one day. I do so like those violet clerical shirts they wear, don’t you?’

‘I happen to know that Father has worn white tie only once since he came,’ Emily informed her, ‘so his shirt will be all starched and ironed, just as it was when he unpacked his trunk.’

Lady MacDonald’s eyes opened wide. The little laundry they’d set up in the legation was doing a wonderful job keeping everyone’s shirts clean, but there were no facilities for ironing them. A starched shirt had become a rarity indeed. ‘I am so looking forward to this,’ she declared.

And that evening her father played his part perfectly. None of the men looked so handsome. And although the Italian minister was wearing white tie and all his medals, Trader allowed his one eye to rest upon the diplomat’s unpressed shirt just long enough to cause the MacDonalds much amusement.

It had to be said, the British legation did things with style. They dined twenty people. The table was beautifully set, for the legation had still preserved its handsome dinner service, glass, and all the rest.

As for the food … it represented everything that ingenuity could contrive.

They began with soup, made with vegetable extract; then fish paste on toast, curried sparrows and rissoles. The main course was meat, and this was eaten with solemnity, for it was, after all, one of the precious racing ponies, of which there were only a few left. It was accompanied by tinned peas and potatoes – all washed down, of course, with excellent claret.

It was at this point that MacDonald himself, who had been suffering from dysentery, was obliged to leave the party.

But the rest of them carried on, and Trader had just asked Lady MacDonald what was coming next, and she had said, ‘I hope you like pancakes,’ and he had just replied, ‘I do, very much,’ when a Chinese explosive shell burst into the house somewhere over their heads, and there was a great bang, and the entire ceiling seemed to give way over their heads. As plaster rained down, those who could dived under the table – though Lady MacDonald, who was sitting in a tall wooden chair with arms, and Trader, who was a little too old to move so fast, remained in their places. For a moment, after the dust had settled, there was silence. Then, with a sound of scraping chairs, people reappeared and started dusting themselves off. Fortunately, it seemed, nobody in the dining room had been much hurt. But the table looked like the aftermath of a battle, a long field of broken plates and glasses.

In the doorway, the pale face of Sir Claude MacDonald appeared. Young Tom was beside him.

‘Are there any casualties upstairs?’ his wife enquired.

‘Nobody there except myself and young Tom here. Our girls are in the downstairs sitting room. They’re all right. No damage in the kitchens.’ The minister indicated his empty chair and told Tom to sit in it. ‘I’m going back to bed,’ he announced.

‘This is most unfortunate,’ said Lady MacDonald calmly. And she rang the bell for the servants, who were mostly Catholic converts that night, to clear the table.

While they were at work, she turned to Trader. ‘What do you think we should do now?’ she asked.

‘Have you more glasses, back there?’ Trader indicated the butler’s pantry.

‘Certainly.’

‘In that case, Lady MacDonald,’ he said, ‘I think this calls for a bumper of champagne!’

Later, as they were retiring, Lady MacDonald took Emily to one side. ‘You know, my dear,’ she said, ‘if I hadn’t met my husband, then I’d like to have married your father.’ She smiled. ‘I do like a man who knows how to behave.’

But the hot days dragged on, and there was still no news of the relief force. Each day the Chinese snipers seemed to be improving their aim. British, French, German, Japanese troops: their numbers were gradually dwindling. Emily wondered how long things could go on.

She discovered one evening.

There were two kinds of sewing inside the besieged legations. The first was making sandbags for the walls and barricades. The women used whatever cloth they could get their hands on – sacking, old shirts, pantaloons – anything that could be fashioned into a small sack the size of a pillowcase, filled with earth, and sewn up with tough thread. In the rain, these makeshift sandbags tended to leak a grey sludge onto the ground; and they often burst. A fresh supply was always needed, and Emily would often help the women make them.

There was another, grimmer kind of sewing to be done, however: the winding sheets in which the bodies must be buried. There were no coffins, just winding sheets, which were often made in a hurry, using whatever material there was to hand. Since the burials were carried out after dark, when it was cooler, the shortcomings of the winding sheets weren’t so visible.

There had been two men to bury that night. She and Henry attended at the makeshift grave. One was a small fellow, neatly enclosed in his shroud, which made her think of the sandbags of earth she’d been making. But the other man was tall, and the winding sheet she’d made was too short, and his bare feet stuck out in such an ungainly way. And try as she might, she kept thinking of her father, wondering if she would soon be burying him, and what she could do to cover his feet if the shroud was too short, and it made her want to cry.

When they got back, she went to make sure that Tom was asleep. And she had just come from Tom’s room onto the upstairs landing when she heard her father speaking in a low voice in the hall below.

‘How long do you give it?’

It was MacDonald who answered. ‘At the present rate of attrition, there won’t be any troops left by the end of the month.’

‘And ammunition?’

‘About the same. End of the month.’

‘Well, that still leaves the relief force a bit of time. By the way,’ her father went on, ‘I heard something underground by the French legation this afternoon. Thought I’d better mention it.’

‘You think the Chinese are digging mines?’

‘Wouldn’t surprise me.’

‘Nor me. Goodnight.’

Emily tiptoed quickly to her room. She wondered whether to tell Henry. Not now, anyway. He seemed to be asleep. But then he opened one eye.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.

‘Nothing,’ she said, hoping he’d go to sleep again.

‘Emily.’ He sat up. ‘Please tell me.’

So she did. ‘We can only pray,’ she said when she’d finished.

‘God will not desert us.’ He said it with such a sweet smile. ‘And one thing I know for certain,’ he added firmly. ‘The only thing that really matters is that God’s will be done.’

That comforted her a little. At least she supposed it did.

Trader had prepared his family for what was to come. ‘The relief force is on the way,’ he told them. ‘The closer they get, the more desperate Cixi will be to kick us out. Her hope will be that if we’ve departed or been killed, she can close the city gates and tell the relief force that there’s nobody left to rescue. I’m saying this,’ Trader continued, ‘so that when the next big attack comes, you’ll understand clearly what it means. It’ll be desperate – their last attempt to dislodge us before the siege is lifted. If we can just hold out, the relief will arrive, and we’ll all be saved – including the converts, God willing.’

Ten days passed, the Chinese edged a little closer, the sniper fire went back and forth, and from time to time they could hear the faint sound of picks and shovels in the tunnels underground. Although they had no definite news, Trader felt sure the relief force could not be far away.

So when, at dawn on Friday the thirteenth of July, a huge bombardment began, he told Emily: ‘This is it. We’re almost home. One last stand, and our boys will come through.’

All day the Krupp guns rained shells upon the Fu. Around the converts, the low buildings with their tiled roofs were catching fire and collapsing in upon themselves. To the south, the positions on the city wall were just holding. To the north, the Chinese were trying to break into the British compound through the ruined library.

At four in the afternoon, the bell in the little tower where the message boards were began to ring wildly – the signal that the legations were under general attack on every side, and that everyone must defend themselves as best they could.

Despite Emily’s begging him not to, Henry had gone to the Fu. She and her father were standing with Tom in the hall of the MacDonald residence. Lady MacDonald and her daughters were in the back parlour inside. Trader had his Webley revolver in his hand. He glanced at Emily. She nodded and drew out the little pistol he’d got for her.

‘You’ve got six shots. Use the first five of them,’ he said quietly. He looked down at his grandson. ‘Don’t you worry, boy,’ he said. ‘They won’t get this far, but if any of them do, we’ll deal with ’em.’ Tom was pale, both frightened and excited by the look of it, but facing forward bravely. ‘Good lad,’ said Trader approvingly. ‘Well done.’

And now they heard a new sound. A chant taken up by a thousand throats, seemingly all around them.

‘Sha!’ Kill. ‘Sha! Sha! Sha!’

There were roars of Krupp guns and small cannon, fusillades, screams. God knows how many men were fighting – hand to hand, by the sound of it. A German soldier rushed in, calling for MacDonald.

‘Out by the bell tower,’ shouted Trader, and the German disappeared.

The terrible racket continued. They could hear bullets banging and rattling on the roof above. The chanting seemed to be getting louder. Was it closer? Hard to tell.

MacDonald appeared.

‘Did the German find you?’ Trader called.

‘Yes. The Russians are helping them. They’re holding the line.’ He went down the passage to check on his family, then emerged again. ‘The Japanese in the Fu have a new line of defence. They’ve halted the Chinese advance for the moment.’

‘My husband?’ asked Emily.

‘Don’t know. Can’t say. But there’s a new attack coming just south of the Fu. Through the French legation.’

He hurried out. Minutes passed.

Then came the thunderclap. The ground under their feet shook. And moments later, as though a tornado had just passed, objects began falling from the sky. Bits of masonry were crashing onto rooftops. Other things, softer things, were falling, too, with bangs and bumps and thuds. And as they rushed to the doorway they saw a thick, dirty cloud peppered with red cinders rising like some demonic spirit over the Fu and heard screams, terrible screams.

‘It’s a mine,’ said Trader. Was it under the Fu? Close to it? He couldn’t be sure. Was this the final moment? Were the Chinese about to come streaming in? ‘Back indoors,’ he ordered Tom and Emily. God knew if Henry was still alive. ‘Back indoors.’

So they waited in the hallway. They waited and listened for the shouts of ‘Sha! Sha!’ from the approaching Chinese troops.

But no shouts came. Indeed, as the minutes passed, the firing seemed to falter. And soon after that, to their astonishment, the figure of Henry appeared – his face sooty, his clothes covered with grime, but still recognisably Henry and very much alive.

‘Did you hear the mine go off?’ he asked them.

‘Of course we did,’ cried Emily. ‘I thought you were dead.’

‘That’s why I came back. To let you know.’

‘Are the Chinese coming?’ Trader demanded.

‘I don’t think so. They blew themselves to bits with their own mine. There’s a huge crater where the French legation was. The Chinese were advancing. I suppose they knew the mine was going off, but didn’t understand the power of the thing. It must have killed scores of them. Anyway, they’ve pulled back.’

‘I bet that wasn’t the only mine,’ said Trader. ‘They probably planned to let off several. Now they’re wondering what to do.’

As the hours passed, this seemed to be the case. MacDonald came in and confirmed: ‘Assault’s paused on all fronts.’ Henry went back to comfort the converts in the Fu. Emily took Tom upstairs and put him to bed.

Trader poured himself a glass of brandy, went out onto the veranda that overlooked the garden, sat down in a wicker armchair and gazed at the lawn bathed in the pale moonlight. Even the sniping had ceased. Only the faint crackling of fires from around the smoking crater broke the silence.

He’d been sitting there for a little while when he became aware of Emily, in a pale gown, coming towards him. She also had a glass of brandy. He rose and offered her his chair, but she shook her head.

‘You sit in the chair, Father. I’d rather sit on the stool beside you. It’s quite comfortable.’

‘Is Tom asleep?’

‘Yes. I think all the excitement wore him out.’

‘Henry’s not back?’

‘No. Which makes it rather a good moment to talk to you.’ She paused and he waited. ‘Do you remember,’ she went on after a moment, ‘when we thought they were about to break in, you told me I had six rounds and to use five of them on the enemy?’

‘I do.’

‘That would have left me with one shot to use on myself.’

‘I’d assumed that’s what you wanted the pistol for.’

‘It was. But I realised this evening that I could only fire four shots at the enemy. I needed another two, you see.’

‘Two?’

‘One for Tom, one for me.’ She looked up at him sadly. ‘What do you think they’d do to him? Bayonet him, at best. Isn’t that right?’

‘I don’t know.’ He didn’t want to think about it.

‘Well, I do. So I needed two bullets. But that’s the problem. I realised I couldn’t trust myself. I knew I should do it, but I didn’t think I could. I was just so afraid I’d hesitate, and then it might have been too late.’

‘Well, thank God there was no need. It’s all over now.’

‘What about the next time?’

‘There won’t be a next time.’

‘There might.’ She sighed. ‘If there is, I’m awfully sorry, but you’ll have to do it.’

‘You’re asking me to shoot my grandson?’ He looked at her in horror. ‘Talk to your husband, Emily, not to me.’

‘Henry’s man enough to do it, but I’m afraid he might refuse. His faith might prevent him, you see.’

‘His faith?’

‘Henry’s faith is very strong, you know.’

Trader said nothing.

‘Will you promise me?’

Trader paused. He thought of Tom. He thought of the bayonets.

‘I might be killed first,’ he pointed out.

‘Please don’t be,’ she said.

‘Cixi wants a truce,’ said MacDonald the next day. ‘We’ve had a message from the Tsungli Yamen: all a misunderstanding. My eye. Cixi herself sends her regrets.’

‘She’s got the wind up,’ said Trader. ‘Was it the mine blowing them up, or is there something more behind it?’

‘I’ve just heard that the relief force has broken through and is already on its way up the canal. Eleven thousand men. She probably knew last night.’

‘That was the last try, then, as I thought.’

‘Probably,’ said MacDonald. ‘Let’s hope they get here soon.’

It felt strange to walk about the legation again without having to duck one’s head and watch for sniper fire. On the second day of the truce, Trader even went up on the wall. He watched some Chinese collecting their dead from outside the legation barricades. Looking across the quarter towards the Imperial City, he could see into the open square of the Mongol market on the western side of the British legation. To his amazement, there were already a few stalls there selling food again. He saw an old Chinese fellow, a crate of eggs on his back, making his way across the market to the British barricade. Turning to look east across the canal to the Fu, he caught sight of Emily moving amongst the converts there.

He was on his way down from the wall when he tripped. He wasn’t hurt. Nothing to worry about. But to be sensible, he went over to the infirmary.

The infirmary was quite impressive. It had been enlarged to include a couple of old storerooms. There were two doctors, aided during the emergency by several women nurses, two of whom were fully qualified doctors themselves – a higher level of care, Henry had pointed out, than one could ever get under normal conditions. The two doctor-nurses had checked him thoroughly, diagnosed a bad sprain and let him go. They’d given him a crutch and told him to use it. But he’d soon exchanged this for a silver-topped ebony stick that MacDonald lent him and that he thought looked better.

‘I’m so glad, Father,’ said Emily with a smile, ‘that you haven’t lost your vanity.’

The truce seemed to be holding in the days that followed. There were occasional shots fired at the Catholic cathedral in the distance, but nothing more.

And it was one day at this time that, awaking from an afternoon siesta on the veranda, Trader found himself looking into the face of his grandson Tom.

‘Are you asleep, Grandfather?’ Tom said.

‘Not anymore.’

‘Can I ask you a question?’

‘Fire away.’

‘Fargo says that all this trouble with the Chinese is our fault because we sold them opium, which makes people sick. Is that true?’

‘Well …’ Trader hesitated. ‘It wasn’t as simple as that. They had their own opium, you know. But it’s true they bought quite a bit of opium from us. Trouble was, we wanted to sell them all sorts of things – cotton goods, manufactured things – but the only thing the Chinese people wanted was opium.’

‘Is opium bad for you?’

‘It’s like a lot of things, I suppose. It’s a medicine, actually. And people here liked to smoke a bit, the same way we might take a glass of brandy. But if you smoke too much, then you can get a craving for it and that can make you sick. Same with drinking brandy, come to that.’ He nodded wisely. ‘Moderation in all things, Tom. Moderation. That’s the secret of life.’

‘Mother says that the Chinese kept everybody out, including the missionaries, and that they’d still like to.’

‘That’s true as well. Sometimes a country can keep itself cut off from the outside world for centuries. But then one day the world will come knocking at the door, and something has to change. That’s what happened with Japan. There was no opium involved there at all.’

‘So it was the Chinese who were in the wrong then, and we were in the right?’

‘I wouldn’t put it that way. In practice, you’ll find as you go through life, it’s really all about how you manage things.’

‘Oh.’ Tom looked a bit doubtful. Then a new idea seemed to strike him. ‘Grandfather.’

‘Yes.’

‘If you had your life again, would you go to China and sell opium?’

Trader was silent. He thought about Canton and then Macao, but not for long. Then his mind went back to Calcutta.

‘I daresay,’ he said, ‘I’d have stayed in India.’ He nodded slowly, then smiled at his grandson. ‘That’s where I met your dear grandmother, you know,’ he added. The statement was perfectly true, in its way.

‘So if you’d stayed in India, what would you have done?’

‘I expect I’d have been dealing in tea. That’s the business I’d be in nowadays. My son, your uncle, is in that business, as a matter of fact. Indian tea. But there wasn’t any then, you see.’

‘If you hadn’t sold opium, would anybody else have?’

‘Oh, some people would have. No doubt about that.’ Trader paused. ‘It’s all a question of time, you see,’ he offered. ‘It’s a question of what you can do, and what you can’t do, and when you can do it.’ The boy still looked puzzled. ‘Now,’ said Trader, ‘you come along with me.’

He got up, not without discomfort, and made his way stiffly across the lawn. Taking his ebony stick, he pushed the ferrule into the turf so that the stick stood upright. ‘We’ll say that’s the wicket,’ he said. ‘I want you to throw the ball so that it bounces once and passes just over the top of the stick.’

And for half an hour he watched as Tom threw the ball – which he did with remarkable accuracy – went and picked it up, then threw it again and again, which was good exercise for the boy, and stopped him from asking any more questions.

As July merged into August, the days passed slowly. For Trader, it was a strange, almost unreal time.

The truce held, but it seemed uneasy. Everybody repaired their defences. He noticed, however, that on the eastern side of the legation, beyond the Fu, the Chinese soldiers patched up their barricades without much conviction; whereas on the western side, beyond the Mongol market, the imperial soldiers were busy strengthening their redoubts as though they expected fighting to break out any day, and their surly looks suggested that they’d be glad if it did.

Did this reflect the two different factions within the Forbidden City? Perhaps.

They had definite news of the relief force now. It was making its way up the canal towards the city. But the soldiers brought cannon, and they were short of boats, so the going was slow. All the same, they’d be there in a week, ten days at most.

The main problem was food. The Tsungli Yamen might send baskets of fruit, small traders came across the open ground with eggs and chickens; but supplies of basic food inside the legations were beginning to dwindle.

‘We’ve just got to keep body and soul together until they arrive,’ Emily remarked.

Because they were bored, people were starting to take a few potshots across the barriers. Nothing too much, Trader thought.

It was a sunny morning in August when he and Tom decided to go for a walk together. ‘We’ll make an inspection of the defences,’ he told Emily with a smile.

‘Be careful,’ she warned.

‘Of course we will,’ he answered.

Trader was feeling rather pleased with himself that day. Though he was still walking with the ebony cane, his leg seemed to be better. He could almost put his full weight on it. As they set off, he noticed with amusement that, as usual, his grandson had his cricket ball in his pocket. ‘We won’t be playing any cricket, you know,’ he remarked. But when this failed to elicit any response, he smiled indulgently, told himself it really didn’t matter anyway, and led the way towards their first objective.

He took care as he mounted the stone steps up to the broad parapet of the city wall. He didn’t want to trip and fall as he had so recently before. But he made it easily enough; and if he winced once or twice, Tom didn’t see.

They admired the views for a few minutes. After that, they made their way back into the British legation and walked through the grounds until they reached the northern end. The wall between the legation and the burned-out Chinese library had been thickly reinforced from the legation side since the truce began. ‘They’ll have a job to get through that,’ Trader remarked, ‘if they try again.’

Indeed, the space they were standing in had almost become like a peaceful walled garden, he thought, and they were just about to move on when Tom pulled at his sleeve. ‘Grandfather,’ he whispered, ‘did you hear that?’

‘What?’ For a man of his age Trader had good hearing, but he had to confess: ‘I didn’t hear a thing.’

Tom stood still, concentrating, while his grandfather waited. ‘It’s very faint. It’s underground. Like scraping.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes.’ Tom nodded.

‘Damn,’ said Trader. ‘They must be mining. So much for the truce.’

‘Should we report it, Grandfather?’

‘Absolutely. I’ll tell MacDonald as soon as we get back.’

And they might have gone straight to the residence except that, as they returned along the western wall of the legation, they met a soldier carrying a small chicken.

‘Where did you get that?’ Trader enquired.

‘The Mongol market. There’s a few stalls open today.’

‘Oh, Grandfather, let’s get something for Mother,’ cried Tom.

‘I don’t know,’ Trader replied. ‘We’re not supposed to do that. The food committee’s asked everyone to pool their food until the siege is over.’

‘Maybe just some eggs?’ suggested Tom.

Trader said nothing. But they went to the little alley that gave access to the Mongol market and looked in.

There were only half a dozen stalls clustered in the middle of the little square. The broad, weather-beaten faces of the Mongol traders looked strangely incurious, as if to say: ‘We belong to the steppe. Your quarrels have nothing to do with us.’ They appeared to be selling eggs, chickens, sweetmeats of some kind, nothing very appetising. But it was food.

Trader’s eyes searched the low buildings on the far side of the market. Could there be snipers hidden there? The man with the chicken hadn’t mentioned any trouble. Trader just wished there were some other people in the place.

An old Mongol woman caught sight of them. Picking up a basket, she came across, tilting the basket to show them the eggs it contained. She stopped a few feet away and indicated that, if they would follow her, she could show them other, better things. Back at the stall a middle-aged man, her son perhaps, held up a scrawny chicken by its neck, while it feebly flapped its wings. He beckoned, and the old woman motioned to them to walk beside her, as though she could provide a safe conduct to the stall.

Tom looked up eagerly. ‘Can’t we go, Grandfather?’ he begged.

‘I suppose so,’ Trader muttered.

So they made their way across the empty marketplace and reached the stall. They looked at the scrawny chickens and the other goods on offer.

The Mongol was inspecting Trader with interest. It seemed he had correctly concluded that this tall figure with his ebony cane and black eye patch must be a rich man. For suddenly he seized the basket of eggs, stuffed three live chickens into an open wooden box, and presented them to Trader with a simple word: ‘Yuan.’

‘Yuan? You want a yuan for this?’ Trader exclaimed in astonishment. Then he laughed. In its most recent efforts to strengthen its economy, the Chinese government had issued this new and valuable silver coin. Trader held up the fingers of one hand. ‘Five fen,’ he said. Five cents. A twentieth of a yuan. And a good price at that, even in wartime.

The Mongol looked disappointed, offered half a dozen eggs instead, and indicated this was what five fen would buy. Trader shook his head and pointed to a chicken that would need to be added. He gave Tom a quick glance as though to say: observe the gentle art of bargaining. The Mongol considered. But whether he would have accepted the offer they never discovered. For suddenly he stared over Tom’s head at something behind the boy. And Trader turned.

The man was dressed in red. A Boxer, obviously. He was crouched in a kung fu tiger stance, with a light jian sword in his hand, and he had positioned himself directly between Trader and the alley through which they’d entered the market, so that there was no escape.

Where the devil had he sprung from? He must have slipped over one of the barriers. And how did he come to be in that part of the city at all? The Boxers had all been withdrawn.

Maintaining his crouch, the Boxer began to come closer. Trader shot a glance back at the Mongols, but they were watching impassively. Clearly they weren’t going to interfere.

There was only one thing to do. Keeping his eyes on the Boxer, he called softly to Tom. ‘Stay behind me until I give the word. The moment I do, run for the alley. You understand? Don’t ask any questions. Do exactly as I say. All right?’

‘Yes, Grandfather.’

‘Good.’ Trader began to move slowly towards the Boxer, raising his ebony stick as he did so. It had been a long time since he’d done any fencing, but he should be able to keep the fellow occupied for a few moments. Long enough for the boy to escape. And if he was going to die, as he supposed he probably was, it wouldn’t be such a bad way to go.

Of course, he might be lucky. If he could just poke the point of his stick into the fellow’s eye, he and Tom might both get away. ‘So, my red friend,’ he muttered, ‘let’s find out how good a swordsman you are.’

He was en garde now, edging forward, the point of his stick up, always on target. ‘Get ready, boy,’ he called to Tom. Then he made a feint.

The Boxer was deceived, swung at the stick that was not there, left himself open, and quick as a flash, Trader lunged.

Except that he did not. He’d overestimated the strength of his leg. The ankle gave way, his leg collapsed, and before he even knew what was happening, he fell facedown. Looking up helplessly, he saw the Boxer smile and raise his sword.

‘Run, Tom,’ he shouted. ‘Run for your life!’ He couldn’t see the boy, but he tried to swing at the Boxer’s ankles with his stick, just to keep him in place while Tom got away. He tensed, knowing the Boxer’s sword was coming. Would it be a thrust or slash?

And then, to his astonishment, he heard a crack like a pistol shot. The Boxer’s body jerked violently, fell backwards, and crashed to the ground like a man knocked clean unconscious.

Turning his head, he saw young Tom, with a look of triumph, already at his side and trying to help him up. ‘What happened?’ he mumbled.

‘I got him with my cricket ball,’ Tom cried. ‘Right between the eyes!’

‘By Jove, so you did.’ Trader was up on one knee now. He could see that the unconscious man’s sword was lying on the ground beside him. The Boxer emitted a low groan. ‘Grab his sword, Tom, quick, before he comes round!’ he ordered.

Tom did so and brandished the sword in his hand. The Boxer was dazed, but coming to, struggling to get up.

‘Shall I kill him, Grandfather?’ Tom cried eagerly. ‘I can chop his head. Easy.’ He was beside himself with excitement.

‘Not now. Keep the sword and help me up.’

A moment later, with one arm around Tom’s shoulders, he was hobbling towards the alley. The Boxer had managed to stand up groggily, but then fallen down again. They got to the alley and made their escape.

‘I wish you’d let me kill him, Grandfather,’ said Tom.

‘I know, my boy,’ said Trader. ‘But your mother wouldn’t have liked it.’

They were safely inside the legation and making their way towards the residence when Tom suddenly let out a schoolboy curse.

‘What’s the matter?’ asked his grandfather.

‘I left my cricket ball in the market. Can I go back for it?’

‘No,’ said Trader. ‘I’m afraid you cannot.’

When they reached the residence, they found both Emily and Henry at home. Their story was quickly told. Though delighted to have them both back alive, Emily looked at her father a little reproachfully.

‘What were you doing in the Mongol market?’ she wanted to know.

 ‘We were buying chicken and eggs,’ said Tom. ‘For you.’

‘I see,’ said Emily, staring at him. ‘Well, I’m glad you’re safe.’

‘I shouldn’t have gone in there,’ Trader said with shame. ‘And Tom saved my life by throwing that cricket ball in his face.’

‘He’s got a powerful throw,’ said Henry.

‘Yes.’ Trader nodded slowly. ‘Runs in our family.’

‘Does it?’ said Emily.

‘I threw something at somebody once. Old story from long ago. I’ll tell you some other time.’

‘Well, I’m very proud of you, Tom, for saving your grandfather’s life,’ said Henry firmly.

Tom beamed. ‘Before that, we were up by the old Chinese library wall,’ he went on. ‘And we heard something Grandfather says we have to tell Sir Claude right away.’

As he was speaking, there was a tap at the door and the head of that worthy gentleman himself appeared. ‘Is my name being taken in vain?’ MacDonald enquired with a smile.

‘We heard something you should know about,’ said Trader. ‘At least I didn’t hear it, but young Tom here’s got sharper ears. Tell Sir Claude what you heard, Tom.’

So Tom described the scraping sound underground, and MacDonald nodded and said it probably meant the Chinese were mining again, and Trader said he’d thought so, too.

‘Well done,’ said MacDonald to Tom. ‘By the way, the reason I came to your quarters was because a certain item has just been thrown over the legation wall from the Mongol market. I had a feeling it might be yours.’ And to the boy’s delight, the minister handed him his cricket ball. ‘Very sporting of those Mongols, I must say,’ MacDonald remarked. ‘Perhaps we should teach them to play cricket.’

The next morning MacDonald met Trader by the front door. ‘I’ve got three men up by the old Chinese library. Also one of the infirmary doctors laid a sounding board on the ground and is listening with a stethoscope. Rather ingenious, I thought.

‘I’ve a favour to ask now,’ the minister went on briskly. ‘I need to borrow Henry’s telescope. Something’s come up.’

He returned at noon, looking serious. ‘You were right. They’re mining under the old library. Now we’re trying to find out where else they may be burrowing. But there’s another piece of news. Not good. I’ve been up on the wall with Henry’s telescope. Troops with new banners have arrived in Peking. I could see them clearly. So it seems that one of the governors, at least, has answered Cixi’s call for extra troops. But there’s more. The Boxers are back as well. A lot of them.’

‘That’s why that damned fellow showed up in the Mongol market then,’ said Trader.

‘Evidently. The latest report is that our own relief force is about five days away. But frankly, I’ve given up placing any reliance on these messages. I suppose Cixi must know where they are, but I don’t. So the question is, will the moderates in the Forbidden City or the militants prevail? If the latter, we have to expect another big attack any day.’

What irony, Trader thought. If all the efforts that had been made, the fighting, the hunger, the sickness and sacrifice – his own poor attempts to bolster Henry’s faith, young Tom’s saving his own life – if all these things had been for nothing. The relief force would arrive only to find that every soul in the legations – soldiers, women, children, and converts alike – had all been slaughtered, every one, perhaps only hours before they got there.

He didn’t share his thought, of course. No point in doing that. He hobbled about trying to look cheerful and thought he’d succeeded pretty well until Emily came up to him one day, put her arm through his, and said, ‘Poor Father. You look so sad.’

‘No,’ he assured her. ‘Just this damned leg giving me a bit of gyp, that’s all.’

She squeezed his arm, though whether she believed him was another matter.

A week passed. People didn’t want to discuss the threat from the Chinese bannermen and the Boxers. They preferred to share whatever news came through about the approach of the relief force. And one might indeed draw comfort from the fact that each day that passed without a major assault meant that there was less and less time in which it could be attempted.

But the mining continued. The sniping grew more insistent each day so that the truce, for all practical purposes, no longer existed.

As for Trader, he counted each night and each day, just like everyone else, but with this one difference: his promise to Emily about Tom.

If only Emily hadn’t been right. That was the trouble. He could imagine those Boxers with their jian swords and the imperial troops with their bayonets. He knew what they’d do to Tom. Of course the boy should be saved from that.

But he couldn’t do it. The thought haunted him. The boy’s even saved my life, he thought, yet I haven’t the guts to grant him a merciful death. He told himself he must. But he feared in his heart that he might fail him. He prayed to God that the relief column would come quickly.

Once when he was reading an adventure story to Tom in the afternoon, his voice almost broke and he couldn’t go on. And Tom was concerned and puzzled until he explained that it was just his leg playing up again.

And though he did not do so, of course, he almost wept with relief when MacDonald finally told him: ‘This time we know for certain. Our troops will be here tomorrow.’

It was pitch-black that night. There was a strange silence and electricity in the air, as if a thunderstorm was brewing. And sure enough it came – a deep roll that spread into a growl all along the horizon. Somewhere there was a flash of lightning.

And then, as if they had only been waiting for this heavenly sign, the thousands of bannermen and Boxers surrounding the legations erupted together in the terrible cry, which drowned out even the thunder.

‘Sha! Sha!’ Kill. ‘Sha!’ Kill.

MacDonald was at the door of the residence in seconds. Soldiers were running in from every defence post reporting that they were under attack. ‘Sound the alarm!’ MacDonald cried, and moments later the bell in its little tower could be heard jangling wildly.

So it had come to this. Trader stood with his pistol in his hand as the rain poured down in front of him. An hour had passed since the alarm had sounded and a drenching rainstorm had burst over the legations. MacDonald had gone out long ago and not returned. Every other able-bodied man was out on the barricades, including Henry; and if it wasn’t for his leg, Trader would have been there, too. Instead, he was mounting guard in the porch by the front door of the residence, inside which Lady MacDonald and her girls were in the back parlour, while Emily and Tom huddled together in a protected corner of the hall.

Thunderstorm or not, this was the last chance for the Chinese. One night left to destroy the foreigners and their traitor-converts. One night left to seal the capital off from the outside world and tell the relief force: ‘You’ve no one to rescue anymore.’

Trader wished he could make out what was going on. Sometimes the Chinese war chant sounded louder; sometimes it died down a little. He wished he could leave his post to go and see.

Then, to his surprise, Henry appeared. He was drenched but unhurt. ‘What news?’ he asked.

‘We’re holding them,’ said Henry, and disappeared inside. Five minutes later, he came out again.

‘What did you tell Emily and Tom?’ Trader asked.

‘The same as I told you. We’re holding them.’ Henry paused, then gave his father-in-law a sad look. ‘Between you and me, I’m not sure we can hold them much longer.’ He shook Trader’s hand with emotion before going on his way.

Trader understood: Henry had come for a last look at his wife and son and to bid him goodbye.

Glancing in through the door, he could just see the hem of Emily’s skirt. Tom he couldn’t see. He would have liked to go in there himself, but he stayed at his post, and the minutes passed.

He lost track of time. He felt as if he had entered a nightmare world where time and space were shaped by rain, cries, screams, and the bangs of countless bullets and shells all around. Sometimes the screams sounded close and getting nearer; at other times they were quieter, though whether that meant that they were farther away he could not tell. The only time the night offered him any solid, static forms was when a flash of lightning would suddenly illumine the scene, and he’d see the sharply curved tile roofs of nearby buildings glistening in the rain like swords and knives.

It couldn’t go on for many hours now, he thought. And when the Chinese broke through, he knew what he would do. He’d keep firing, where he was, until they cut him down.

He didn’t want to see his daughter’s end, nor Tom’s. Was that selfish? Not really. Not if there was no hope. Emily would have to do whatever she thought best, and despite her trying to unload the business onto him, he believed he knew what that would be, whatever she said.

As for himself, he’d just as soon a bullet took him out any time now, rather than prolong the agony of waiting.

They were starting to shell the garden in front of him with a Krupp gun. Explosive shells. Did they know where the shells were falling? Would they adjust their aim and hit the residence instead? Despite the rain, he began to move forward onto the lawn, into the line of fire. He wasn’t even conscious he was doing so. An explosive shell hit a tree only twenty feet away.

It was a moment later that he noticed that someone else was hastening to the residence door. He stared and frowned. ‘What the devil are you doing here?’ he demanded.

It was Backhouse.

‘I thought I’d come by.’

‘Go and fight on the barricades like everyone else.’

‘I was. Then MacDonald arrived. He may have thought I was getting in the way. I really don’t know. But he sent me here to help you.’

‘Don’t go inside. You’ll disturb people. You can stand in the rain.’

‘If we stand in the porch, we’ll be outside, but we won’t be in the rain.’

Trader said nothing.

‘If you stay where you are at this moment, you will be in the line of fire,’ Backhouse observed.

Still Trader said nothing, but he reluctantly moved back to the porch. The two men stood in silence for a couple of minutes. A shell from the Krupp gun exploded on the lawn, in the place where Trader had been standing.

‘There you are,’ said Backhouse. ‘MacDonald was right to send me here. I just saved your life.’

‘Damn your eyes.’

After a little while, Backhouse spoke again. ‘I think you have a death wish, Mr Trader. Do you have a death wish?’

‘No.’

‘If the Chinese break in – and they very well may – we’re the first line of defence for the residence.’

‘Obviously. I assume you have a gun.’

‘Oh yes. In fact, I’m quite a good shot. We may be able to keep them at bay for a while. But we can’t really stop them from getting into the residence. Who’s in there?’

‘Lady MacDonald and her daughters. My daughter, Mrs Whiteparish, and her son.’

‘Has Lady MacDonald got a gun?’

‘Don’t know. My daughter’s got a pistol.’

‘If the Chinese do get through, your daughter should use the pistol on herself. And her son, of course.’

‘Mind your own business.’

‘Are you going to do it, then – assuming you get the chance?’

‘None of your affair.’

‘I can do it, if you want.’

‘You?’ Trader looked at Backhouse in horror. This loathsome creature shoot Emily and Tom? Trader pulled out his Webley and pointed it at Backhouse’s chest. ‘Get out of here!’ he shouted. ‘Get out of here, or I swear by God I’ll kill you.’

And Backhouse, seeing the older man really meant it, gracefully but speedily retired.

So Trader stayed there, half in and half out of the rain, while the thunder and the barrage of shots and shells continued, standing like a tall old rock on a Scottish hillside, bleak and dour and without any hope of salvation.

Then, in the darkest time of the night before the dawn, he heard another deep rumble of thunder in the east, and soon after that, he heard cheering. Supposing that the Chinese must have broken through, he took out his gun and prepared to shoot the first Boxer or bannerman who approached.

And sure enough, a figure did come running in, but he cried out as he came, ‘It’s me, Henry.’ And Trader felt a surge of joy that the two of them could go down fighting side by side. ‘Did you hear the big guns in the east?’ Henry cried as he reached him.

‘Guns? I thought it was thunder.’

‘No. Our guns. The relief’s arrived. We’re saved!’

Emily had many memories of the months that followed. The arrival of the relief force had been a joy indeed: British troops, American, Russian, French, German, Japanese; perhaps most magnificent to behold, the splendid Sikhs from India. But the moment she cherished above all was when a single officer, the first man they saw, walked onto the British legation lawn, wondering where exactly he was, to be greeted by Lady MacDonald herself, together with a bevy of wives, all dressed formally as though for a diplomatic reception, with the immortal words: ‘I don’t know who you are, but we are very pleased to see you.’

A close second had to be the reaction of her dear father, who on being told that the Dowager Empress Cixi had managed to disappear from the Forbidden City overnight and could not be found, delightedly remarked: ‘She’s done a bunk. A moonlight flit. You’d think she couldn’t pay the rent!’

A third was more moving.

For the day after these events, a discovery was made, of two mines that the Chinese had dug – not the mine that Tom had detected on the northern side of the legation, but two others that no one had known anything about. Inside the mines were found huge quantities of explosive, all primed and ready to be detonated. Why had they not been used? Nobody ever found out. She was with her father, her husband and Tom when MacDonald came in with the news.

‘Had those gone off,’ MacDonald told them, ‘there’d have been nothing left of the legations. We should, all of us, have been blown to smithereens.’

And she saw her father put his hand on Henry’s shoulder and quietly say, ‘Well, if that isn’t a sign of God’s providence, then I don’t know what is.’ And Henry suddenly broke down and wept, though she didn’t quite know why.

The following months were relatively quiet for Emily. The Boxer Rebellion was not completely over. Though the Christians in the Legation Quarter and up at the Catholic cathedral had been rescued, there were terrible massacres, of Catholics especially, in the northern prefectures that continued for almost a year until the movement came to an end.

During that time, the Empress Cixi, having got clean away in disguise, had reemerged in the central provinces, where she made a diplomatic tour of ancient cities until terms were finally agreed for her safe return, with the support of the Western powers, to the capital.

In the legation, however, the rebuilding of life began right away. In the autumn, Tom was sent to England with another family who were making the voyage. Henry was busy with the mission, which had to be rebuilt. Emily took it upon herself to write a long letter giving the family a full account of everything that had passed, including a glowing account of her father’s gallant role in the whole business.

The surprise had been her father. She’d supposed he’d probably go back to England with Tom. But instead he’d announced that there was something he wanted to do before he left, and that it might take a month or two.

She and Henry were perfectly happy about it and glad of his company. But she’d been amazed at how busy he’d been. There had been calls upon diplomats and long discussions with Morrison, old Sir Robert Hart, and others knowledgeable in the conduct of affairs. And finally, after two months, he had completed his project.

His report, entitled The Folly of Reparations in China, was never published, but it was widely read. And admired. For it was a masterpiece.

‘You see,’ he told her, ‘what I came to suspect, over some decades involved with China in one way or another, was that we’d all been making a great mistake. Every time there was a conflict – and of course we always insisted that each war was started by the other side and not by us – we would claim compensation. Both to cover our own expenses and to deter the other side from starting any trouble again. And I came to see that this policy has many problems. In the first place, since the argument is presented as a moral one – that the whole thing’s the other fellow’s fault – it means that you’re simply increasing the enmity between the parties. Secondly, to substantiate your claim to the moral high ground, you’ll probably need to tell a pack of lies, which is bad for you. Thirdly, it encourages an attitude of self-righteousness in the party who’s on the winning side, which means he doesn’t listen to the views and needs of the other party.’

‘Shouldn’t one be in the right?’ she asked. ‘Surely we should.’

‘Not if it makes you a bully. For here’s the thing. I’ve been over all the figures most carefully. I’ve made tables of them. All we’ve done is ruin China. Every time. Think of it: we want China to be open and to trade with us. When they won’t, because however foolishly they closed themselves off from the outside world, we come in and ruin them. Is that going to induce them to welcome us? Is that even going to make it possible for them to increase their trade? No. The first thing you’ve got to do in all business – or diplomacy – is discover the other fellow’s point of view and what he needs. Then you’ve got to find a way to make it in his self-interest to act as you wish. It takes patience, but any other course of action will be counterproductive in the long run. We need to help the Chinese, not punish them. Call it enlightened self-interest, call it anything you like. But that’s what we should do.’

‘You really have strong feelings about this, don’t you?’

‘Yes, I do, now that I’ve understood it. And this report backs it up with chapter and verse, all the way.’

‘And you wanted to write it before you left.’

‘Yes, while it was fresh in my mind, and I had access to people like Hart who had a lot of hard information. I also wanted to get it out there before we indulge ourselves in another round of reparations for this latest affair.’

She’d been so proud of the old man. And although the foreign powers had, once again, demanded reparations, she’d watched with pleasure as, over quite a short period of time, starting with the Americans, one by one, every participant had returned the money to China, sometimes in charitable form, sometimes as investment, but returned the money all the same.

Of course, her father had gone away long before then.

He’d departed on a ship that was going to pass by Macao. That had given her the chance to tease him a little, just as he was leaving. ‘You’ll have time to go onshore and look at some old haunts in Macao,’ she said. ‘Romantic memories, I daresay.’

‘Oh. With your mother, you mean?’

‘No. There was the lady before her. Half Oriental, wasn’t she?’

‘How the devil do you know about that?’

‘Grandmother told me. She found out. Mother knew, too. Didn’t Mother ever tease you about it?’

‘No. Never mentioned it, actually.’

‘Well, good for you, anyway. Safe journey. Happy memories.’

The ship ploughed its way towards Macao. Most of the passengers were on deck, for it was a sunny day and the view across to the island, with the gleaming facade of St Paul’s high on its hill, was splendid indeed. But John Trader wasn’t on deck.

He’d been getting sick before he got on the boat, and he’d known it. But it didn’t matter. Everybody was safe. His report was done. It was the right time to leave. Right for Emily and Henry, too. They’d all enjoyed one another’s company, but it was better to leave before people were glad to see you go.

The ship’s doctor came into his cabin. He was a good, sensible man, in his forties. An Irishman, O’Grady by name. He looked at Trader seriously. ‘I’ve got to put you off, you know.’

‘Why?’

‘You’ve got pneumonia.’

‘I know that.’

‘Fresh air and sun in Macao may save you.’

‘I want to stay here.’

‘I can’t answer for you.’

‘No. But you can bury me.’

‘At sea? That’s what you want?’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m not supposed to.’

‘Write a note to cover yourself. I’ll sign it. Not that anyone will ever ask to see it.’

‘Probably not.’

‘How long shall we be here at Macao?’

‘Two days.’

‘I’ll sit on deck in the sun for one of them, if it’s fine.’

And it was fine, and he did, and then the ship left on the evening of the second day, after dark, and he made his way with difficulty back to his cabin and collapsed on his bed.

As he lay there, he thought: if I hadn’t come down with pneumonia, I’d be buried in Scotland. But he didn’t want that. Leave Drumlomond to the Lomonds. He wasn’t really one of them. He’d got the Scottish estate he’d always wanted, acted the part of landowner well enough all these years, but it was time to move on.

Where would he have chosen to be buried, then, if on land? He couldn’t think of anywhere. Not with the life he’d had. There was no turning back now. I am a man at sea, he thought. Let the sea have me.

He began to sink late that night, and continued to sink, watched by Dr O’Grady, while the night grew blacker. Black as opium.
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It was me. I did it. She foresaw everything. And she was in control up to her last breath. But she needed me. And I did it.

I caught my first glimpse of her secret plan – for I am sure that is what it was – about two years after she’d returned to Beijing following the Boxer Rebellion. The day before, she’d been out to the Eastern Tombs to inspect her mausoleum, and she’d returned in a very good temper. The mausoleum was magnificent. When the time came, she’d be buried in splendour. And people would look upon her tomb with awe for centuries to come.

That day, however, she was to receive a group of Western ladies, Americans mostly, who were coming to pay her a courtesy visit.

Such visits had become rather a feature of her life at this time. I believe she talked to these women for several reasons. She’d clearly decided that, since she couldn’t get rid of the Western barbarians, it would be best to make friends with them, and she could still be very charming when she wanted. The Western women loved these meetings, and they seemed to amuse Cixi; though whether she was really amused, it was hard to tell.

But I’m sure that she was also curious, for if there was anything they could tell her about their customs that might be useful to China, she wanted to find it out.

The meeting that day was typical. The Western women wanted to talk about foot-binding, and Cixi explained: ‘As a Manchu, I am no more in favour of the custom than you are. Indeed, I’m going to take steps to end it.’ They liked hearing this very much. Several of the women, at the urging of their husbands, I expect, told her about the wonders of the great railways that the Western powers could build for her in China if she granted them concessions. The dowager empress always said to me in private that she hated trains, but she smiled and said that, no doubt, there would be many more railways in China in the future. Actually, I rode in a train with her once, and she seemed rather to enjoy it.

But that day, what she really wanted to talk about was their form of government. ‘In your country,’ she asked the American women, ‘the people elect assemblies to represent them, and also a president who rules – but only for a few years. Is that not so?’

‘It is,’ one of them replied.

‘All the men elect?’

‘Most. Not all.’

‘And the women?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Is it not disruptive that you have to go through such a process so frequently?’

‘Perhaps. But it means that if we do not like a government, we can soon change it.’

‘Your Majesty might think our system is better,’ a young English lady suggested. ‘We have a monarch who rules with the advice of our Parliament. We think that makes our government wiser and more stable.’

‘I have outlived your queen,’ said Cixi with some satisfaction. She frowned. ‘There is a man called Sun Yat-sen who was partly educated by you British in Hong Kong. He produced a big plan for an elected assembly for China. He wants a revolution. In the end he had to leave the country. But there are many people with progressive views, as his ideas are called, in our southern provinces. They are quite troublesome.’

‘We think our constitutional monarchy is stable and respectful of tradition,’ the English lady replied.

The empress did not say anything, but I noticed that she looked thoughtful. ‘I must remind you,’ she said quietly, ‘that the British have not always been respectful of our traditions. Did you know that at this moment a British force is encroaching on Tibet?’

‘I do not know that,’ said the lady, looking awkward.

‘I daresay you do not. But it is so.’ Cixi pursed her lips. ‘I have been fortunate these last few years to have an excellent general who can keep order in this huge land and also defend our borderlands if necessary. I am speaking of General Yuan.’

‘We have met him,’ said several of the ladies. ‘A splendid soldier,’ said one. ‘A man of the old school!’ exclaimed another. ‘You are fortunate indeed, Majesty,’ said a third.

‘I am so glad you agree,’ said my mistress.

After they had gone, the empress turned to me. ‘What do you think of General Yuan, Lacquer Nail?’

I thought for a moment. I knew I could say whatever I wanted and she would not mind. She trusted me. ‘An old warlord who’s out for himself, my lady.’

‘Of course. But we need him. And what about our visitors?’

‘They seem to think that their forms of government are superior to ours,’ I said. ‘Of course,’ I added, ‘we always felt ours was superior to theirs.’

‘Certainly,’ she replied. ‘I will tell you something, Lacquer Nail. You will remember how, when the foreign troops came to relieve the legations, I had to leave the capital in a hurry.’

‘How could I forget?’ I said.

‘It was chaos. I was glad I had you with me. And we all wandered from city to city, province to province, until I was sure it was safe to return. A tour of inspection, we called it. But in doing this, you know, I discovered who my friends were – the prefects and governors who took us in – and I also got to see the country more than I had in many years. And to talk to people, mandarins and scholars who had no idea if I’d get back to power or not, and who told me what they really thought. I learned so much about my country and about its history.’ She paused. ‘We need to change, Lacquer Nail. I know that now. That’s why I like listening to these Western ladies, to discover more about them.’

‘Do you know how we should change the Celestial Kingdom, my lady?’

‘Not exactly. Not yet. But I’ve realised something else. It’s all a question of timing. You remember how the present emperor tried to turn the whole kingdom upside down?’

‘I always suspected, my lady, that they were all his tutors’ ideas.’

‘Setting up the university was all right. But all his other reforms … Nobody – none of the mandarins or the nobles and gentry – was ready for it. He had no support. I had to come back and lock him up.’

‘You did what you had to, my lady.’

‘But you see, Lacquer Nail, the same is true of Sun Yat-sen and his progressive friends. They think that because something is a good idea, it will work. And it’s not true. In both cases, they came too suddenly and too soon. It’s all about timing. That’s the thing.’ She smiled sadly. ‘And you know the other thing?’

‘No, my lady.’

‘There’s never enough time.’

Cixi might not have been certain what changes the empire needed, but those years saw a lot of activity.

They made plans for electing a National Assembly, and they finally abolished the old Confucian exams for mandarins and designed a new syllabus in science and foreign languages. And they abolished torture. Just imagine it. You’d have been executed for proposing such things a few years before.

As for the railway concessions, in no time the British and French, the Russians, the Japanese and the Germans were all setting up railways to suit themselves.

I continued to serve the empress in the usual way. She also encouraged me to see the young emperor every little while. Although he was waited on hand and foot by the eunuchs, he was quite lonely in his pavilion, and he always seemed pleased to see me. He knew my story, and that I was a bit different from the run-of-the-mill palace people, and I think he trusted me.

After my visit, Cixi would ask me, ‘How did you find him? Is he all right?’ She saw him herself, of course, but she seemed to want to know how other people found him. I think she cared for him, in her way.

The truth was that sometimes I hardly knew what to tell her. I don’t mean his physical condition – though he always seemed to have a lot of ailments. I mean his state of mind. With his long, pale, fleshy face, he always looked sad. And some days he was moody. But once or twice I’d arrive and find him sitting alone and happily tinkering with a clock, almost like a child. Some people thought he wasn’t quite right in the head. But gradually I began to wonder if he wasn’t doing it on purpose – acting like a simpleton, to make people think he was harmless. Perhaps he should have acted that way all the time.

Almost five years passed in this way. I could have retired, of course. I had years ago acquired the fine house of Mr Chen. I had a considerable fortune. And I had bought back my balls, of course. I spent the majority of my time living as my other self, the merchant. But I could not desert the empress. A day or two every week I became Lacquer Nail again and waited upon her. Sometimes we’d be out at the Summer Palace, but mostly in the Forbidden City. There were still theatricals and other amusements for Cixi, but these gradually grew fewer and fewer. One thing she enjoyed particularly was being photographed. I think it was the Western women who got her to like it. For they wanted to be photographed with her. She always took the greatest care of her appearance right to the end, but even more than usual if there was a chance she might be photographed.

Though we often talked during those years, she usually kept her designs hidden, even from me – except for one small occasion on which she said something that came back into my mind many times in the years to come. ‘You know, Lacquer Nail,’ she said, ‘I have told you of the need for change, and that change must come only when the time is ready.’

‘Yes, my lady,’ I said.

‘But our history is so long that if we study it, we shall discover that nothing is new. It may seem new, but it isn’t. Therefore, we can usually foretell, in a general way, what is to come.’ I’m sure she meant me to remember that.

But what her plans for the future were, or whether she had even worked them out in detail, I did not discover.

At the same time, the clouds were darkening. Japan and Russia went to war. Japan smashed the Russians, took over most of their Manchurian lands, and now dominated the Korean peninsula as well. The emperor’s health was deteriorating, and so was Cixi’s. She suffered a slight stroke. Her face drooped a little on one side. Her mental acuity, however, as far as I could judge, remained as sharp as ever. And I wondered: what was the plan for the empire?

I knew that the Empress Cixi was ready to die before she did herself. She hadn’t been well for some time, but she had remarkable powers of recovery. Above all, she had a will of iron. It was only when her will began to falter that I knew she was on the way out.

It began one morning when I was doing her nails. She was looking downcast. If there had been anyone else in the room, I wouldn’t have said a word, because you must never imply that a ruler has any weakness. But we were all by ourselves.

‘You look sad today, Majesty,’ I said.

‘I am, Lacquer Nail,’ she answered me. ‘I feel very disappointed with my life.’

‘You’ve had the most remarkable career of any woman in history,’ I told her.

‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘And yet I have failed. At first I thought I had succeeded. I had given the emperor a son. What greater thing could a woman do for the Celestial Kingdom or for her own family? I had to fight for him. I was nearly killed. But my son became emperor.’ She sighed. ‘But to what end? He was not fit to rule. I blamed myself.’

‘It was not your fault, my lady,’ I said. ‘His father hardly helped.’

‘All the men in my life have been weak. But I hoped that my stronger blood …’

‘Your blood is very strong,’ I said.

‘Is it? I thought so. That is why I chose Prince Chun’s son to succeed, when there were other candidates. Because his mother was my sister. He seemed more promising. Yet when he finally came to power, what did he do? Tried to overturn four thousand years of history – overnight! He was a fool.’

‘One needs a sense of timing,’ I agreed.

‘There, Lacquer Nail,’ she cried. ‘You, a poor eunuch, would have done better.’

Yes, I thought, but I had to fight for my life, and so did you. That’s how one learns. I didn’t say it, of course.

There was a long pause after that. I put some finishing touches on her nails.

‘I am tired, Lacquer Nail,’ she said at last. ‘I know the world must change. But I don’t want to live in it. I don’t want to live in a world with trains and people’s assemblies.’

‘Your body and mind are strong,’ I said.

‘The Mandate of Heaven is being withdrawn,’ she went on quietly.

Now that really knocked me sideways. To be exact, I froze. I had her hand in mine at that moment and I didn’t dare make even the tiniest motion, in case it should be interpreted as any kind of comment.

What did she mean? That the dynasty was coming to an end? Or did she mean that her own life was ebbing away? I thought it was just herself she meant.

But then, when she spoke the next words, I wasn’t so sure. ‘After I die, Lacquer Nail, what will happen?’

‘The emperor will rule, I suppose,’ I ventured.

She didn’t say anything. Not a word.

I got up and made ready to leave.

‘General Yuan thinks the emperor will have him killed,’ she said.

‘Oh,’ I said. ‘I never heard the emperor say that,’ I added.

‘The emperor may not like General Yuan,’ she went on quietly, ‘but that is not the point. He is by far the best general we have at present, and the army follows him.’

She was right about that. Killing Yuan would be really stupid. I was pretty sure what she wanted me to say next. ‘Perhaps I might pay a visit to the emperor, to see how he is,’ I said.

‘That is a good idea, Lacquer Nail,’ she answered. ‘I have been concerned about his health lately.’

Well, I had just reached the anteroom when whom should I see but General Yuan, waiting for an audience with Cixi.

He was a gruff, bluff man, not tall, but round as a barrel, with a huge grey moustache like a water buffalo’s horns. He was quite frightening, really, but he was always friendly with me. I bowed low.

‘Where are you off to, Lacquer Nail?’ he asked.

‘I thought I might call upon the emperor, sir,’ I said.

‘He’s planning to kill me, you know,’ he remarked. 

I’ve never heard him say it,’ I replied.

‘Well, perhaps you can persuade him not to,’ he suggested cheerfully.

Then I left.

It was a couple of hours later when I went along the corridor and over the narrow bridge that led to the emperor’s pavilion. The bridge was always guarded, to see he didn’t get out, really; but the guards let me through without a word.

I found him lying on a divan. Though he was still only in his thirties, he seemed like a man in decline. His hair was thinning. His face looked a little blue, and I noticed that there were telltale white bands across his fingernails. From arsenic, I guessed.

‘I came to see if Your Majesty wanted any company,’ I said softly.

‘Not really,’ he said. But then he sat up. ‘Is anything happening out there, Lacquer Nail?’

‘I wouldn’t say a lot,’ I replied. ‘I was with the dowager empress earlier today, doing her nails. I thought she was tired.’

‘Is she unwell?’

‘She’s got such a spirit,’ I said, ‘that it’s very hard to know. She’s not getting any younger. She worries about you, I think.’

‘She sent you to spy on me?’

‘No.’ I smiled. ‘She’s got half the eunuchs in the palace to do that. You know how it is.’

He laughed when I said that. ‘They’re not cleaning my rooms properly,’ he said with a frown.

‘I can tell her that,’ I said. ‘She’ll have them whipped.’

‘Good. You do that,’ he said. Then he dropped his voice. ‘How do I look to you?’

‘You don’t look well,’ I said. ‘As if you haven’t been eating properly or taking any exercise, if you’ll forgive my saying so.’

‘I think they’re trying to poison me. Do you think they are?’

‘I don’t know why they would be,’ I replied. ‘I always thought they needed you there. Everything has to be done in your name, after all.’

‘Yes, it does, doesn’t it?’ The thought seemed to please him. ‘Tell me more about Cixi.’

‘She was complaining about the railways,’ I said. ‘Though she’s been in a train, I know for a fact.’

‘What’s new?’ He gave a small laugh. ‘Did you see anyone else?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘General Yuan was waiting for an audience with her when I was leaving.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘Only that he thinks you’re planning to kill him.’

‘Hmm.’ He pursed his lips and looked thoughtful. ‘Well, he got that right, anyway,’ he said. ‘Too big for his boots. And if Cixi dies and I’m incapacitated, I’ve written instructions that he’s to be beheaded.’ And he nodded with satisfaction.

And then I understood. Cixi was right. If he was rash enough to kill Yuan, he shouldn’t be ruling. And worse still, if he was stupid enough to tell me, then he was never going to learn anything.

‘Shall we play a game of checkers?’ I suggested. And for an hour or so we amused ourselves with that.

‘I’m tired now,’ he said finally. ‘Will you come back again and see me soon?’

‘Whatever Your Majesty desires,’ I replied. ‘Sometimes,’ I said gently, ‘I smoke an opium pipe, to calm my nerves. Would Your Majesty like it if I brought pipes for us both another time?’

‘Can you do that?’ he asked.

‘Oh, I think so,’ I replied.

Cixi sent word that I should come to see her the next day. She was clearly going downhill, but her mind was still clear as a bell.

‘You know, Lacquer Nail,’ she said, ‘if the emperor were unable to resume his duties after my death, it would be necessary to make other arrangements for the succession.’

‘I suppose it would.’ I didn’t say anything else. Just that.

‘The father of the emperor, Prince Chun, has another son, not by my sister.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘The young Prince Chun.’

‘The young Prince Chun is the same generation as the emperor,’ she went on, ‘so he is not supposed to succeed him.’

That’s exactly the rule you broke when you selected your sister’s son to be emperor last time, I thought. But all I said was: ‘These things are complex.’

‘But the young Prince Chun has a son, by a woman I personally selected for him.’

And whom he hates, I might have said.

‘You mean the boy they call Puyi?’ I asked.

‘Puyi could be the heir. His father could be regent.’

The child was not even three years old. I stared at her in amazement. What was she thinking of?

And then I thought I understood. The two times she’d seen an emperor actually ruling, it had been a disaster. The first emperor had deserted his post and run away to the north; the second had nearly brought down the administration. The only governments she knew that worked – however badly – in nearly fifty years were regencies. Perhaps she’d come to think that this was a natural state. With Puyi on the throne, she’d guarantee another dozen years of regency, at least.

And what then? Perhaps a wise emperor. There had been wise emperors in the past.

But then I thought about all she’d said to me about change and timing. The final arrangements for the assembly they’d been talking about had been pretty much agreed just weeks before. It was to begin functioning after a period of eleven years. Just about the time little Puyi would reach his majority. Of course, that would all make sense. The new National Assembly would rule and Puyi, in all likelihood, could be a constitutional monarch. I cannot prove this was her plan, but if it was, it might be a pretty good one.

So she did have a plan. A gradual transition. It seemed to me that people might even support it. After all, I’d always supported the Confucian ideal of moral government by a good emperor. But having observed emperors for half a century I had to ask: where do you find this good emperor? I’d never seen one.

Knowing Cixi as I did, I’m nearly certain of one other thing, too. She suspected the dynasty was doomed, and she wanted it to end with her.

Think of it. She’d ruled for half a century. She’d been the one to defend the old order – braver and bolder than any of the men. And more cunning. And now she was ushering in the new world. No more emperors after her. She’d be the last to rule. A heroine, perhaps. The most extraordinary woman, certainly. An enigma: ah, she’d built a splendid tomb for herself, and so have many rulers; but if you want to fascinate historians, then you must be an enigma.

The art of the thing. The symmetry. How I admired her.

But she still took me by surprise by what she said next.

‘So, Lacquer Nail, what do you think I should do?’

‘About?’

‘The emperor.’

‘You are asking me, my lady? Your humble servant?’

‘I’ve known you fifty years, Lacquer Nail. You’re intelligent. I trust you. And you’re not an interested party. You’ve nothing at stake one way or the other. And the truth is that I hardly know what to do myself. I am so old and tired. But I would trust you to do the right thing.’

I stared at her. And I thought very hard. ‘You know I am loyal to you, my lady,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been anything else in my life. And I think you understand things better than anyone else.’

She was listening to me carefully. ‘And?’

‘Are you sure, my lady, that you want me to express an opinion? Personally,’ I went on, ‘if I have understood you correctly, I don’t think anyone should say anything at all.’

She looked me in the eye and nodded slowly, and I knew that she had just left the fate of the Celestial Kingdom in my hands. Think of it. In my hands.

‘I am tired now,’ she said. ‘You have things to attend to. Come and do my nails in the morning.’

It was early evening when I went across the little bridge to see the emperor. There were lamps lit in the corridor and on the narrow bridge. They made shiny little reflections in the ice-covered water of the pond.

He was looking very low. ‘My stomach’s been hurting all day,’ he said. ‘I’m awfully tired, but the pain won’t let me sleep.’

‘May I prepare a pipe for Your Majesty?’ I asked. ‘I brought a little opium. It will take the pain away.’

‘All right,’ he said.

‘May I also smoke?’

He nodded, and I prepared two pipes. After we had smoked for a little while I asked him if the pain had eased, and he said, ‘Yes, but it’s still there.’

‘I believe,’ I said, ‘it would help if you also drank a little tea. It’s good for the bowels. Would Your Majesty allow me to pour a little tea for myself also?’ I dared to ask.

He indicated that I should prepare the tea, so I did. He was quite drowsy, so I had to prop him up with one arm as I gave him the tea, which I naturally did before taking any myself.

‘Drink it all,’ I said. And he emptied the cup.

It was quite a big cup, with enough arsenic in it to kill two horses.

People say that the Empress Cixi herself went to see the emperor on his deathbed and watched him die. But it’s not true. I was the one with him. Only me. It was me who took the life of the last reigning emperor of China.

Two hours later, after I had cleaned everything up, I went back across the bridge, leaving word with the eunuch on duty that the emperor was asleep, but that he didn’t seem very well.

‘He’s been like that all day,’ he said.

When I came to see Cixi the next morning, she was already up and busy dealing with the death of the emperor the evening before. The infant Puyi had already been sent for.

I was still there when his father brought him in to present him to Cixi. She was having a rest at that moment and the child did nothing but scream, so I don’t think anybody enjoyed the meeting.

But the succession was decided. Puyi was the infant boy emperor and his father was regent.

Before I withdrew, Cixi called me to her side. ‘Is there anything you need, Lacquer Nail?’

She had so much money. She’d have given me anything I asked for. But I was already well set up by then. So I was glad to be able to ask her for nothing, and I’m sure she was pleased.

But I did have one bright idea. ‘Your Majesty,’ I said, ‘I should like a few books for my house. It would add distinction, and there are many in the palace. Might I take a dozen or so?’

‘What an extraordinary request. You are full of surprises. Take whatever you want, but let me see them before you go.’

So I went to the private library and selected a dozen books I believed to be valuable and brought them to her. She was quite tired, drained by all the events of the day I’m sure, and she hardly glanced at them. But she managed a smile at me.

‘I don’t think we shall meet again, Lacquer Nail,’ she said.

‘Please don’t say that, Majesty,’ I muttered.

‘You are unlike the other palace people,’ she went on, ‘because you used to be a man. And I have often thought that you had feelings for me.’

I bowed my head. ‘It is true, my lady,’ I said softly. I was very moved.

‘Here,’ she said, ‘take this in memory of me.’ And she pulled off one of the beautiful jewelled nail guards she wore and gave it to me.

I have it still.

That very evening, she laid herself out in the correct posture, with her face turned towards the south, and died. She willed it.

There was never any woman like her.

That day was my last in the palace. I retired with honour. I ceased forever to be Lacquer Nail the eunuch. From that day, I lived only as my other self, the rich merchant with a fine house and children and grandchildren.

But before I left the Forbidden City, I walked down towards the western side gate and turned into the little haunted alley. I hadn’t been in there for a long time, but down the years I had always kept my secret store of silver under the stone there, just in case I should ever have need of it. Indeed, I’d added to it from time to time.

‘Good evening, my lady,’ I said to the ghost, just in case she should be there. Then I prized up the stone and removed the little cache of silver coins. But before putting the stone back, I placed a single coin under it.

‘Thank you for protecting my fortune, honoured lady,’ I said. ‘I have left you a coin just in case you should ever have need of it.’

Then I went on my way. And I think she was pleased, for had she thought it was not enough, I’m sure she would have let me know.
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In the years that followed, one might have said that the arrangements Cixi made for the succession collapsed. At the time of what we now call the revolution, the little boy king was removed from the throne and Dr Sun Yat-sen was elected president. But that didn’t last long, either. Then General Yuan took over and tried to found a new dynasty. But no one wanted that, and soon the republic dissolved into scores of little territories under the control of local warlords.

That was when I remembered Cixi’s words to me about history. ‘Nothing is new.’ China’s history is long. The pattern takes new forms, but in essence it is always the same. A dynasty slowly degenerates. Outsiders encroach. Insiders rebel. The Mandate of Heaven is withdrawn. The dynasty falls. A period of chaos and warlords follows. Finally order is restored by a new dynasty, usually from inside. The old empire rises again for a few more centuries.

She might not have been pleased by the course of events, but she would have hardly been surprised.
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For me personally, there still remained one small piece of business to attend to. It was for this business I needed those books from the emperor’s palace.

For shortly before the Boxer Rebellion I had made the acquaintance of a rather strange Englishman, a Chinese scholar, who would do anything for books, if they were rare and valuable. And I needed him to do something for me.

His name was Edmund Backhouse.

When I asked him to visit me and showed him the books I’d taken, he was very pleased.

‘I should very much like them for my collection,’ he said. ‘What do you want for them?’

‘No money,’ I said. ‘A service.’ And I told him what I needed. ‘Do you think you can do it?’ I asked.

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ he said. I think he was quite amused by the challenge. ‘Where do I find him?’

The Temple of Prosperity was an old monastery dating back to the Ming dynasty, just outside the walls of the Forbidden City. It was really the nicest place you could end your days if you were a palace person. You could come and go as you liked, but you had comfortable quarters and the monks looked after you. The other residents were former eunuchs like yourself, so everyone felt comfortable in one another’s company. But you had to be rich to get in there.

They lived a very dignified life, I must say. I’d have been glad to go there myself, if I didn’t have another life.

‘He’s in the Temple of Prosperity,’ I told Backhouse. ‘But that’s all I know. You’ll have to do the rest. I suppose you could say you’re compiling a history or something like that, and ask if he’d talk to you.’

‘I often do that sort of thing,’ he replied.

‘Well, good luck, then,’ I said. ‘When you’ve something to tell me, come here after dark, and make sure you’re not followed.’

I had to wait only ten days before Backhouse arrived at my house one night.

‘Any luck?’ I asked.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I’d have come sooner, but he was such a mine of information that I visited seven times before I did the deed. Then I said my final goodbye and gave him a present as thanks, and we parted as friends. With a bit of luck he may not even realise what’s missing for a while.’

‘You’ve got them, then?’

‘Of course.’ He produced a jar.

And I found myself looking at the tiny sexual organs of the boy who became Mr Liu.

‘It took me a while to discover where he kept them, but it just came out naturally when he was discussing the whole procedure he went through. They were on a shelf behind a little votive Buddha.’

‘Here are the books,’ I said. ‘Can you take them now? And after this, we’d better not meet for a while.’

It took a couple of days for Mr Liu to discover his terrible loss. Naturally, he supposed it must be someone in the monastery, and he tried to think of anyone who might be his enemy there. It turned out there were quite a few. It’s always like that in monasteries, I think.

It was only gradually that his thoughts turned to Backhouse. But why would Backhouse want to do such a thing? That was what Backhouse himself asked the police when they came to see him.

‘You’re most welcome to search my little house,’ he said. ‘But I don’t think my stealing Mr Liu’s balls, especially when we had such cordial and interesting conversations, makes much sense.’ And although the police did look around his rooms, it was pretty clear that they couldn’t see why he’d have done such a thing, either.

Meanwhile, I waited. I waited three months. I suppose he went from one person he’d bullied or cheated after another, but even so, I was surprised he took so long to come to me.

But there he was, one afternoon, speaking to a servant at the street door, asking to be admitted to my presence. I made sure he had to wait in the outer yard some time. I watched him, actually, from behind a screen. I could see he was impressed by the house.

Finally he was admitted to my presence.

‘Why, Mr Liu,’ I said, ‘what brings you here?’

I must say, he was looking very old and tired and bent, and really quite beaten. Not at all the old Mr Liu I remembered.

‘I thought you might know,’ he said. I wonder how many people he’d already been forced to say that to.

‘There’s a rumour going around that you have suffered a great loss,’ I told him. ‘A terrible loss.’

‘Terrible, indeed. I do not need to tell you what it means.’

‘Quite,’ I said. ‘But I don’t see how I can help you.’

He looked at me. His eyes were pleading. ‘If there is anything …’ he offered. ‘I would pay …’

‘When I heard about this,’ I said, ‘I was curious. Either someone bears him a grudge, I thought, or there is ransom money involved. Has anyone asked for ransom money?’

‘Nobody. I thought of that. But there has been no demand.’

‘All the same,’ I continued, ‘that doesn’t mean that someone wouldn’t be prepared to part with your balls – having made you suffer – for a sum of money.’

‘How should I go about finding them?’

‘Inside the palace, you knew everything. Outside, you know very little. But I am a merchant. Give me a little time and I will make some enquiries. I promise nothing, but come back in a month.’ Then I dismissed him.

He came back in a month. The moment I was told he was waiting outside, I sent a servant with a message to a certain young fellow whom I trusted to run discreet errands for me. Before Mr Liu was ushered in, the young fellow was on his way to the Temple of Prosperity, where he left the package containing the jar with Mr Liu’s private parts with the abbot, to be given to Mr Liu on his return. Before they even had time to ask who he was, he’d disappeared into the street.

Mr Liu looked quite unwell, I must say. He was all in. He gazed sadly at my face, and seeing no encouragement, he seemed quite to shrivel up.

‘No news, then?’ he said, as if he knew the answer.

‘There is news,’ I answered. ‘I believe your jar will be returned.’

‘You do?’ He brightened. ‘Truly?’

‘I hope so. It will cost money.’

‘Tell me how much.’

I shook my head. ‘You can’t afford it.’

He didn’t like that.

‘I assure you …’ he started.

‘I know you have money, Mr Liu. But I am a merchant and a rich man. Your problem and its price are not significant to me.’

‘If there is anything I can do …’ he began again.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘There is. For old times’ sake.’ I savoured the moment. ‘Get down on your knees and kowtow.’

‘Kowtow?’

‘You remember how to, I’m sure. As you did to the emperor. Kowtow.’

‘This is sacrilege,’ he cried.

‘Do you want your balls back? Yes or no? Kowtow.’

Slowly he went down on his knees. He looked up. There was a flash of the old Mr Liu in his eyes now. ‘You want to humiliate me,’ he hissed.

‘There is no one to see,’ I answered blandly.

He made the first kowtow.

‘It was you,’ he cried. ‘You all along.’ His instincts were still good.

‘No, it wasn’t,’ I replied calmly. ‘I have no idea how I could have accomplished such a thing if I’d even thought of it. This is an opportunity that fate has unexpectedly thrown in my way. But when I think,’ I went on, ‘of all you have done to me in the past, it’s a very small penalty that I’m exacting. Had I actually planned all this,’ I added for good measure, ‘you’d never have got your balls back at all.’

That shut him up.

‘Kowtow again,’ I said.

Get the previous incredible epic novel by Edward Rutherfurd, Paris, here




AFTERWORD

Students of Chinese history will be aware of a problem: what was really going on in the court during the long years of Cixi’s effective rule? The confusion has been made worse by one man in particular. I refer of course to Edmund Backhouse. His accounts of the court and his scandalous memoirs make vivid reading, and were used in popular histories for decades. But are they total inventions of his imagination, gossip from the city street, or partly reliable? Nobody knows. He was an extraordinary linguist and bibliophile, certainly. Some of his stories I personally do not believe. But as a novelist with a sense of duty to history, what was I to do?

My solution was technical: I employed a third person, my character Lacquer Nail, to be the narrator of the Forbidden City and Summer Palace sections of the story. A narrator who had his own distinctive point of view and who might or might not be totally reliable. I had fun with this most useful character, and I hope that both general readers and students of China’s history will feel that my efforts were worthwhile.

And since Edmund Backhouse was indeed present during the siege of the legations, I gave him a part to play as well, based on things he actually did, together with a few imagined interactions with my fictional characters. I also could not resist giving him a small, entirely fictitious part in my final chapter. After all, I thought, if he can invent things, then I can invent things, too!

There remain a pair of mysteries. How did the emperor, Cixi’s nephew, die? There seems to be a general consensus nowadays that he was probably poisoned by palace eunuchs. I have allowed my fictional eunuch, Lacquer Nail, to claim the honour for himself.

And what of Cixi during her final years: had she a plan? What was she trying to achieve? There has been some controversy recently, following the publication of Jung Chang’s biography of Cixi. Through the mouth of my narrator, Lacquer Nail, I have offered my own best guess, for what it is worth.
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