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Wang Hu – known as Harry to his international friends – opened his eyes. It was another hot morning in Suzhou, a town fifty miles west of Shanghai. Harry got up, stretched and drew the curtains to his bedroom – the sun's rays filled the room, making it hotter than it already had been.

“Are you up, son?” a voice called out from the hall.

“Yes,” Harry answered his father, Wang Donfeng.

At breakfast, the two men ate youtiao, a stick-shaped doughnut that went well with either soy sauce or sugar, but this morning they favoured the latter washed down with green tea. Wang Donfeng was a good cook – he had to be, at least since Harry's mother, Chen Shuying, along with his two younger siblings - brother Wang Yichang and sister Wang Hui – had drowned six years earlier near Lake Gaoyou during the Great Flood of 1931. Not a day went by when Wang Donfeng and his son didn't think about them.

“What time do you have to pick Miss Mary up?” Harry's father asked him.

“Ten o'clock.”

“Where are you taking her?”

“I don't know. Shopping, I suppose.”

Harry was lucky he had got the job: a friend of his father, who was working as a concierge in an exclusive hotel in Shanghai's International Settlement, had befriended Mary Lincoln's father, English businessman Joseph Lincoln. The contact proved invaluable – when one day Wang Donfeng's friend overheard Mr Lincoln talking to an associate that he had just fired his driver, Wang Donfeng’s friend – after the meeting had finished, of course, pulled the Englishman to one side and said he had a solution to his predicament: a new driver, who happened to be Wang Donfeng's son, Wang Hu, aka Harry.

It was guanxi, that term all Europeans and Americans living in the Middle Kingdom knew was a fact of life but didn’t really understand. Harry's father was owed a 'favour' by his friend, and Wang Donfeng's friend paid the favour back in kind by getting Harry a job in the bright lights and big city atmosphere of Shanghai, a world away – or at least half a world away – from the more rural feel of Suzhou.

Harry finished his doughnuts and left the house. Outside, parked in front of the Wangs' modest family home, was a lime green Chrysler Air Stream automobile, property of Joseph Lincoln's company, Lincoln Cathay Enterprises, which dealt in western luxury goods imports to Shanghai's wealthy Europeans. Harry, who rented a small room in Shanghai's International Settlement for the job, was only in Suzhou because it was his father's birthday. The tiny room – which he shared with one other person - belonged to one Madame Li, the owner of the brothel above his place. He had got the room on the cheap, again from his father's concierge connection.

“So, when will I see you again, son?” father asked son.

“Maybe the week after next. I'll try my best to come.”

Wang Donfeng waved to his son as he drove away. He wanted to cry for some reason but he didn't – he had a strange feeling he wouldn't see him again. He had had the same premonition four days before his wife and two children died. 

And the old man had the right to be worried: China was living in dangerous times: Japan had invaded and was now occupying Manchuria and had greater schemes for the Middle Kingdom and the rest of Asia. The Lugou Bridge Incident, in which the Japanese occupying forces had clashed with divisions of the Republic of China's National Revolutionary Army, was already a week old. The Japanese Imperial Army was in the International Settlement in Shanghai, and had been bolstering its numbers secretly for a long time. They threatened to attack. This was what Wang Donfeng worried about. He had already told his son but Harry's impetuosity had got the better of him.

“Wait up!” the young woman said to Harry as she was knocking on the car window.

Her name was Pan Yi, a local beauty smitten with Harry. They had gone to school together. Harry had never been interested. Pan Yi had only wanted love. Harry, something more than what Suzhou City could offer him – that was why he had left for the big city.

“Hi, Yi,” Harry said with a smile.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Back to Shanghai.”

“When are you going to give me a ride in this thing?”

“Not today.”

“You're so cruel sometimes, Hu, you know that?” Pan Yi said as a pig suddenly appeared out from nowhere.

“Listen, I've got to go. I'll see you when I'm back.”

“And when will that be?”

“I don't know, I don't know.”

Pan Yi was getting old at seventeen. She needed to find herself a husband and settle down.

“Where have you been?” Pan Yi's mother asked her as she walked into the house.

“I saw Hu in his fancy car.”

“You still got your eye on that stupid boy?”

“He's cute.”

“Yes, I know, but he's also a boy who knows what he wants. He won't settle for you, my dear, you need to find yourself another man... You know your grandfather and father are getting worried. Time waits for no woman and marriage. Hurry up and decide...”

After her chores – which included washing the linen and collecting tomatoes from the small plot her family owned – Pan Yi had some time to herself. In her bedroom, which she shared with her three younger sisters (who were at school), she started to put makeup on in front of the small mirror next to her bed. Close to the mirror was a faded picture of Ruan Lingyu, the tragic icon of Chinese cinema, her mother's favourite actress who was Pan Yi's too. 

But the problem persisted – she was still unmarried and wanted a loving husband above all other things. Maybe Ruan Lingyu could help her:

“Please, please, my sweet, sweet dear, help me find the love of my life.” Pan Yi took the photo of her heroine from the wall, kissed it and placed it under her pillow. She lay down and stared up at the ceiling. Then, she smiled: “Make it come true, make some man love me – if not Hu, then another boy, but as quickly as possible.”

That was all she wanted.
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Anybody who was somebody had a chauffeur in the International Settlement. The foreigners who didn't were usually European bohemian adventurers or other degenerates. Business ran Shanghai. Debauchery, too, especially on the Zhongshan Road with its copious nightspots and cabaret clubs with beautiful native dancing girls in modern straight-line Chinese dresses from every hue of the rainbow being ogled by perverted western males. Money was everywhere. Harry was just one of the thousands of Chinamen who supported the system. Over a million people crammed into its nine square miles, most being native Han Chinese, but British, Australians, Germans, Americans, and even Danes called this place home.

Harry pulled the car up outside The Broadway Mansions building on Bei Suzhou Road, where the Lincoln family were living. It was ten minutes to ten in the morning. Harry got out of the car. He was wearing an elegant grey chauffeur uniform with matching hat, not the most comfortable thing to wear in the repressive heat of Shanghai in the summer. The Suzhou native was earning twice the amount he had been getting as a message boy at the Shanghai newspaper Shēn Bào, which was the job he had been doing the year before until he lost it and returned to Suzhou. Learning English as a child was one of the best things he had ever done. It had opened doors for him that otherwise would have been closed shut.

Harry took a rag from the glove compartment and cleaned the wing mirrors before dusting the wheel rims. He got back in the car, and preened himself by looking in the rear-view mirror: firstly, he took off his hat and made sure his hair was in place. Secondly, he straightened his tie. Then, the nineteen-year-old went over his teeth with his finger, pulling out a piece of the youtiao he had had for breakfast. Putting his hand over his mouth, he breathed – his breath was acceptable. Miss Mary wouldn't be offended.

The Suzhou native had been smitten with Joseph Lincoln's daughter ever since he first set eyes on her. Mary Lincoln's pale skin, blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes were his world for at least an hour a day – that was the amount of time he got to see her when he was driving her around the city from Monday to Thursday. Sometimes, he also saw her on a Sunday to take the Lincolns to the local Methodist church in the International Settlement for religious services if the weather was bad and they didn't want to walk the mile to the church. 

Miss Mary was five years older than Harry, but that didn't put him off. Neither the fact he was Han Chinese and she – in his opinion - the finest English rose in the city.

Miss Mary came out of the building. She was wearing a tight-fitting red gown known as a qípáo in Chinese, as well as a straw sunhat. In her arms was a stack of newspapers.

“Hello, Harry!” she said with a smile. “There you are.” She handed him the newspapers. “That's the best I could do.”

“Hello and thank you, Miss Mary,” answered Harry, taking the newspapers off her and opening the door to the back seat of the car at the same time. She jumped in. “And how are you today?” he asked once he was in the car.

“Very good. It's hot today, isn't it?” she said, pulling a fan out.

“It's always hot, Miss Mary, you should know that... Where do you want to go this morning?”

Miss Mary had been educated at British-run schools in Shanghai and at the University of Oxford, where she had studied the Classics. Happy to be back in China and reunited with her family after a five-year hiatus, she was now a woman of leisure.

“Take me across the river to the Bund. I need a walk.”

Harry placed the newspapers on the front passenger seat.

The Bund was five minutes on foot from Miss Mary's home. She could have walked. But daughters of tai-pans were a spoiled breed. She wanted to be taken there in style.

“As you wish, Miss Mary.”

Harry turned right onto the Waibaidu Bridge that stretched across the Suzhou Creek, towards the Bund.
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