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A KANSU CLINIC



"Seek Love in the pity of others' woes,


In the gentle relief of another's care,


In the darkness of night and the winter's snows,


With the naked and outcast—seek Love there."





"DEAR sir, i get the sower i by from yu for gods sake how the hell
you twis weel. My man he cuss like devil to me how can sew wen weel
he no twis. He holler like one clok becos sower he bruk. purty soon i
send him back becos no can sew. i going to send peking for sewer quite
proper.



"goodby 



your truly 



Hop Sing,



p.s.—sin i rite yu the weel he twis rite.



p.s.s.—sin i rite you Pai Lang have burn dam sewer. wat the hell i
going to do."




I felt it was unfortunate for Hop Sing. We had just negotiated the
sale of the Mission's old sewing-machine to my friend Hop Sing because
the mission had a new one, and an American mission is nothing if not
practical. He wanted it to set up a tailor in Shou Yang, a little town
thirty miles away, for Hop Sing is a man of wealth and enterprise.

He has travelled too, which is extraordinary for a Kansu man, and has
been in San Francisco, and that explains why he prefers to write to me
instead of to the minister. The minister, the Rev. Septimus Wright,
would naturally expect a Chinaman to write to him in Chinese, and oh
tell it not in Gath, but I don't believe my friend Hop Sing knows the
Chinese characters any better than I do. Anyhow like a true Chinaman he
saves his face.

But talk about a woman's letter having all the news in the postscript!
Pai Lang in Kansu! What nonsense! The last time we heard of White Wolf
he was in Hunan over 1,500 miles away. The ways of Chinamen are beyond
me. Always will be I expect. That letter came in the middle of my
morning clinic—the last clinic——

The fact of the matter is I want to put things down exactly as they
happen and I find it mighty difficult. If you come to think of it it
is always difficult to know exactly where a story does begin. I might
begin in the middle of my morning clinic, but again I expect I might
quite as reasonably go back to my great-grandparents. So many things
want explaining. However——Before Hop Sing's letter was Martin Conant.
But I'll never be able to explain Martin Conant. He's beyond me. What's
wrong with him? Something I suppose.

He appears to have been at Oxford, to have taken a good degree, to
have spent a year at Heidelberg to learn German, to have been in the
Artillery, and yet here he is at seven and twenty a member of a little
American Mission, not an Episcopal Mission by any means, a little
one-horse mission run by a narrow little sect calling themselves
The Brethren whose religion is the very worst thing about them. It
is—I can't help saying it—the very devil. How on earth did such a
conception of God ever originate in any kindly mind, for these people
are tender-hearted, they are overflowing with love and pity, yet they
believe in a God Who having created four hundred million people has
condemned them to eternal pain—think of it, eternal, save for the
sixty or seventy odd years they live upon this earth.

I know no Chinaman is ever converted. Oh yes, they are baptised and
profess the faith. If I were as poor as a church mouse struggling to
keep a wife and family on six dollars a year, and the average peasant
in Kansu doesn't make six dollars a year, and someone offered me a nice
easy billet as a Bible reader or a laundry man or something of that
sort, why I'd believe in any God you chose to offer. It would only
be sound business. And the Chinaman is a decent fellow too. Having
taken up the Christian religion he acts up to it. But why, oh why are
the missionaries, at least my particular brand of missionary, not
only total abstainers but non-smokers as well? Think of the hard life
the Chinese lead with so few pleasures, and this new God objects to
smoking—makes a crime of it. Hang it all! why the lives of all the
women and many of the men are a martyrdom already.

And this man, this strapping broad-shouldered fellow, the beau ideal of
a soldier, has come out to be a missionary! And he does not believe,
I know he does not. He has looked at me in a deprecating sort of way
more than once when we have gone down on our knees and I've been prayed
over. I don't like being prayed over. It is such shocking bad form. It
makes me wince. Martin Conant gets prayed over too in his turn, and the
Lord knows what he thinks about it. He takes it coolly enough. He's
always rather silent, not the silence that has nothing to say but the
silence that is taking in everything. He's dark, with keen grey eyes
set rather deeply in his head, and when he listens to you he listens
in such fashion that you end by believing you are brilliant. Again and
again I've been taken in and had to pull myself together and remember
that he has yet to explain himself. I, who know something of the world,
cannot receive him at his own valuation as the missionaries do. Mrs.
Wright says he "is not far from the Lord," but then Mrs. Wright is
optimistic, she says that of me, and, goodness gracious me, no one in
all this world, not even the Chinese women she preaches to, could be
farther away, I hope, from her Lord than I am.

Then again I see my presence wants explaining in a mission station. I
am Rosalie Grahame, M.D., of Johns Hopkins University, Baltimore, and
I came to the little mission in Yang Cheng because Aunt Matty's nurse
belonged to the Brethren—she's Mrs. Wright's sister, and she was
always talking about the needs of the unfortunate Chinese women. They
wanted medical attention, she said, and I thought it would be a good
way to get some invaluable practice in surgery and also a chance to
indulge that insatiable craving for adventurous travel which a small
patrimony rather restricts.

At least—here I'm telling the truth—the real reason I came was
because Randolph Lawson jilted me, chucked me over calmly after our
wedding day had been fixed, and everybody knew and pitied me. It was
awful. I'd have gone on any forlorn hope to get away, and I suppose
my friends all thought the little one-horse mission at Yang Cheng
something in the nature of a very forlorn hope indeed and pitied me all
the more, but then I wasn't there to see their pity, so that was one
score for me. The awful thing is—I lie awake at night and think of
it, and I should die of shame if anyone knew—this is the second time
I have been jilted. I thought I loved Willie Miller, I thought there
was no one in the world like him, and I didn't mind a bit he was a
duffer and never opened a book if he could help himself, and so we were
secretly engaged. I'm afraid I was a little ass. I had led such a dull
life in Aunt Matty's maiden household that when Willie came whispering
all sorts of pretty things I swallowed them, and when he had got me
to say there was no one in the world like him, he calmly cooled off,
and for very shame I let him go. No one knew, at least I don't think
that anyone knew, Virginia Clayton was suspiciously kind—but no, she
couldn't have known. Randolph Lawson was her cousin. I met him first
at her house, and I kept him at a distance for four years. All that
time he courted me more or less, and it was lovely to find someone who
read the same books as I did, who loved to discuss them as I did, who
had the same religion—or perhaps I should say the same no religion—I
felt how gorgeous it would be to go through life with so many interests
in common. Virginia always said he was a little worm, but he was
interesting, and—there—what's the good of writing about it? My life
is finished at twenty-six. At that age I ought to be able to hope for
a man's love, to have children to nestle in my arms, but how can I? No
woman could possibly love three times, no decent woman. It's rather
awful to have done it twice, but three times, I go hot all over when I
think of such a thing! And anyhow, no one is going to fool me again. I
shall treat all men as they deserve to be treated. One sees something
of the way the average man treats the average woman here in China. Here
the poorest peasant woman, whose life goodness knows is hard enough,
has to undergo excruciating torture for at least four or five years, is
always crippled, maimed and in pain, because—unless she so suffers no
man will marry her.

Well, anyhow, thank God I'm spared that; I'm whole in body and mind,
and I've got to make the best of things. Still, it is strange. Even
old Aunt Matty, forty-one, and the dourest old maid ever anyone saw,
actually found a man to love her, and it's because of that, because
Phyllis appeared upon the scene, and had to have a nurse, that I am
here in a Kansu clinic.

I'll never forget that morning. MacTavish was restless. MacTavish is
my little black and white Japanese pug, the dearest, prettiest little
man. I couldn't give him a Japanese name, so I called him by a Scottish
one, as, though he is pretty nearly perfect, he lacks one thing, he has
no sense of humour. Many dogs have a sense of humour, you know, but
MacTavish is not one of them. He thinks too much of himself.

He loves me as no one in the world loves me, or ever has loved me.
Perhaps my mother loved me, but she died when I was three months old,
and I know my father cared precious little about me. I don't remember
seeing him half a dozen times, but thank goodness he left me $1,000 a
year, which is something to be grateful for. If your wants are not very
great you can get along quite nicely on $1,000 a year, and, of course,
presently I shall make a good deal more.

Well, MacTavish was restless, and kept coming off his black satin
cushion in the corner, and I had to be very stern with him, and
threaten him with the direst penalties if he didn't stay where he was
put. The sun was streaming through the southern windows in all the
blaze of glory that characterizes a North China winter. Outside it was
bitter biting cold, with the thermometer away down below zero, but here
inside the large room where I always saw the out-patients there was a
soft warmth more in keeping with the brilliant sunshine, for labour,
thank goodness—no, not thank goodness, I think it's bad—is cheap
enough, and so it would have been a sin not to have such a comfort as
central heating.

China ever since I arrived here has always presented itself to me as
one huge sore aggravated by disease in all its most disgusting forms.
The women and children waiting for me to attend to them were sitting
all along one side of the room and the sunshine showed up all their
dingy misery. Young girls hiding their eyes from the light, suffering
all the tortures of ingrowing eyelashes; here in Yang Cheng they were
so numerous I operated every Thursday; old women gasping with asthma;
puling babies holding to life by the veriest thread; and sores, sores,
sores, everywhere, such sores as I never saw in the West even among
the poorest. They all wore quilted cotton garments, mostly old and
dirty and torn; all the women who were not quite young were old, for
life ages a Chinese woman quickly, and forty-five might easily pass
for seventy in more favoured lands. Poor things! Poor, poor things!
And I could do so little for them! All the conditions of life were
against them, and yet they all tried to smile cheerfully. I believe
most of them did it without an effort, for by nature they are cheerful,
contented souls; and here was warmth, and I expect they hoped healing.
I hoped so, too.

MacTavish, on sufferance in the corner, because I hated to leave the
little chap alone, lifted up his pug nose and sniffed delicately. I
was examining a woman whose mouth was closed by a huge sore, and who
perforce lived by suction, and I quite agreed with MacTavish, and I
told him so. It was a relief to talk to him; besides, he was the only
person there who understood English.

"It is a tall smell, only it's my belief you rather like it!"

MacTavish intimated that he found life dull, and therefore it had
its points, and I patted the old woman's shoulder in case she should
think I was talking about her; besides, it's awful to have a mouth
closed by a sore. Like the rest of them, the poor old thing had on an
evil-smelling coat of quilted blue cotton, faded to dirt colour. Dirty
wadding protruded here and there in patches; the top buttons were gone,
and the coat open at the throat showed the unwashed neck, wrinkled and
disgusting. Ah! it was horrible! But I saw such sights all day long.
The old lady, poor old thing, in her anxiety, put out a claw-like hand
armed with long and dirty talons, and laid it on my hand, and I caught
a whiff of her foul breath, but there was desperate pleading in the
little rheumy eyes—a pleading that would have gone straight to the
most flinty heart. My Chinese is very colloquial at best, and sometimes
I fear it is rather sketchy. I don't want to read their literature. I
only want to make myself understood. I patted her shoulder, and said,
"Poor old lady!" I'm sure she liked to be a Lao T'ai T'ai; "I will make
you a new mouth." But to make quite sure I called up the trim little
nurse beside me. "Tell her I will heal her sore, and she will have a
new mouth, but she must come into the hospital for treatment."

There were three nurses, all with black hair neatly drawn back from
their clean, rosy faces. I never think a woman looks really graceful
without petticoats, but their dress was Chinese at its best, clean,
bright, blue cotton smocks and trousers drawn tidily in at the ankle,
with black satin bands, showing their neat little feet in white
cotton stockings and black shoes. I don't suppose for one moment this
collection of cripples leaning against the wall thought their feet were
neat, for almost without exception those women, the poorest of the
poor, had their feet bound in accordance with Chinese custom, and many
of those feet were not more than four inches long. No wonder the room
was crowded with broken bodies.

Kwang Su with an enamel ironware basin of warm water and a lump of
wadding in her shapely little hand mopped softly the old woman's face,
and taking her cue from me talked soothingly, but in a superior manner,
which I hope isn't a copy of mine, of the delights that awaited her in
the hospital, till the old woman turned and tottered back to her seat
against the wall, nodding her bald head emphatically as if she were not
unpleased at the prospect.

MacTavish called my attention to her but I could not agree with him.
He mentioned that I ought to be pleased she was so happy, but I could
only say, "I'm thankful, MacTavish, I'm not a Chinawoman. They all seem
to go bald sooner or later. It's probably a sanitary measure on the
part of the Almighty, though they don't take proper advantage of it.
Still," and I had to beckon forward another nurse to wash my hands, "I
shouldn't like to look forward to losing my hair." MacTavish is a very
sympathetic listener. He understands lots of things that I could never
dream of saying to the Chinese nurses or even to the missionaries. He
certainly has been a godsend to me. He has taught me to be pitiful to
all helpless things, even ugly old Chinese women. I know I was awfully
hard before I had MacTavish.

But you've got to work while you talk in a Chinese clinic, and I sent
the nurses bustling to look for the worst cases of bad feet. Bad feet
in a clinic visited by Chinese women are the standing dish, and are
always to be counted on. When I could spare time I made it my business
to watch the nurses unwind the bandages of those presented, for I
found that having abjured bound feet themselves they were apt to be a
little harsh and rough with the unfortunates who suffered the pains and
penalties that were the result of the binding. I have seen many feet,
but one that came in this morning was as horrible as any, and that is
saying a great deal. It was loathsome, disgusting. The woman, a strong
young woman of five and twenty, already beginning to go bald, had her
eyes screwed up in an endeavour to suppress all signs of pain, the
dirty bandages, yards of them, lay on the floor, and the nurse held up
for my inspection a maimed stump with the big toe protruding, the other
toes were bent backwards on the sole, the heel was pressed forward to
meet them, and the distance between the end of the big toe and the
outside edge of the heel was barely four inches, for the sole had been
pressed upwards against the instep, the bones had been crushed, the
arch of the foot had been broken, and all underneath was a festering
sore that smelt abominably and was one mass of pus and dirt. I didn't
wonder that the patient screwed up her eyes and held her breath. I put
my fingers on the thin white marble leg just below the knee. It did
not pit as ordinary flesh would have done; it was, as it looked, hard
as stone. Of course I was accustomed to the sight, every day feet like
that came to the clinic; but the pity of it! the pity of it! Is it any
wonder the Chinese seem to have paused on their path in the march of
nations when they condemn their women to agony like this? Again and
again I have seen it. The other foot was just as bad, and yet that
woman had crawled to the hospital, and, did I allow it, would make
shift to crawl back again.

"Why do they do it, Kwang Su? Why do they do it?" I asked the nurse,
though it was foolishness, and I had asked her many times before.

"Before born," she said, "the men desire not a wife whose feet are
unbound. The tiny feet walk into the heart."

"Damn! Damn! Damn!" I don't care if it is vulgar and unwomanly to
swear. When I hear things like that I don't want to be womanly, I don't
care if no man ever looks at me again. Men it seems were put into the
world to make women suffer for their pleasure. Well, they've never made
me suffer physically anyhow! But what's the good of thinking about all
the wrongs in the world when you can't right them, can't help in the
very smallest degree. All that is best—Oh damn!

I'm afraid I did not realise I was talking loudly and impressively. I
felt exactly that way.

"My dear!" said a voice softly remonstrant beside me, and I looked
round to see that MacTavish had again forsaken his corner and was
standing on his hind legs to greet Mrs. Wright, the minister's wife.

I pointed to the crippled foot. "Isn't it enough to make anybody say
'damn.' As if there wasn't enough unpreventable misery in the world
without people doing terrible things like that just to please some men,
some unknown man if you please, who will only treat her as a slave.
It makes me wild. Oh, wild is a poor tame mild word to express what I
feel."

"Your pretty brown eyes," said Mrs. Wright, "are just flashing fire."

Well, I'm human and I like my eyes to be admired, but for once I wasn't
feeling that way, so I could only tell the nurses to unwind the other
foot and bring the kerosene tins. What a godsend are kerosene tins!
I never valued them at their full worth till I worked in a Chinese
hospital. We filled the tins with hot water and soaked the poor feet
well. Of course nothing could be done till they were clean. Poor
things! Poor things! To know that this case and many thousands like it
are past all human help!

"My dear," said the minister's wife, "your eyes look quite soft and
they're full of tears."

"You said they were flashing just now," I reminded her, turning away.
Who could help tears before so much patient misery?

"That was when you were swearing," she went on in her gentle level
voice—no wonder her sister made a good nurse. "You should not swear.
Your own soul——"

"Oh never mind my soul. I want to kill when I look at man's
handiwork in this hospital. As if there wasn't enough for these poor
women to bear without adding such a cross as this. And I can do
nothing—nothing."

"Come to noon-day prayer," she suggested, still fondling MacTavish and
speaking with a gentle detached air.

"And what possible good will that do these women?"

"Who knows the power of prayer?" she said gently.

"You know I don't believe as you do." I hate to sail under false
colours; also, as I suppose is only natural, I hate to stand aside and
not do as others do. It's so uncomfortable but as I invariably after
protest went to midday prayer I was always afraid they might think they
had really converted me. And yet I had tried to make it clear from the
very beginning to these people at Yang Cheng that I was not of them and
never would be. I gave them my services because I wanted to improve my
knowledge of surgery, I was not amongst them from any religious motive,
or from any motive of kindness. Of course I would do a kindness, I
hope, if it came in my way, but really it was not kindness that moved
me. I was always determined about that, more determined than ever since
Martin Conant, unexplained, has come amongst us.

He does not belong to the farmer and small tradesman class from which
the rest of the missionaries are drawn. Not that he ever says anything,
but anyone who knows anything at all can hear Oxford in his leisurely
speech, every action bespeaks not only a cultivated mind but the fact
that he is drawn from the ruling class in England, a class that has
never had necessity to make shift in any way. He has always had comfort
and plenty, but he hardly seems to recognise that he is as far apart
from the other members of the mission as are the wide prairies of the
middle West from a little orchard farm in Kent. And, indeed, in a way
his kindliness does bridge the distance.

I don't know why my mind went wandering to Martin Conant while I was
watching those miserable feet being washed.

Mrs. Wright had MacTavish in her arms and he was bestowing an
appreciative lick upon her chin. I like him to like her, but not too
much. But I was not afraid of being cut out. He came scrambling gladly
into my arms when I turned round.

"Come, my dear," she went on in her gentle voice, "come to prayers.
You desire quite as much as anyone that all should be well in this
compound. Is there any harm in saying so?"

Put that way, of course, I knew there wasn't, and I patted her withered
cheek gently.

"I'll come, then. Almost thou persuadest me to be a Christian. Was it
Felix or Festus said that? You see I had a Biblical education once."

"You are better than you think yourself," she murmured. She always
persisted in treating me as if I were an angel from heaven, and when
I fell away from grace, and even indulged in strong language, anybody
who lived in the same compound with Sister Luella would sooner or
later indulge in strong language—mine was mild to what it might have
been—she always found excuses for me. Of course, I went to noon-day
prayers. I'd have done anything I could for her. So when I had given my
last orders to the nurses couched in very colloquial Chinese we turned
to the door.




CHAPTER II.—MARTIN CONANT'S STORY
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HIS UNPROFITABLE REFLECTIONS





"My thoughts hold mortal strife:


I do detest my life."



NOTHING is ever gained by haste. Of course, on occasion a decision must
be made quickly, but in that case past experience comes to one's aid,
and nine times out of ten all goes well.

That is what I have thought since I can remember giving such things
thought at all. And I began rather young. I remember the Gov'nor
asking me if I would like to go into the Navy because Tom was going
into the Artillery, and he would like to have a son in both services.
I must have reached the mature age of eleven, and I wanted to go
to sea, but I took a week to think about it, and to his disgust I
said "No." That was mother's fault. How she, the daughter of one New
England missionary and the sister of another, came to marry an English
soldier, heaven only knows. It is only a little less extraordinary
than the fact that she made that soldier a devoted wife. And yet she
hated war in all its forms, and always, with her tender goodness, her
pleasant, kindly, laughing ways, she taught that everything may be
dealt with without force. She was sure of it. An unkind word was never
heard in our household; I had almost said an unkind thought was never
conceived. Such is the influence of a good woman. She wanted me to be a
missionary, to follow in the footsteps of her brother, my uncle Irwin.
In her eyes and in mine, too, he was martyr and hero. I was never
tired of hearing the story of his death in a Chinese rising; he showed
the people his pistol and that he could use it, and then tossed it
amongst them and let them bind him and lead him away, and on his way to
death they met a man badly bleeding from a wound in his thigh, and he
prevailed on his captors to allow him to bind it up.

I wanted to go into the Navy, but sailors must fight when occasion
arises—my father said angrily that is what they were for, to guard
England—and that settled it. I would not be a sailor. Those days will
stand out clear in my mind all my life. Never before had I seen the
peace of our household disturbed, but that day my father was furious
and my mother sad. And the storm did not blow over. Not till she
died, I think, when the Gov'nor was heart-broken. It took him months
to recover, and afterwards all that my mother had wished was law to
him. I believe he would even have made a missionary of Tom. But Tom
was not willing, and reminded him that it had always been arranged he
should go into the Army, and mother had acquiesced. She had. But she
had said it was because she thought the time was come when there would
be no more wars, and discipline was good. The Gov'nor agreed I should
be a missionary and intended I should take Orders. I intended to, too,
until I was about to take my Arts degree. Then I couldn't. There must
be dozens of men who start with the intention of being ordained, who
before they have taken their degree see a hundred reasons why they
should not.

When I broke it to the Gov'nor that I did not intend to enter the
Church I expected him to be angry, and he surpassed my expectations. So
I stayed for a little with Cherry, my only sister.

Cherry has married a soldier, a veritable fire-eater, but such a
good fellow that almost before I knew where I was I had taken the
opportunity my Oxford training gave me, and was a soldier, too. It was
the line of least resistance; a man must have a career, and all my
people were pleased.

For a little this carried me on, and I honestly tried to find interest
and purpose in the life.

But I wasn't content. My companions and I had nothing in common. I
thought them empty-headed, and they thought me an arrogant young prig.
Perhaps I was. Howell, Cherry's husband, would have felt the same
probably if it hadn't been for his wife. Cherry is as sweet and lovable
as her mother was before her. I discussed the matter at length with
her and she agreed with me—never could force and violence mend the
misery of the world, but she added she liked a fight because—there she
stopped. She could not tell why she liked it; any more than I could
tell what I wanted for a career. I was at a loss when it came into my
head that I would go and investigate the missionary life for myself. I
thought I wanted to right the wrongs of the world. Young fool! What I
wanted was to feel myself of some importance. I made up my mind that I
would go out to China and join one of the little American missions to
which my uncle had belonged. All my family objected, even Cherry, who
said it was pure waste, while the Gov'nor and Tom were furious. War
threatened, but I could not believe England and Germany would fight; if
they did, I preferred to be out of it.

I was wrong, but it took time to make me realise it, and with a heavy
heart I defied them, went across to America and gradually made my way
to Yang Cheng. This occupied a year, and all the time I have been
awfully worried. With my convictions, ought I to have joined up! I
ask myself the question every night. I wake in the morning asking the
same question. I had answered it by coming away, and I am by no means
satisfied with the answer. It has brought me no peace.

After I had been at Yang Cheng three months I asked myself what the
missionaries are doing. This faith that they preach—well, I can
no more accept it than I could accept the doctrines of the Church
of England. On the contrary, there is a dignity about the Church
of England that this faith lacks. Not that they are not good and
earnest and self-sacrificing. Every one of these people at Yang
Cheng, not excepting Henry Maitland, who is aggressively smug, are
of the very best. It is the faith they preach that disillusioned me.
They are so much better than their faith. Dr. Rosalie Grahame is as
self-sacrificing, and she says she has no faith at all, she only came
to improve her knowledge of medicine. That makes me smile. Exactly
as Sister Luella spends herself for the souls of the people to whom
she ministers, so does Rosalie Grahame spend herself for their broken
bodies. She has a little stand-off air that is wondrously fetching. She
is tall and slender, with her head gracefully set on her shoulders,
she has pretty wavy brown hair and brown eyes that always seem to be
saying, "Find out a way to make me nice to you. It will be good for
both of us." Her complexion is of a clear pallor and her cheeks look
whiter than they really are in contrast with her vivid red lips.

But perhaps her greatest charm is her radiant smile. It lights up her
whole face. When I found what a wealth of love she expends on her
little dog I knew she must be very lonely. I told her so and she only
laughed at me mockingly.

"I am not lonely," she said, "only I've learned the value of other
affections."

I said something, I forget what, and she turned on me sharply as if she
felt it her duty to tell me.

"I was engaged once," and she said it without the ghost of a smile as
if it were a matter of the most desperate importance.

"And you chucked him," I said. "Poor beggar!"

She did not smile.

"I beg your pardon. He chucked me!"

"By Jove! No! I don't believe it!"

She went crimson all over. Even her white neck showing at the "V" of
her sailor collar was red.

"It is true," she said defiantly, and then why she went on I don't
know. "What is more, I have been engaged twice. And each time it was
the man who—who—oh, why am I such a fool as to tell you this?" and
she made off towards the door. For a wonder we happened to be alone in
the Wrights' sitting-room and I managed to stop her.

"No, don't run away, don't, don't. Let's investigate this. Really, Dr.
Grahame, really Miss Rosalie, I'm not humbugging. I would have sworn a
man would have been your devoted slave for ever and a day once he had
kissed——"

She looked at me furiously.

"I hate——" she began, and then she thought better of it, flung
herself out of the room and banged the door behind her, and I saw her
walking across the compound to the hospital with MacTavish in her arms,
and she evidently got some comfort out of kissing the top of his lucky
little head.

But that's an amazing story. Twice engaged and each time the man failed
her. And she is one of the most attractive women I have ever met—bar
none. And yet I'm not in the least in love with her. I'm not the sort
of man who falls in love easily. I'm critical and I'm therefore a good
judge.

No sooner had she gone out than in came the funny Chinese postman in
his funny livery of blue and white, very faded blue and very dirty
white, and all, including the peaked cap, about three sizes too large
for him. His wildest dreams could never have given him any hope of
filling it. I wonder who designed the Chinese postal uniform. It is
such a travesty of things European. He brought me a letter from the
Gov'nor, and that letter—stung. I felt I must go home. I was mad to go
home.

And these good kind people engaged in noon-day prayer!
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NOON PRAYER



"Wherever you are


Work for your soul's sake,


That all the clay of you, all of the dross of you


May yield to the fire of you."



ONE thing never ceases to astonish me, and that is the amazing
tolerance of these Chinese we are for ever striving to convert to our
own petty little cramped ways. Can you imagine the mayor of a town in
New England, for instance, presenting to a foreign and alien faith
a large piece of ground for their occupation, with leave to preach
the faith which he himself looked upon with mild contempt? I must
confess I can't, and yet that is exactly what the elders of the little
city of Yang Cheng had done to the American mission which wished to
establish itself in their midst. A dozen years before I came upon the
scene they had presented to Mr. Wright, for whom they had a great
respect, a goodly piece of ground, and the missionaries have erected
half a dozen houses, a boys' school, a girls' school, a hospital and
a church. The compound has been nicely planted with trees, and on
this winter's day the sunshine turned it into fairyland. Through the
night there had been heavy snow, but with the dawn had come a fall in
the temperature, and now at noontide overhead was a cloudless blue
sky, the crisp dry air crackled with frost, and the avenue of water
chestnuts, which ran the whole length of the compound from one side of
the encircling wall of grey brick to the other, sparkled in a dress of
white and silver. Nowhere in the world I should think is winter more
glorious than in Northern China. The brilliant sun streaming through
the leafless branches caught the frost blossoms, and every little twig
was laden with diamonds that reflected light from a thousand facets. On
the pure white ground the interlaced branches cast intricate shadows
only a little blurred by the faint mist that hung like a halo round
each tree. It was entrancing beyond words. Even MacTavish came under
the spell and he raced along ahead of us two muffled women, and every
now and then flung himself joyfully into the heaped dry snow that
the careful gardener had swept up along the borders of the bricked
pathways, and however unsatisfactory I found the world, I couldn't help
taking pleasure in his pleasure. However sorry I am for other people's
troubles I cannot help enjoying myself when the means for enjoyment
comes along. I haven't decided whether it's callousness or a merciful
provision of providence. It's the same with my own troubles. Twice
you'd think I'd been crushed to the ground, and yet whenever it got the
chance there was something in me popping up and forgetting all about
the slights and enjoying itself thoroughly. It does sound hard. There
are those poor women suffering the agonies of the damned, millions of
them, though I can only think of the few hundreds who have come my way,
and yet here I was, as usual, forgetting all about them and enjoying
the lovely day. Well, I'd done the best I could for them and I suppose
the lovely day was meant to be enjoyed.

I can't understand—Oh hang! Those wretched women! And even the good
looks that they set such store by don't last long. They're most of them
bald, and the poor unfortunates try and disguise it with a black muslin
patch fitted into the horn into which the scanty hairs are gathered, or
worse still, by painting the bald surface with some sticky shiny black
substance, for all the world like black enamel.

"And yet they like abundant hair, though they do pluck the bride's
forehead," I found myself saying aloud, for I wanted to talk to Mrs.
Wright, and she never by any chance originated a conversation.

"Opening the face," said the minister, joining us; "there you've gotten
the reason for the baldness, if that's what's worritin' you. The rest
of the hair kinder gets discouraged and gives it up as a bad job."

The other members of the mission trooped into prayers. There was Miss
Lodham, a sensible middle-aged woman, Sister Luella Lawson, who had
had charge of the hospital before I came on the scene; there was that
promising evangelist, the widow of Luella's brother, and her little
daughter Sadie. Henry Maitland, the men's evangelist and the teacher
in the boys' school, was away the other side of the city, and I was
thankful. Henry Maitland I never can stand. There is something unctuous
about him that displeases me. Sister Luella and Sister Ednah are a
bit trying. They are both so perturbed about the souls of the heathen
around, that the needs, the very crying needs of this life are in great
danger of being entirely overlooked. Sister Luella is a trained nurse
and a very good trained nurse when her extraordinary religion does not
clash with her duties, which unluckily it very often does. How can she
expect a wretched woman suffering not only the pain of bound feet but
the pain of all the other physical ills it brings in its train, to be
happy, because Sister Luella tells her God loves her, loves her so much
that, according to Sister Luella, if she does not love Him in return
He will condemn her to everlasting punishment. Oh! it's a sweet faith!
So rational and reasonable! When Sister Luella is a nurse, pure and
simple, I love her for her efficiency; but when she is on the religious
tack—oh, Lord!

How can Martin Conant associate himself with these people? How can he?
And he has been here quite a long time. I should have thought the first
week would have disillusioned him.

To-day the minute I entered the sitting-room I saw that something was
the matter with him. He isn't generally occupied with himself. That
isn't his trouble. He is given to thinking about others, about me
sometimes, though it is in a detached impersonal way. In passing I put
it on record I believe I like men not to be so impersonal.

He was disturbed. As we three entered the room he came forward holding
a letter in his hand, and it was evident he was deeply moved.

"Mr. Wright! I must go back! At once! To-night! Where can I get
pack-mules?"

"Pack-mules," repeated the minister, who has not always been a
minister, but found religion late in life, after a career which seems
to have embraced many walks in life, from captain of a Yankee sealing
schooner in the Behring Sea to an omnibus driver in Piccadilly; "what
the howling hyenas are you spouting about?" Only occasionally when he
remembers his high office does he seek words that he considers suitable
to his position.

"I must go—go," repeated Mr. Conant. "Good God! I've been here too
long."

Of course he has. If it were my country that was fighting, right or
wrong, and Britain is certainly right, do you think I would have come
away and buried myself in a Chinese mission station? No, indeed! He
has taken a long while to discover where his duty lies. Listening to
his troubled words we gathered that he has had a letter from Colonel
Conant, his father, and the letter was written in sorrow and shame.

"I must go," he said, and to my great surprise he brought his hand down
upon the table and swore aloud. I looked at him. Oh, yes, I know I
swear myself, but I don't belong to the missionary trade; a missionary,
especially one like Martin Conant, hasn't a right to swear.

"Oh, choke off the hot air," said the minister serenely. "What's the
hurry?"

"I must go to the war. I want to join up!"

"You sorter passed up that chance I guess," said Mr. Wright, still
unmoved, "when you come up here."

We were all looking at him, and I'm afraid I was laughing a little.

"You are a man of peace," Sister Luella reminded him solemnly, and I
began to feel more sympathetic; "what have you to do with wars and
rumours of wars? You have laid hold of the skirt of——"

Mr. Conant interrupted her. He knew what was coming, and he didn't like
it.

"I tell you I must go," he said doggedly, and he addressed the
minister, because I was sure he felt that if he looked at Sister
Luella he would never be able to resist taking her by the shoulders
and shaking her. I've felt the same way myself towards Henry Maitland.
"I—must—go—to-night." And he emphasized every word.

"Bless you, don't worry," said the gentleman addressed, calmly; "if
it's a scrimmage you're hankering after, you'll get it here if you hang
on long enough. I've come through two risin's and three robber bands,
an' the revolution, an' thinkin' on 'em sorter comforts me when I'm
threatened with the Willies. Eh, Momma, don't it strike you that way?"

Mrs. Wright's little boy had died ten years ago, but she was still
Momma to her husband. It used to irritate me at first. Afterwards when
MacTavish had come into my possession, and I had learned to love him,
I saw the pathos of it. That's the value of a little dog. Her answer
was a foregone conclusion, because she always smiled gently and kindly
under all circumstances, and never committed herself to words if they
could be done without. She smiled now.

"But I tell you," went on Mr. Conant desperately, and he was gnawing
his black moustache, and his level eyebrows met across his forehead,
"it's a matter of patriotism. Every Englishman in the Empire has joined
up, and I'm a shirker. I'll be branded a coward and a skulker."

"He was despised and rejected," began Sister Luella, and I could see
Martin Conant prepared to abjure the Founder of the Faith as presented
to him by one of His most ardent servants.

"Let's have midday prayers and talk it over afterwards," said Miss
Lodham, with her sound common sense, and down she went on her knees.

"Gee whiz! I guess we'd better," said the minister. "I'm apt to lay
myself open to be jolted on to a side track. We'll make it a matter of
prayer. Sister Luella will open," and he, too, went down upon his knees.

I wanted to laugh. It was unkind I know, but I really did. Fancy having
your martial ardour quenched in that way! I couldn't imagine any mind
less attuned to midday prayer than that young man's at that moment. I
expected to see him march out of the room and bang the door. But not a
bit of it. By the time I was kneeling, there he was beside me, and we
were both opposite the long French door looking out over the compound
beautiful in its winter dress. I was wondering if he dreaded being
prayed over as much as I do. It always seemed to me he must because
such a procedure was so foreign to his entire upbringing.

Sister Luella began instructing the Almighty in the needs of the Tsai
family. Tsai Ling, aged fifteen, had renounced her heathen name and
been baptized Rosalie because I had made her eyelashes grow outwards in
the way they were intended to and not inwards into her poor eyes, and
now it appeared according to Luella she was troubled about the soul of
her great-grandmother, Tsai Ling the elder, who is blind, and of course
lame.

"Lord, Thou knowest the blindness of Thy humble servant," went on
Luella earnestly. "Thou knowest the hold the heathen superstition——"

I admit the meeting of all workers for noontide prayer is a beautiful
idea, but in most communities it must interfere dreadfully with the
work on hand. It interfered badly with mine many a time. It was
interfering now. Mr. Conant was fidgeting restlessly, and Sister Luella
was dictating to the Almighty and had no intention of finishing till
she had called the Deity's attention to the fact that she had done all
that she could, and it was now up to Him to take a hand. I watched
Martin Conant a little maliciously.

MacTavish whimpered, and I put out a restraining hand. He whimpered
again, and as I drew him towards me I caught Mr. Conant's sombre eyes.
But MacTavish wasn't easily quenched. He fluffed up his pretty little
ears, tore himself away, put a little questioning white paw on the
glass of the French window and ran back to me eagerly. The little dog
was right.

Something unusual was happening at the main gate of the compound. The
gatekeeper came into view, an old man in horn spectacles, and a long
blue gown; then there was the jangling of mule bells, and through the
archway came a gaily caparisoned white mule with bells round his neck
and a big red tassel hanging down between his ears. He was in the
shafts of a litter, and the arch of its wagon-like tilt just fitted
under the archway of the gate. No one in the room moved save MacTavish,
who made a wild dash round, and then with pretty black and white head
held very high looked ostentatiously out of the window again with an
air that said that he at least was on the alert and doing his duty. He
took a good look as if to be sure that he was justified in his action,
his front paws were wide apart and his little tip-tilted black nose
was very emphatic. He was justified. And though like all Japanese pugs
he is a silent dog as a rule, he rounded his little mouth and gave one
full deep bark like a prolonged "O—o—o—oh!"

In came the whole litter, a big brown mule in the shafts behind, a
Mongolian pony followed, and on it was a man who was manifestly a
European from the crown of his grey wolf-skin cap to his riding breeches
and spurred heels. Five pack-mules followed him, a small donkey and
five Chinese attendants, and the whole company moved slowly along the
brick pathway that ran under the fairy-like avenue, and as each animal
wore a collar of bells, the jingling rang clear and loud on the frosty
air.

And Luella prayed on oblivious and her voice rang in impassioned
appeal. MacTavish turned to the company and gave another long-drawn
protest, and Miss Lodham rose to her feet.

"Look here," she said, "if you people can pay attention to the
spiritual needs of the Tsai family, I can't. I've always thought myself
it was soap and water they needed most. Why! Good Heavens! Foreigners!"

MacTavish felt himself backed up and went round the company, some
kneeling, some standing, with wild yelps expressive of the joy a
Japanese pug always feels in the prospect of some change from the
ordinary routine. Luella stopped dead and dropped her face in her
hands, her sister-in-law looked at her thoughtfully, and then curiosity
got the better of all other feelings and they both rose to their feet
and joined the rest of us. We stood a second looking out of the window.
Then I opened the door, much to MacTavish's relief, and all seizing
wraps as we went, for the thermometer was far below zero, we swarmed
out to meet the strangers.

The litter came to a full stop as if the white mule had made up his
mind he would go no further, and a woman's head muffled to the eyes
was thrust out. The foreigner—all white men in China are foreigners,
irrespective of their nationality—came forward. He was big and
bearded, with a fur cap like a Russian's drawn low on his forehead and
a long coat of grey wolf-skin reached almost to his feet. He held out
his hand in a knitted woollen glove.

"Good morning," said he, "this is the American mission at Yang Cheng?"

"Sure," said the minister coming forward with simple courtesy, "an' I'm
boss." He always speaks hastily but occasionally tries to improve his
language as he goes along. "I mean," he said, "I'm the Rev. Septimus
Wright in charge. You are welcome. Come right in."

"Hold on a minute," said the newcomer, who looked a hard man, hard as
nails, "you mayn't ante up when you realise who I am. I've been running
the B.A.T. at Hein Chou. Pai Lang, White Wolf, you know, came down on
the place and we've had the devil of a time getting away."
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