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Note on Chinese Names


In transliterating the sounds of the Chinese language into English I have used where I can the modern Chinese Pinyin system rather than the Wade Giles spelling that would have been current in 1900.


For well-known place names and historical personages, however, I have used the spelling that would have been current at the time. The Chinese capital is therefore Peking rather than Beijing. I have the Boxers originating in Shantung Province rather than the modern Shandong. The reformist Chinese minister is Li Hung-chang rather than Li Hongzhang (as his name is spelt in Chinese history books today). And I have used the word Ch’ing for the name of the Chinese dynasty rather than the modern Qing.


In China the surname comes before the given names. Hence Fan Yimei is Miss Fan rather than Miss Yimei. And as in our own society a hundred years ago, even friends are more likely to use surname than forename. A title comes after the surname. For example, taking the words for Mister (Xiansheng, literally Firstborn), Miss (Xiaojie, literally little sister) or Master (of trades: Shifu), ‘Mr Lu’ would be ‘Lu Xiansheng’. ‘Mandarin Liu’ would be ‘Liu Da Ren’ (Liu the Great One); ‘Master Zhao’ would be ‘Zhao Shifu’; ‘Auntie Ma’ (Frank’s housemaid) would be ‘Ma Ayi’. Nicknames follow the same rules: for example, the brothel-keeper, ‘Mother Liu’, is ‘Liu Mama’ in Chinese.


Chinese also tend to show intimacy and respect through a descriptive epithet before or after the surname. The gatekeeper calls Fan Yimei ‘Fan Jiejie’, ie. ‘Elder Sister Fan’. An older friend might call her ‘Xiao Fan’, or ‘Little Fan’. This is not derogatory at all. Nor is its opposite: ‘Lao Fan’, or ‘Old Fan’, the term of address that might be given by a younger friend to an older one. But sometimes there can be a different meaning if the adjective is put after the surname rather than before. The Chamberlain is customarily addressed as ‘Jin Lao’, or literally ‘Jin Old’ – but put this way it actually means ‘the Venerable Jin’ and is a term of enormous respect, given by an inferior to a superior. To use ‘Lao Jin’ in this case would be over-familiar.




The Characters


(1) In Peking


(a) GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS



The Empress Dowager Tz’u-Hsi: The power behind the throne, effective ruler of China


Li Hung-chang: Elder statesman: ‘father’ of China’s diplomacy and modernization under the Ching Dynasty, in disgrace after China’s defeat by Japan in 1895


Prince Tuan: Head of the xenophobic faction in the Chinese court


Prince Yi: A court official


Li Lien-ying: Tz’u Hsi’s Chief Eunuch


(b) THE FOREIGN COMMUNITY



Sir Claude MacDonald: British Minister, head of the British Legation


Lady MacDonald: his wife


Douglas Pritchett: Ostensibly interpreter at the British Legation, also head of intelligence


Monsieur Pichon: French minister, head of the French Legation


Madame Pichon: his wife


Dr G. E. Morrison: Times correspondent, traveller, adventurer


Herbert Squiers: First secretary at the American Legation


Countess Esterhazy: European aristocratic adventuress, visiting Peking


B. L. Simpson: employee of the China Customs Service under Sir Robert Hart


Mr and Mrs Dawson: representatives of Babbit and Brenner, a chemicals company


Colonel Taro Hideyoshi: a military attaché at the Japanese Legation


(2) In Shishan


(a) GOVERNMENT OFFICIALS



The Mandarin, Liu Daguang: the ‘Taotai’, or chief magistrate of Shishan


Jin Zhijian (called Jin Lao – Venerable Jin): the Mandarin’s chamberlain and master of his household


Major Lin Fubo: head of the Mandarin’s militia


(b) THE MISSIONARY COMMUNITY



Dr Edward Airton: a Scottish Missionary Society doctor, practising in Shishan


Nellie Airton: his wife


George and Jenny Airton: his young children


Father Adolphus: deceased head of the Catholic mission in Shishan


Sisters Elena and Caterina: Italian nuns now working at Airton’s mission


Zhang Erhao: Dr Airton’s major-domo


Ah Li and Ah Sun: Dr Airton’s Cantonese servants


The Rev. Septimus Millward: American Congregationalist missionary living in Shishan


Laetitia Millward: his wife


Hiram, Mildred, Isaiah, Miriam, Thomas, Martha, Lettie and Hannah Millward: his children


(c) THE MERCHANT COMMUNITY



Frank Delamere: a ‘soap merchant’, representative of Babbit and Brenner in Shishan


Tang Dexin, Jin Shangui, Lu Jincai: Merchants of Shishan


Mr Ding: Textile dyer from Tsitsihar, one of Frank Delamere’s customers


Hermann Fischer: Chief of the railway building project in Shishan


Zhang Dongren (‘Charlie’): the westernised compradore at the railway and Fischer’s interpreter


Zhang Haobin: foreman of the Chinese workers on the railway


Ma Ayi: Frank Delamere’s housemaid


Lao Zhao: Muleteer working for the railway company


(d) THE PALACE OF HEAVENLY PLEASURE



Mother Liu: Proprietress of the Palace of Heavenly Pleasure, a notorious brothel


Ren Ren: Her son


Fan Yimei: a courtesan in the Palace of Heavenly Pleasure, Major Lin’s mistress


Shen Ping, Su Liping, Chen Meina: courtesans


Monkey: one of Ren Ren’s disreputable friends


(e) IN THE BLACK HILLS



Wang Tieren (Iron Man Wang): a shadowy figure, leader of a gang of bandits in the Black Hills


(f) IN BASHU, AN OUTLYING VILLAGE



Pastor John Wang: head of the Christian community


Mother Wang: his wife


Mary and Martha: his daughters


Headman Yang: the village headman


Miller Zhang, Lao Yi: Christian villagers


Mother Yang, Xiao Hudie, Lao Dai, Wang Haotian, Zheng Fujia: non-Christian villagers


The village bonze: the local Buddhist priest


(3) Newcomers to Shishan


Henry Manners: formerly an officer in the British army, now working for the China Railways


Helen Frances Delamere: Frank Delamere’s daughter, fresh from convent school


Tom Cabot: Frank Delamere’s new assistant


The Rev. Burton Fielding: representative of the American Board of Commissioners for Missions in China


Frederick Bowers: engineer, train driver


The Boxer Priest


(4) Other Players


Orkhon Baatar: a Mongolian herdsman


Sarantuya: his wife


Lieutenant Panin, Colonel Tubaichev: Russian officers


The Rev. Richard Brown: a medical missionary


Arthur Topps: an employee of Babbit and Brenner


James Airton: Edward Airton’s brother, a bookseller in Glasgow


The Gillespies: medical missionaries in Tientsin, friends of the Airtons


Admiral Seymour, General Chaffee, General von Waldersee: leaders of the Allied Expeditionary Force to Peking


Edmund and Mary Airton: Edward Airton’s children at school in Scotland




The British Legation, Peking, July 1899



Geography books will tell you that the dust storms of summer, though rare, are generally violent.


So it was this summer.


Strong winds from Siberia, sucked into the heatbowl of a north China plain already unprotected after three years of drought, effortlessly lifted sand from the Gobi desert and powdery loess soil from the Yellow river escarpments, and deluged the cracked farmlands under an amber cloud.


The advance of the storm was like that of a barbarian horde; or one of those peasant movements that, from time to time in imperial history, have erupted from obscure beginnings and overwhelmed the decadent armies that stood futilely in their way. Like the Yellow Turbans, or the Taipings, or the White Lotus, like any of the revolts in which bandit leaders have aspired to and sometimes attained the Dragon Throne, it grew on its successes, increasing in size and fury until its armies were strong enough to escalade the high walls and tall gatehouses of the Imperial capital, bursting into the narrow streets, penetrating even the courtyards of the Forbidden City, where a weak emperor still held the Mandate of Heaven in feeble hands. So this sandstorm, on a summer night in the last year of the old century, enveloped the streets of Peking. Its myriad conquering soldiers were let loose to pillage the invested town. Dust devils howled a devastating path through the hutongs, whipping down the signs on the ornamented shops, splintering the gates of courtyard houses, slicing the skin of those few passers-by who had the temerity to go outside and brave the flying sand darts.


It was a day without a dusk, for the paling sun had been extinguished at its zenith. The darkness of an unnatural noon merged imperceptibly with the greater darkness of a starless night. The inhabitants of Peking, cowering in the heat of their airless homes, huddled against the shrieks and groans of the marauding wind outside; this was a night in which evil stalked abroad.


There were no parties in the Legation Quarter that evening. No chandeliers blazed in the ballrooms. Landaus and barouches were locked in the stables with the horses. Windows were battened down. Luckless marines on sentry duty wrapped up their faces and sought protection from the sand as best they could. The ministers and their ladies settled for an early night.


On summer evenings the British Legation usually presented a fairyland of lanterns in its courtyards. Lady MacDonald, chatelaine of a palace that had once belonged to Manchu nobility, liked to indulge her taste for chinoiserie. She affected not to hear the comments of the few real Orientalists in the Legation, who objected that her Mikado-esque decorations in a Chinese building were somewhat gilding the lily (or ‘painting legs on a snake’, as the Chinese would have it). As the premier hostess in Peking, she knew exactly what appealed to the representatives of the powers who came to her parties: it was more important to present China as it ought to be rather than the squalid reality that stank of the drains and canals outside her walls. So, if Gilbert and Sullivan could improve on three millennia of civilisation, she was all for it.


Tonight, however, all the gaudy decorations had been removed, and the Chinese pavilions and ornamental archways, with their pillars and curling roofs, lay as unprotected in the sandstorm as any other dwellings in the city. Violent spectres of wind licked over the verandas and rattled the boards that had been placed over the imported glass windows. The ginkgo trees shook their branches like demented spirits, their fan-shaped leaves flailing against the hurtling sand. The old buildings slumped against the onslaught, dark grey shadows against a darker sky. It was as if they had reverted to the decrepit state of abandonment that had existed before the English had come to renovate them. The temple-like roofs silhouetted against the howling night recalled those deserted shrines in Chinese literature popularly haunted by ghosts and devils. Lady MacDonald’s garden had become a wasteland of random violence, in which the uneasy apparitions of previous occupants might well have wandered, as well as those creatures of Chinese folklore – fox spirits, snake gods, hungry ghosts – and other unmentionable creations of superstition that traditionally emerged on nights such as this.


Not that Sir Claude and Lady MacDonald noticed or cared. They were sleeping soundly in their beds under their mosquito nets in the Main Residence, formerly the Ancestral Hall.


Only one official was awake and sensitive to the perils of the night. His light burned faintly through an upper-storey window of one of the less imposing edifices on the edge of the compound, formerly a storehouse where the dukes in the past had kept their treasure. It was the room of the interpreter, a young Englishman who had only recently been appointed to the Legation. Stripped to his shirt, he was hunched over a small desk on which an oil lamp flickered. The light revealed bare wooden walls, a hospital bed and shelves loaded with books, most of them in Chinese. He was writing a despatch, out of Chancellery, out of office hours, in the middle of a stormy night – it could hardly be official Legation business; in any case, his furtive manner was enough to indicate that secrets were involved. He was sweating, his thin face pinched by tiredness, and his red-rimmed eyes widened at every noise. Occasionally he would pause, put down his pen, go to the door and peer into the dark corridors outside his room. Then he would return to his manuscript, from time to time dipping his pen into a pot of ink. He wrote hurriedly but in a neat script.


Your lordship is aware of the activities of the Germans in Shantung. We are advised that they have already established a functioning colonial government in the concession which they seized last year in Chiao-chou. There continues to be concern regarding the overbearing conduct of their missionaries whose ‘defence’ of Christian communities has as often as not been supported by German troops; reparations imposed for alleged attacks on Christian property have been rapacious. This is potentially dangerous in a province with a history of rebellion and banditry, which is also the home of many of the martial-arts sects and secret societies, which colourfully thrive in poor areas such as these.


There was a crash from the floor below. He paused, staring at the door. The crash was repeated. ‘Shutters. Wind. That’s all it is,’ he muttered to himself, and resumed writing.



More alarming are the activities of the Russians in the Northeast. Much of Manchuria is already a Russian protectorate in substance if not in name. It was evident what were their intentions as far back as 1896 when they pressured the former Foreign Minister, Li Hung-chang, to sign a so-called ‘defensive alliance’ granting Russia the right to extend the Trans Siberian Railway eastwards across Heilungchiang. Their seizure last year of the Liaotung Peninsula was followed by demands for concessions to construct a north–south railway from Harbin to Port Arthur. Despite our protestations these were granted. It is true that since Li Hung-chang’s disgrace and subsequently the conservative coup d’etat last summer a more reactionary government has shown less inclination to accede to foreign demands, but this does not alter the fact that Russian railway building is going on apace. There is already a substantial network in northern Manchuria, and once the system is linked to the sea it will be difficult to withstand Russia’s economic (and de facto military) advance. The prospect of annexation becomes a practical concern.



Until recently our only recourse has been to organize financial support for the Chinese-owned Peking–Mukden Railway. The main line to Mukden is moving towards completion. The suggestion to construct a northern spur from Jinzhou to Shishan or even beyond to the Liao River, has also been greeted with favour by the board. There are sound commercial reasons for doing so: it will facilitate the transport of soy beans from the western regions of these provinces to the southern ports. There are also unspoken strategic considerations: if this can be the beginning of a line which runs parallel to the Russians’ railway, it will neutralize to some degree their military advantage. We had some concern that the Honorary Chairman of this company, who happens to be the same Li Hung-chang who granted concessions to the Russians, might offer objections to this scheme, but ironically he also was supportive. Perhaps he has learned the error of his ways. Railway building in itself, however, will not be the answer to our problem. Progress so far has been slow, for all the efforts of the British and German engineers in charge of construction. It is time to . . .


A heavy bead of sweat fell from his forehead on to the manuscript, spidering the wet ink. Carefully he placed blotting paper over the page. He leaned back in his chair, and closed his eyes. He was tired, extremely tired . . . Just a moment’s sleep would . . . He jerked awake and lurched to his feet. His hand reached along one of the shelves, retrieved a half-empty bottle of brandy, which he put to his lips. There was a thump. It seemed to come from the landing. He froze. Then he went to the door. This time he stood there for a full five minutes before returning to his despatch.


It is time to consider alternative strategies. I am aware of your lordship’s reluctance to commit further money or resources into a region that is not perceived to be directly an English sphere of interest. You asked me to sound out Japanese intentions, and I am pleased to report that their suspicion of Russian activities has been intensifying. There is a ‘forward’ party within the Imperial Army that is even now advocating aggressive steps to counter the Russians in Manchuria. Our agent with the Imperial High Command in Hokkaido – your lordship knows to whom I refer– reports that mock assaults on Port Arthur have been a regular feature of their army and navy field exercises, and he tells me that officers in the mess quite openly toast that day in the future when the Rising Sun will fly over the port of Dairen. Many believe that there will be war between the two powers within a few years, and that the victor will annex the Manchurian provinces in their entirety. In such a case it would be in our interest that the victor should be Japan and not Russia.


It was a scratch at the door that startled him, followed by a sound he could not identify: a wail that seemed to rise above the banging of the storm outside and the broken shutter downstairs. It was a thin, human sound, which could have been a moan or a cry of ecstasy. The young man reached up wildly, knocking back his chair, and grabbed, for want of anything better, a cricket bat. This he brandished above his head in striking position as he pulled open the door. ‘Who’s there?’ he called. His voice came out in a squeak. ‘Who’s there?’ he repeated, in a more manly tone. Dark, empty corridors stretched in either direction. The small light from the candle flickered on the polished wood. ‘Come on out, if you’re there,’ he called. ‘I’m not afraid.’ He called again, this time in Chinese: ‘Ni shi shei? Ni shi shei? Chulaiba! Wo bu pa.’ There was no reply, only the banging of the shutters downstairs. ‘I’m not afraid,’ he whispered. ‘I’m not.’ He giggled light-headedly: ‘Come on, then,’ he called again. ‘Come out, you secret, black and midnight hags. Do you really think an Englishman’s afraid of a fox fairy?’ His bat dropped to his side, and with the other hand he rubbed his forehead. ‘You’re mad,’ he whispered. ‘Mad. Quite, quite mad. God, what I would give for some sleep . . .’ He shut the door quietly and moved back to his desk, but it was some time and another glass of brandy before he picked up his pen again.


Between northern Manchuria and Harbin there still exists a large territory where Chinese government – albeit weak – prevails. We know that the Russians are trying by whatever means they can to win influence for themselves among local officials and army commanders, and sometimes even among powerful bandits. We suspect that weapons from the eastern Siberian supply depot at Lake Baikal are finding their way into the hands of local officials (for cash). It would be in Japan’s interest to take over this ‘trade in influence’. I believe that we are in a position discreetly to assist.


I have examined where best we might focus our efforts, and I favour Shishan. Your lordship will note when you glance at the map that it is strategically positioned in the border area between the Russian and Chinese centres of railway-building activity. Nestled in a bowl of hills, it is one of the few readily defensible areas in the otherwise flat plain. I am told that a well-armed force in the Black Hills could hold off an army, which is probably why, historically, Shishan was a garrison town and a safe stop-over point for caravans.


He described Shishan briefly, its population, its market economy. He added a biography (as far as he knew it) of the Mandarin. He described the foreigners living in the city: the railway engineers at the camp, the chemical merchant from Babbit and Brenner, and the eccentric medical missionary, Dr Airton, in whom he had such high hopes. Was he right to place such confidence? He recalled the strange dinner that the head of Chancellery had given Airton on one of his trips to Peking. Sir Claude made it a matter of principle never to dine with missionaries so the chore had been delegated and he had been asked along to make up numbers. He had been surprised by how much he liked the man. The common sense and dry humour. The strange obsession with penny dreadfuls and cowboy stories. An unmissionarylike missionary. Should he recommend him? Well, for the moment there was nobody else. He took the plunge: ‘Airton’s friendship with the Mandarin, with whom he meets regularly to discuss philosophy and politics, could be the introduction we need.’


And then he was finished, or nearly so. He could hardly keep his eyes from closing. At least the noise outside was abating a little and there had been no more strange sounds from the corridor. What on earth had he been thinking? Fox fairies! He had been warned of the danger before he left London. ‘For all their apparent cultivation,’ he had been told, ‘these are primitive types like anybody else we have to deal with in the Empire. They’ve lots of weird and generally nasty beliefs behind their pretty tea ceremonies. You are to investigate the cults and the black societies along with your political work because we think they’re dangerous, but you’re not to go native, do you hear?’ And there had been much laughter over the port while he had smiled politely, thinking he knew better than his masters because of his doctorate in Oriental languages.


I hope that your lordship will agree with what I have proposed. I am becoming more and more convinced that the Mandarin of Shishan could become the power broker of this region and our agent to stave off Russian influence. He has many qualities to recommend him: a distinguished military past, a record as a strong, independent administrator; he is ruthless and cruel, and very corrupt. And he is ambitious. He has made attempts recently to train his small garrison in modern methods of warfare. With your lordship’s approval, and with the assistance of the Imperial Japanese Army and their guns, I believe that we may easily bolster his position. In which case we may discover that in His Excellency the Mandarin Liu Daguang we have the makings of our very own warlord . . .


His head dropped on to his arms and soon he was asleep. Before he lost consciousness he had an image of flowing robes, soft hair and beautiful brown eyes, red lips opening, sharp little teeth, the slow sinuous curl of a tail, and claws, fangs . . .


But a ray of sunshine was already reddening the wooden walls. The sandstorm had died with the dawn. Lady MacDonald’s courtyards recovered their tranquillity. The creatures of the night – if they had ever existed – returned to the realm of the imagination from which they had been conjured. The interpreter stirred in his sleep, and the long letter – which in its way was equally fantastical, a conjuring of schemes and conspiracies from that other imagined world of the Great Game and Realpolitik – dropped, page by page, to the floor.




PART ONE




Chapter One


Bandits came in the night and stole our mule.


How will we transport the crops at harvest?



Dr Airton was describing the exploits of the Hole in the Wall Gang to the Mandarin. ‘Outlaw he may be, but Mr Butch Cassidy is not an uneducated man,’ said the doctor, fumbling in his waistcoat for a match and his briar pipe. The Mandarin, reclining on the kang (he had already smoked two opium pipes and was comfortably replete after a light luncheon and an hour with his third, and favourite, concubine) gazed complacently at the frock-coated foreigner sitting on a stool beside him. With a rustle of silk and a tinkle of ornament, a maid leaned over his shoulder and carefully poured tea into porcelain cups. In a fluid motion she replaced the pot in a wickerwork warmer, and bowed her way out of the study.


‘Thank you, my dear,’ said Dr Airton, nodding after her graceful figure. Smoke-rings drifted round his head. ‘You may be surprised to hear that Butch Cassidy comes of a good English family,’ he continued. ‘His father, though a Mormon, was born in Accrington in Lancashire. Young Butch might not have had the fortune to be sent to good schools on the east coast, but clearly he was educated. It takes aptitude of mind, after all, to plan and execute such successful train robberies.’


His last words were drowned in an altercation that erupted from the courtyard outside the Mandarin’s study, angry voices barking and screaming through the sun-lit windowpanes. It was the cook and the maidservant, thought the doctor, quarrelling again. It amazed him that the minions of a magisterial household could feel free to argue quite so loudly in front of their master; he could not imagine such going-ons in the home of an English judge. The Mandarin showed no rancour, but waited patiently for the noise to subside.


‘It is difficult, then, to rob a train?’ he murmured.


‘Oh, yes,’ said the doctor. ‘Takes lots of planning beforehand – knowledge of timetables, spies in the station, a convincing obstacle on the track, dynamite, skill with the lariat and a good get-away plan. And a certain amount of discipline in your gang. Unruly ruffians, cowboys.’


‘I must teach my soldiers to beware of such robbers when the railway track is completed,’ said the Mandarin.


Dr Airton chuckled. The idea of pigtailed Chinese wearing masks and sombreros, wielding six-guns and galloping to catch a moving train appealed to his sense of whimsy. ‘I don’t think you’ll really ever have a problem on that score, Da Ren.’ He used the courtesy title for a mandarin, literally ‘Great One’. Although they were now friends, the doctor was punctilious in using the correct term of address for local officials. In return he expected to be addressed as Yisheng, ‘Physician’ or Daifu, ‘Doctor’. He knew that he was described in a less flattering way in the town but no one had yet called him Chi Laoshu, or ‘the Rat-eater’ to his face. He was, however, proud of this nickname, which he had earned four years previously during the bubonic-plague epidemic that had first brought him to Shishan. Shortly after his arrival he had sent criers round the streets announcing that he would pay the princely sum of ten cash for every rat brought to him, dead or alive. This had earned him an eccentric reputation and convinced all those who did not already know it that foreigners were touched in the head; but the subsequent hunt for rodents had decimated the population of disease-bearing Rattus rattus, and materially assisted the elimination of plague. The Mandarin’s memorial in his praise and the rumoured award of a medal from the Great Ch’ing Emperor for his work as a wondrous healer had somewhat restored his character, but the nickname had stuck, and even today he was often waylaid by peasants bearing baskets of dead mice, hoping to appeal to his gourmet tastes.


The Mandarin leaned forward and delicately sipped his tea. Relaxed in his study he was in a state of undress, his grey pigtail coiled round his neck, his loose white pyjamas rolled to the knees. His blue robe of office and jade-buttoned cap hung neatly on a wooden frame to the side. Above the kang were his bookshelves, stretching to the carved and painted ceiling, each shelf covered by yellow silk curtains, behind which were stacked wooden-leafed copies of the Chinese classics, as well as more popular works and an assortment of scrolls. Dr Airton knew that these included a prized collection of pornographic prints. The Mandarin had once shown him the crude pictures, laughing boisterously at the doctor’s embarrassment.


A blue and white Tientsin carpet covered the stone floor below the kang, half lit by the sunlight, which tentatively penetrated the room. In the gloom beyond were tables and chairs in the plain Ming style, and a desk, untidily strewn with paper, ink stone and brushes in their porcelain jars. Several scrolls of calligraphy were hanging in the shadows of the back wall – gifts from teachers, painters and other officials. A grandfather clock ticked loudly in a corner. The thin rays of light by the doors and windows caught the coils of blue smoke as they twisted like dragons from the doctor’s pipe, weaving through the motes of hanging dust, a thin layer of which covered every surface. The smell of the tobacco mingled with the vague scent of incense and old perfume, must and dirt. It was a small room, reminding Airton of a clipper’s cabin, but he enjoyed the snug, fuggy atmosphere. It was a sign of the intimacy which had grown up between the two men that the Mandarin would invite him to drink tea with him in this private part of the mansion.


The Mandarin himself was short and inclined to fat, but his broad face and muscular physique gave him a presence that belied his size. ‘Rugger-player’s shoulders,’ the doctor had once described to his wife, ‘and butcher’s hands. You can imagine him in his robe of office at the yamen, with a black frown on his face and his executioner with his snickersnee behind, and the poor felons in their cangues licking the dust in front of him, wondering if it’s going to be a hundred lashes with the rod or off-with-your-head. Oh, he’s a Tartar all right, my dear, quite the Tartar, with a cold, dead eye and a heart of blood. As fearsome a rogue as you’ll ever meet, albeit he’s amiable to me.’


‘But you told me he’s an old man, Edward, did you not?’ Nellie had asked him nervously.


‘Aye, he is. He may be sixty or eighty, for all I know, but he’s remarkably preserved, and fit as a sailor for all his floppy belly and fleshy chin. A powerful man in every way. Still rides to hunt, and practises archery, and once I came early to his courtyard and saw him doing exercises with a sword. Great big cleaver, which he swung around his head as if it was a feather, moving his feet and body like an acrobat in slow motion. I suppose it was the t’ai chi – you’ve seen the people of a morning doing their exercises by the river, but never have I seen anyone wield a monster piece of iron like that before. Showed it to me afterwards. I could hardly lift it. Told me it was the sword of a Taiping general whom he slew as a boy, beautiful jade-encrusted handle, and the cutting edge of a razor. Wonder how many heads that’s lopped in its time.’


‘I think you should be cautious,’ his wife had said. ‘I know you like to amuse yourself by saying things to frighten me and the bairns. It’s your humour, which I don’t pretend to understand. But this sounds a terrible man, Edward, and it can’t be good that you—’


‘He’s my friend, Nellie,’ the doctor had told her.


He seriously believed that. Both men were of a philosophical frame of mind, men of ideas and culture. Added to that, the Mandarin seemed to have an inexhaustible interest in everything to do with the outside world, and he, the doctor, was in a position to inform him about England, the empire and Europe, the balance of the powers, the developments of science and technology, and even about armaments. Surely these exchanges were to the benefit of a greater understanding and co-operation, good for China, good for Great Britain, good for all. Not to mention for the success of the hospital. And the railway too. Now he had become the appointed medical officer to the railway, he had a duty to curry the support of the local officials who could do so much to help, and also to harm, the progress of this useful project.


Dr Airton sighed. He was conscious that he had allowed his mind to wander. This often happened during the long, meditative pauses of the Mandarin’s conversation. What were they discussing? The railway, of course, and he had been telling the Mandarin about the Hole in the Wall Gang, which had been the subject of one of the western shockers to which he subscribed, and which came with the monthly packet from the mission’s headquarters in Edinburgh, along with his medical supplies, journals, English newspapers, Blackwood’s magazine and domestic articles for his wife. He was pleased that the Mandarin had asked about the big continental railway schemes that were being completed in America. It gave him a lead in to the subject of bandits, which at the moment was one of his chief concerns. He felt the Mandarin’s hooded eyes surveying him contemplatively.


‘I am surprised that a scholar such as yourself, my dear Daifu, can speak in admiring terms of a bandit and call such a one educated. The path of learning leads towards virtue. I see no virtue in the pillaging of a train, however skilful the task might be. I cannot think much of a country that ascribes merit to its criminals, even if, as you tell me, this America is only a new country.’


‘But surely in China you have legends of famous bandits and outlaws? Pirate kings? Why, last week in the marketplace I was watching with pleasure a travelling troupe putting on scenes from your great classic The Water Margin. Terrific costumes and stunning acrobatics, but the story was Robin Hood. Exiled heroes standing up for the common people against injustice and tyranny. Isn’t that the stuff of great romance?’


‘I behead bandits and pirates,’ said the Mandarin, ‘and it is I who protect the common people.’


‘Of course, of course, we’re not talking about the run of thieves and criminals,’ said the doctor. ‘But the ordinary man likes a bit of colour in his life and so often it is these heroes without the law who provide it. I don’t suppose you’ve ever had the opportunity to read any of the novels by Sir Walter Scott?’


The Mandarin politely demurred.


‘How I would like to translate Rob Roy for you.’


‘It would be an exotic experience, dear Daifu – but if it is anything like The Water Margin I would be cautious in allowing a translation. You are correct when you say that the common man finds sensation in the exploits of heroes – this is harmless if it provides merely tales for children and vivid scenes for the opera – but it is the administrator’s duty to ensure that the admiration of the common people is channelled to worthier causes. Never should anyone be encouraged to emulate a breaker of the law. I expect that the mandarins even in America are concerned about the undue praise given this herdsman who you tell me robs trains.’


‘He has certainly upset Mr Harriman and the board of the Union Pacific Railroad Company,’ said Airton. ‘But, as you say, it is a wild, new country. I would hope that the Peking–Mukden Railway when it is extended to these parts will face no such problem, and we will have nothing to fear from the likes of Iron Man Wang and his band.’


A twitch of displeasure disturbed the Mandarin’s composed features, like a ripple of wind across a smooth pond.


‘I wonder, dear Daifu, why you are continually fascinated by the so-called Iron Man Wang. I have told you on many occasions that such a man – if he exists – is merely one of a rabble of petty criminals who dwell in caves and provide minor annoyance to some of our merchants, if they are foolish enough to wander the roads at night. You have nothing to fear from such a creature.’


‘Of that I have no doubt, Da Ren. I only mention his name again because there is talk of him in the town, among the servants, some no doubt overblown stories . . .’


‘Exaggerations of whining merchants who invent bandits’ deprivations as an excuse to hide their profits from my tax collectors,’ said the Mandarin.


‘No doubt,’ said the doctor carefully. ‘But all of us were very pleased, nevertheless – our railway engineers, my friend Mr Delamere . . .’


‘The soap merchant?’


‘Alkali, Da Ren. He manufactures alkali crystals. All of us were very pleased to hear that Major Lin will soon be departing with his troops for what we were told would be an expedition against the bandits in the Black Hills.’


‘Major Lin conducts all manner of training exercises for our Imperial soldiers. Occasionally this takes the form of marches into the Black Hills. If Major Lin and his troops were to stumble on felons in their path I am sure that they would do their duty and arrest them – but there is no question of an expedition against a bandit. I would only authorise such a thing if there was a bandit problem, which, as I have told you, we do not have.’


‘The attack on Mr Delamere’s mule train in April—’


‘Was very unfortunate. An act of hooliganism and thievery, which embarrasses me. I caused the matter to be investigated and some criminal villagers were discovered and punished.’


‘There was a beheading, yes.’


 ‘And justice was accomplished. This was not the work of a mythical Iron Man Wang.’


The Mandarin’s hooded eyes shifted and his mouth shaped itself into a wide smile. Dr Airton busied himself with his pipe. The Mandarin laughed and leaned forward to pat the doctor gently on the thigh. ‘Do not worry, my dear Daifu. You and your friends are my guests, and guests of the Emperor and the great Empress Dowager. No more talk of bandits and train robbers. Tell me, what news do you bring me about the railway itself? Is the work progressing well?’


Airton felt the weight of the fat hand resting on the inside of his thigh, the coolness of a jade ring through the cloth of his trousers. He was not perturbed. He recognised physical contact as a Chinese gesture of intimacy, the mark of one gentleman’s friendship with another. He thought of Lin’s fierce soldiers holding hands as they walked down the street off duty, and sometimes on duty. Some of Airton’s missionary colleagues were quick to condemn the most innocent display of affection as incipient lasciviousness. Not for the first time he thought that the true faith might be better transmitted if its practitioners were not so unbending. He did not believe that he was an overly sensuous man but he liked to think of himself as a tolerant humanitarian. As a physician he had sympathy with the frailty of the flesh and was disinclined to judge others harshly for their peccadilloes or habits. On the other hand, as a Scotsman, he would have preferred it if the Mandarin had kept his hands off his leg. Having treated several of the Mandarin’s concubines in his professional capacity, he had an unworthy vision of some plumper and certainly more attractive thighs that this same hand might recently have squeezed. With an effort he brought himself back to the subject.


‘The railway, Da Ren? Indeed. You will, of course, get a fuller report from Mr Fischer at the camp, but when I rode over to the site a few days ago it all seemed to be a hive of activity. The foundations of the bridge are being pounded into the riverbed as we speak, and I believe that one of the survey teams is examining the best location for a tunnel through the Black Hills.’


‘So when will the link with the main line to Tientsin be completed?’


‘Within a few months. Mr Fischer told me he is grateful for your help, and he has had very little trouble with the peasants whose fields are to be purchased for the line. I trust that they have received due compensation?’


‘Your company has been very generous,’ said the Mandarin.


‘I’m gratified to hear it,’ said the doctor. ‘I’m told that peasants can sometimes be rather superstitious about aspects of all this progress we’re bringing them. You know, whistling, huffing, smoking fire-wagons and strange hummings on the tracks. Evil spirits being brought in by us foreign devils. Am I not right, Da Ren?’


The Mandarin laughed – a curiously shrill cackle from a man so bulky. He removed his hand from the doctor’s leg, and fanned his face.


‘First bandits, now ghosts! Poor Daifu, what a perilous world you live in! My dear doctor, do we really care what nonsense the ignorant populace believes? Drink some tea. Think of the wealth and prosperity that the wonders of your civilisation will bring.’


The doctor laughed with the Mandarin.


‘Excuse me, Da Ren, but I do worry from time to time. It’s the gossip. You must excuse us. We are strangers in a strange land so we are concerned when we hear of—’


‘Bandits and ghosts!’


‘Indeed, bandits and ghosts – but also gatherings of martial artists among the villages, secret societies, Da Ren, stirring up the superstitions of the uneducated. All nonsense, I am sure, but there have been riots in which foreigners were killed. Those nuns in Tientsin . . .’


‘Twenty years ago.’ The Mandarin was no longer laughing. ‘And Minister Li Hung-chang and our government made reparations to your powers.’ The doctor caught an uncharacteristic tone of sarcasm in the last word.


‘Not everybody is as enlightened as you, Da Ren,’ he said, lamely, ‘and I fear that we foreigners are not always welcome in this country.’


The Mandarin leaned back on his cushion. ‘Daifu, I am not one to hide the truth behind a veil of comforting platitude. These are difficult times for my country, and there are some among us who are uneasy about what the foreigners bring in their wake. You talk of superstitious fear. Even among my colleagues in the Mandarinate there are those who dislike the activities of your missionaries. I have known you for many years and I recognise you for a physician, who only has a care for my people. There are other missionaries – we have one in this town – whose motives are not so clear. The common people fear it when your missions take our children—’


‘Girls who would otherwise be abandoned.’


‘The abandonment of unwanted female children is an ancient custom, not a good one but our way, Daifu. I realise that your motive for gathering up these creatures is charitable, but our peasants hear stories that they are introduced into strange rites of your religion. There is talk of the eating of human flesh—’


‘That is nonsense.’


‘Of course it is nonsense – but you yourself are one who pays attention to rumours and stories from the uneducated. Were we not talking of bandits and ghosts? I know nothing of secret societies. Would I allow them to exist if I did? I would not. On the contrary, I have always welcomed the foreigner among us. You, Daifu, and Mr Fischer, the engineer, and even the fat soap-trader, Delamere, have many things to teach us. The Great Ch’ing Empire is weak in the face of your technology. You gave it to the barbarian dwarfs from over the sea, and five years ago they declared war on us and took our territory when they had destroyed our navy. Yes, I am talking about the Japanese. And now other foreign vultures come here to claw concessions, as you call them. The Russians in the west and the north, the Germans in Shantung, and you British everywhere. A port here. An island or a tract of earth there. There are many in our government, even at the Imperial Court, who ask, “When will this stop?” They would drive the foreign vultures away.


‘Not I. I do not wish you to leave. I welcome you. If our empire is weak, then we must strengthen it. We must learn what makes a modern nation strong. It is weaponry in part. I myself fought against the foreign armies. I watched the Summer Palace of our emperors burn. That was when I was a boy. We were brave enough, and skilful with the lance and the bow – but you had better guns. Major Lin is now always asking, “Give me guns!” But it is not only guns. You have wealth. And you have technology and inventions. You have modern medicines, Daifu. You can cure as well as kill. If China is to be strong again, and if the Emperor is to sit comfortably on his throne, then we must know what you know.


‘So I welcome you, Daifu, and I cast my protection over you.’


The Mandarin was laughing again, and Airton felt the hand back on his thigh.


‘I will protect you from bandits, and ghosts, and secret societies.’


The Mandarin leaned forward so that Airton was looking straight into his hooded eyes. He lowered his voice to a murmur: ‘And that is why I enjoy our little conversations, Daifu. They teach me what I wish to know.’ Again, the high cackle of laughter, a brisk tap on his knee, and with fluid agility the Mandarin had risen to his feet and was shaking the half-rising doctor briskly by both hands. ‘Until we next meet. It is always a pleasure talking to you, Daifu. Bandits and ghosts! Ha! Ha!’


The audience was over. The Mandarin, with genial courtesy, handed the doctor his hat and his cane, then ushered him to the door with an arm around his shoulder. ‘I will come to the railway works one day soon to observe its progress,’ said the Mandarin. ‘You will pass on my regards to Mr Fischer and his crew.’


‘I certainly will, Da Ren. You know that he will soon be joined by an assistant, an Englishman?’


‘So I have been informed,’ said the Mandarin. ‘He is welcome. You are all welcome in Shishan.’


Jin Zhijian, the elderly chamberlain, was waiting by the stone lions at the bottom of the steps leading to the Mandarin’s study. His hands were folded in the sleeves of his faded blue gown and he was wearing the conical white hat of a minor official. His rheumy eyes smiled, wrinkling his ascetic features.


‘Jin Lao will accompany you to the gate,’ said the Mandarin. ‘I look forward to our next meeting.’


‘Goodbye, Da Ren, and health to your family. The Lady Fan is taking her medicine, I trust?’


‘Her stomach pains no longer trouble her. I thank you.’


The Mandarin watched as the doctor followed the tall figure of Jin Lao across the courtyard and through the red doors to the outer precincts of the yamen. What strange, heavy clothes these foreigners put on in the heat of summer. He could not imagine why they considered black tail-coats and shiny top hats the appropriate dress for an interview with a magistrate. For a moment the Mandarin luxuriated in the cool silk of his own pyjamas. His eyes lingered on the green leaves of his ginkgo tree, the black shadows of its branches creating calligraphic patterns on the white, sun-drenched flagstones. He stretched his arms till his shoulders ached and drew in deep breaths of the humid, fragrant air. From the balcony of the living quarters to the side he could hear the faint murmurs of his household. A flurry of high-pitched voices. Quarrels again? No, a squeal of laughter and the soft ripple of a musical instrument. He smiled at the memory of his little Moth, her playful white fingers emerging from the red brocade, the sharp nails lingering on his stomach, her eyes daring him to laugh as the hand moved lower . . .


What did he make of the doctor’s questions? Astute, as usual. Well-informed, but also naïve. It continually surprised him that the foreigners, with their knowledge, their learning and their extraordinary practical skills, could at the same time be so inept at understanding the basic politics of life. They were like clever children at their first Lantern Festival, crowing with delight when they penetrated the first riddle in a poem, without comprehending that the poet had hidden other layers of meaning beneath the obvious puns. Did the doctor have a subtext in his talk of Iron Man Wang and secret societies? Did he suspect the Mandarin’s involvement in hidden conspiracies? He doubted it. It was a curious phenomenon – and one confusing to many of his countrymen and consequently the cause of much misunderstanding – that foreigners usually spoke only what was uppermost in their minds. He who searched for subtlety in a barbarian’s conversation would tie himself in a web of his own imagining. The doctor had undoubtedly heard some rumours – there were always rumours, and rumours were to be encouraged because they could obfuscate as well as reveal – but he could not know of the movements of the patriotic societies; he could not hear the silent crawling of the woodworm in the palace eaves, the stirrings of maggots in peasant dunghills; he could not know that the Mandate of Heaven was about to pass to a new dynasty. There were aspects of China that no foreigner would ever comprehend for all their mastery of the physical world. Yet the Mandarin would have to be more vigilant. It was dangerous that a foreign barbarian could identify the threads, even if he was unable to see the pattern of the great brocade.


He had told the doctor that he had witnessed the burning of the Summer Palace. Had that been too revealing? He did not think so. The doctor would appreciate the confession as another mark of the personal intimacy he seemed to value so highly. Yet he had been sincere when he told the doctor that he had been impressed by the power of the West. He recalled to this day the futile charge his banner had made on the French lines. He saw again the pennants flying, the crimson and bronze of the armour, the sunlight flashing on the ten thousand spears of their invincible army. It had not been his first battle. He had earned his horsetail a few years before, with General Tseng Kuo-fan and his Hunan Braves against the rabble of the Taipings – but this was the first time he was fighting the ocean barbarians. He smelt again the dust of the Northern Plain, the rank odour of horse, the sweet scent of sweat and fear. The enemy were entrenched on a riverbed. It would be an easy charge over the trampled millet fields. As his nervous pony twitched at the reins and the harness jingled and the line of bannermen waited for the command, he had been confident that it would be over quickly. And it was. It all ended in what seemed to him now like a moment fixed in eternity. He could not recall the noise of it today, but there must have been a deafening thunder of guns. He could not recall today that he had even moved, let alone charged and had his horse shot under him. He did remember standing still while the Chinese army died around him, horses and riders rearing and tumbling, flying earth and limbs erupting, and fires exploding in the air in a long, endless fall. And in that moment he had felt a sense of wonder and elation and invincibility that he had survived what he knew was a turning-point for his country. Nothing would ever be the same again.


He felt no animosity towards the foreign soldiers. They were men like others. He had killed one in his escape that night to the north, a young soldier looting the house in which he had been hiding. The boy had died noisily, whimpering and gurgling through a slashed throat. He had taken his rifle and his cartridges, feeling the power and beauty of the efficient weapon in his hand. He had felt no anger when, later, he hid in a thicket across the lake from the burning palace and saw the symbols of the Manchu dynasty blaze. If anything it had increased his elation. The mandate had been withdrawn and a new power was in the land, and he determined that he would be part of it.


In the hard days after the war, the vision had faded, but it had not entirely gone away. He had continued as a soldier, attaching himself to the rising new General Li Hung-chang. He had taken part in further expeditions against the Taipings and the Nien rebels, and had risen to General Li’s attention. It was General Li who had arranged for him to take the imperial examinations. He had proved an efficient magistrate, an effective hatchet man for General Li, who later went on to carve a career for himself in politics at the Imperial Court. He continued to benefit by the connection. Now, in his later years, he was the sole ruler of a city and county. He had enriched himself and he was feared – but to his surprise the Ch’ing dynasty still tottered on its throne. He knew it was only a matter of time before it would be replaced. He knew that the Ch’ing had lost their mandate on that day when their armies disintegrated on the plains of Chih-li. The foreigners were part of the process that would hasten the inevitable fall. They would snip away territories but they would never rule the Middle Kingdom. Meanwhile he who was equipped with their knowledge would benefit when the Great Ch’ing collapsed. Chaos inevitably followed collapse, and he who was powerful in his own domain would survive.


He sighed and yawned. With a last look at the ginkgo tree, he moved into the shadowy study and sat down at his table where a blank piece of paper awaited his brush strokes.


Jin Lao’s smile seemed chiselled into his rice-paper features as he led the barbarian doctor into the outer courtyard. Guards and servants shuffled to their feet as they passed but Jin Lao’s erect figure looked straight ahead. He did not know why Liu Da Ren spent long hours closeted in conversation with this small, whiskered, mouselike foreigner, who had the surprising ability to speak the Chinese language, but he assumed that the Mandarin had subtle reasons for doing so. Jin Lao had spent more than twenty years in the Mandarin’s service and had learned not to question his wisdom. He had profited considerably from his master’s generosity by keeping his silence.


The doorkeeper pushed open the great brass-studded wooden gates. Jin Lao turned to his charge and bowed. The doctor bowed back. ‘Thank you, Jin Lao, as always,’ he said. ‘Your health? I trust that it is improving?’


‘Sadly I am still troubled by my head pains.’ A long white hand extended from its sleeve and moved upwards languidly to rub the the shaven temple. ‘No doubt it is age.’


‘I am grieved to hear it,’ said the doctor. ‘Perhaps these pills would be of help?’


‘You are very kind,’ said Jin Lao, taking the small packet that the doctor had pulled out of his waistcoat pocket. Jin’s hand, with the packet, withdrew into the sleeve.


The doctor smiled. This was a ritual. He doubted whether the evil old chamberlain had ever had a headache in his life, but he knew that packets of western medicines sold for high prices in the marketplace. Not that this medicine would be effective for any serious complaint: it was merely a mixture of sodium citrate with bicarbonate, which he was in the habit of prescribing to his children for their more imaginary ailments. ‘Take two in the morning and two in the evening until you are well,’ he said cheerfully. ‘Goodbye, my dear Jin Lao.’


Lifting his hat he turned and took a jaunty step towards the stone stairway that wound down the hill to the town. He heard the gate clang behind him. At the top of the steps he paused to take in the view. Welcome gusts of breeze brushed his face. He was already beginning to sweat in the oppressive midsummer heat. Crickets clattered in the pine trees on either side of the path.


The grey roofs of Shishan lay huddled below him. From his eminence (the yamen was built on a small hill on the northern edge of the town) he could make out few of the individual streets, but the main landmarks were clearly visible on this sunny afternoon.


The walls were the city’s defining feature. What had once been crenellated battlements had fallen into disrepair and in parts the masonry had been stripped away leaving an eroded earth mound with trees growing from the top and artisans’ houses nestled into the side, but the four great towers at each corner had survived time’s depredations, and the gatehouse on the southern wall was intact. Its battlements and barbicans, topped by a curved, stacked roof, conjured visions for the doctor of medieval armies and sieges. It was manned by a small garrison, who were responsible for closing the thick wooden gates at sunset and monitoring the flow of assorted humanity, pack mules and camels that streamed in and out of the city in the daylight hours. The doctor could just make out the two antique field guns mounted on the walls at either side of the gatehouse, Major Lin’s pride and joy.


The scene was peaceful and picturesque, a watercolour like the plates in the big leather collection of travellers’ tales he had seen as a boy in his grandfather’s library. Swallows nested in the wooden eaves of the towers, cavorting and flashing in the bright sunlight. Beyond stretched the shimmering yellow Manchurian plain which continued unbroken for hundreds of miles, north to the forested borders of Russia and east to Korea. The doctor peered beyond the south-eastern tower but the railway encampment by the river was invisible today in the haze. He could make out, however, the blue line of the Black Hills to the south-west, and the pagoda of the lama monastery on a smaller outcrop closer to the town. Above him, thin bands of cirrus floated in a dome of blue sky.


The dominating landmark in the centre of the city, edging the market square, was the Confucius temple. From this distance, its orange, red and green tiles and the curving eaves looked imposing. It was less imposing at street level: on his last visit he had been struck by the peeling paint on the pillars, its air of ill-kept shabbiness, the nondescript assortment of gilt statues peering out of the smoky gloom, monks and townsmen wandering aimlessly among the burning braziers, men of all classes kneeling in haphazard prayer, or, more often, loitering, chatting and selling their wares. Moneylenders in the temple were apparently quite acceptable in the all-embracing eclecticism of casual Chinese worship – if worship it could be called. He thought fondly of the small, clean kirk he had left behind in Dumfries.


Surrounding the temple were the merchants’ houses, two- or three-storeyed affairs, architecturally unremarkable like most Chinese houses but they had neat balconies decorated with flower-pots, stunted bonsai trees and birdcages, and the grey tiles on the roofs were trim and well kept. The lower storeys were shops, open to the street. Some of the fronts were beautifully decorated and carved in wooden or gilt filigree. Streets were named after a particular trade – there were cobblers’ streets and pan-makers’ streets, streets for clothiers and pharmacists and sellers of porcelain – the green celadon and the beautiful blue and white Jindezhen ware imported from the south. The doctor loved the ritual of shopping: the tinkle of beads as one passed through the door, the ushering to a little table and the elaborate pouring of tea, the unctuous presentation of one bolt of silk finer than the next, the bargaining, the flattery, the sighs, the groans, the beaming acceptance of a price fair to all sides. He loved to loiter in the bookshops and the curio stores. The richer merchants – the grain and salt traders: Delamere’s friend, Lu Jincai, the alkali king; Tang Dexin, the tin monopolist, who owned the mines in the Black Hills; Jin Shangui, the entrepreneur – possessed luxurious courtyard villas in addition to their shops and warehouses. The doctor could see patches of green garden in the south of the town near the wall where most of these mansions were situated. Sometimes a merchant would invite members of the foreign community to his home for a banquet, on the occasion of a wedding, or if a nephew had achieved high marks in the imperial examinations. The ancestral hall would be draped in red silk, and tables would be laid out among the flowers and ornamental rock-gardens. Nellie would put on her severe, long-suffering face as she tackled sea cucumber or roast scorpion or bird’s nest soup, little rice birds baked whole, the occasional bear’s paw or camel hump, and all the other nameless delicacies sent to torment her. Airton smiled. Poor Nellie.


His mind returned to the conversation he had just had with the Mandarin. He had been reassuring, and Airton looked forward to telling Frank Delamere that there was little foundation to the rumours of brewing unrest. Delamere was a credulous fellow, he decided. For all their experience of the country, some of these old China hands could swallow the most transparent fictions. The truth was that Delamere kept bad company. He drank too much and spent his time carousing with the merchants in that awful house of ill-repute, the Palace of Heavenly Pleasure. It was a pity that the foreign community in Shishan was so small that there was not a decent club for a man to go to in an evening – but he would not cast stones. Delamere was a widower and no longer young. It was sad that a man of undoubted abilities and charm should end up alone in a backwater like Shishan. He thanked Providence that he himself was blessed with a wife and family. ‘There but for the grace of God,’ he said to himself cheerfully and, with a quick step, set off down the path to the town.


As it happened, Frank Delamere was one of the first people he met when he reached the bottom of the hill. The doctor had succumbed to temptation and was enjoying a short rest by a small bridge over the moat by the Drum Tower. It had been a hot walk down in his heavy serge suit, and his body was streaming with sweat. He had taken off his frock-coat and waistcoat, and was fanning himself with his pocket-handkerchief. It was a quiet, secluded spot and he was startled to be hailed while he was in this state of undress. It was typical of Delamere to catch him unawares, pricking his little vanities: Delamere always had an irritating knack of being able to say or do the wrong thing at any time. And as he looked up at the beaming, florid figure in blazer and white ducks lifting a straw hat, humorous brown eyes twinkling above a heavy moustache, he smelt a whiff of brandy and cigar. Delamere had had another heavy lunch, it appeared.


‘Wearing your Sunday best, Airton?’ boomed Delamere. ‘Hardly the right weather for it. Been paying a social call on the Grand Panjandrum, have we? What had he to say?’


‘Delamere,’ acknowledged the doctor. ‘What a surprise. I didn’t expect to see you in this part of town.’


‘Old Lu wanted me to have a squint at his new warehouse round the back there. I say, Airton, I’ve got splendid news. What do you know? My daughter’s coming!’


‘Daughter? Where?’


‘Here! Little Helen Frances. Haven’t seen her since she was this high. Now she’s a blooming girl of eighteen or so. Who’d have believed it? Coming all the way to China to see her old dad! Sorry, old man, do you want a hand with that coat?’


‘I can manage well enough, thank you,’ said Airton primly. Then he took in what Delamere had just told him. ‘But, my dear fellow, this is marvellous news. I didn’t know you had a daughter.’


‘Skeleton in the cupboard, eh? If she’s grown up like her mother she’ll be a beauty, though I say it myself. Haven’t really seen much of her since her mother died of the cholera in Assam in eighty-two. Took her as a baby to her aunt in Sussex, you see. Better to grow up there than with an old reprobate like me. I never married again . . .’ An unusual cloud of melancholy seemed to have descended over his features. ‘Never mind all that.’ He brightened. ‘She’s coming, Airton! My little girl’s coming to Shishan! I got the letter the company forwarded to me this morning.’


Airton smiled at his companion’s obvious happiness. ‘This is a cause for celebration,’ he said. ‘Nellie will be thrilled to hear. Which way are you walking, Delamere? You must tell me more.’


The two men strolled side by side. The doctor knew a short-cut through an alley of mud-walled houses. The two of them had lived there for so long that both were used to the stink of open drains, and unconsciously adjusted their steps to avoid the offal, dung and unidentifiable pools of slime that made a stroll through the poorer quarters a navigational trial. In a few moments they were in the main street and their senses were stunned momentarily by the noise and confusion of daily life in Shishan. Mule trains, each animal loaded with huge bundles of cloth or sacks of grain, trotted down the centre of the muddy road whipped on by the muleteers, their brown padded tunics tied to their waists, though they wore their distinctive fur hats even in the summer heat. Coming the other way were wooden-wheeled peasant carts piled with vegetables, or geese with their legs tied together or pigs in pokes. The drivers of the vehicles yelled curses at each other. Coolies threaded their way through the confusion, buckets hanging from poles stretched across their backs, or straining under loads of furniture. One tottered under three heavy wooden chairs, a table and a lampstand roped in a pyramid above his bent frame. A merchant’s wife, bundles of shopping on her knees, held a handkerchief to her nose to avoid the dust as she lurched in a sedan chair carried by two burly porters. Hawkers and vegetable-sellers screamed out their wares on mats by the side of the road. Ragged children were taunting a blind beggar. A barber quietly shaved the pate of a young scholar sitting on a stool, his pigtail coiled round his neck as he held a book close to his face. Like the foreign doctor and alkali merchant, absorbed in their conversation, he was oblivious of the noise and chaos around him.


Frank Delamere raised his voice above the din, explaining to the doctor that his daughter’s visit could not have been more conveniently timed. His sister, who had included a note with Helen Frances’s gushing letter, had told him that since the girl left school she had been pressing her aunt to take her to see her father in China. His sister had been prepared to come, despite her arthritis and mal de mer, but she had been relieved when she had contacted his company headquarters in London to find out that an assistant was coming out from England to join him and, having met the young man, whom she described as a steady, mature boy and a county cricketer to boot, she felt quite confident that he would be a perfect chaperon for her niece on the journey. ‘So wasn’t that fortunate?’ said Delamere.


‘A young man as a chaperon?’ asked the doctor, his eyebrows raised.


‘Oh, that’s perfectly all right,’ said Delamere. ‘Can’t be a stick-in-the-mud these days. End of the old century and all that. Anyway, Rosemary’s a good judge of character and I’ve heard fine things about young Cabot. It’ll be his second tour in China. He was down in Nanchang before this and old Jarvis there spoke very highly of him. Said he was one of those young chaps with a head on his shoulders, middle-aged before he was young, if you know what I mean. Quite reliable. Not the sort for any hanky-panky business or letting the side down.’


He pulled the doctor by the arm to avoid a string of unladen camels being driven at full gallop by a laughing herdsman on a pony.


‘Damned maniacs,’ he muttered. ‘Anyway,’ he gave a boisterous laugh and slapped Airton on the back, ‘I’ll see my little girl again!’ he cried. ‘After six long years!’


‘Quite so,’ said the doctor. ‘You never told me that you would be taking on an assistant.’


‘Did I not? Ah, well, age creeps up on you and it’s time I started training a successor. Who knows? I might give all this up in a couple of years and get back to the old country before my liver packs up on me.’


‘The state of your liver is no joking matter,’ smiled Airton. ‘Let me see your hands. Look at those mottled brown spots now.’


‘Come on, Doctor, no scolding. Today’s a happy day. She’ll be here very soon, you know. The letter was dated, what?, two and a half months ago, and the P and O was due to sail within a few days of that. She must be on the Indian Ocean or even nearing China by now. I wonder what she looks like. Her mother was a beauty. Did I ever tell you?’


‘Yes, just a moment ago.’


‘Yes, well, Clarissa was a tea-planter’s daughter, you see. I was only a lowly manager on the estate. We married in ’eighty. Don’t know what she ever saw in me . . . She was so . . . so handsome and wilful and full of spirit. When her father tried to horsewhip me, she shouted him down. I’ll never forget her standing on the staircase, her cheeks flushed and tossing her hair. So imperious. Her dad couldn’t resist her. No one could. I couldn’t. She made her pa and me shake hands and be friends. A year later we were weeping together on her deathbed . . .’ He sniffed loudly. ‘Excuse me, I haven’t allowed myself to think about all that in a while. It wasn’t a good time. Her father and mother came down with the cholera as well, and I was left in the empty great house with the babe, and the servants with their big white eyes in their darkie faces looking up at me asking what to do with the bodies. And I couldn’t bear to look at the little girl, who was all that reminded me . . . Look out, old fellow, watch out for that cart! Do you mind if we don’t talk about it? I get a little sentimental now and then. Doesn’t mean anything . . . Why don’t you tell me how you got on with the Mandarin?’


Airton had never seen Delamere so moved before. The big man was smiling down at him, eyes moist in his sunburnt face, and there was a glistening line on his cheek. For a moment he looked quite noble, and strangely gentle, standing in the crowded street with bedlam behind him.


He went through his conversation in the yamen, Delamere nodding, sniffing, his brow furrowed, a picture of a man demonstrating close attention.


‘So the old boy denied there are such things as secret societies,’ he said, after a while, ‘and my caravan was attacked by some old farmer and not Iron Man Wang, and Major Lin is going into the Black Hills to gather raspberries, I suppose?’


‘Well, I wouldn’t put it quite as baldly as that, but the Mandarin was reassuring. Do you not believe him?’


‘Lord knows. You’re the man with the ear to the all-powerful round here. If you say things are all tickety-boo, then that’s fine by me. I only passed on the gossip old Lu was bleating on about over his cups the other day, but he’s always got his pigtail in a twist about something. Who knows what John Chinaman’s up to at the best of times, eh? Anyway, I don’t care. My daughter’s coming.’


Dr Airton flinched. He expected another heavy slap on the back. He did not know what he preferred: Delamere ecstatic or Delamere melancholy drunk. This time he was spared further exuberance, however, because his companion suddenly paused in his stride and pointed ahead. ‘Speak of the Devil.’ He laughed. ‘I do believe we are about to witness a march past of the Celestial Army. Major Lin and his brave grenadiers!’


‘For mercy’s sake, don’t salute again.’ The doctor’s face reddened as he recalled his embarrassment the last time he had been with Delamere and Lin had ridden by, and how, afterwards, he had tried to explain away the former’s behaviour to the Mandarin. The Mandarin had found the incident amusing but he doubted that Major Lin would forgive the jeering from the crowd as a drunken Delamere had strutted and performed like a colour sergeant from a Gilbertian farce. Not that a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta was far off the mark: there was indeed something ludicrous about Lin’s attempts to turn his rag-tag militia into his conception of a modern army.


The muleteers were cursing and grumbling as they manoeuvred their animals to the side of the road. Major Lin led his short column riding on a white Mongolian pony. He was dressed for this occasion not in the usual bannerman’s costume but in a rather gaudy uniform he had designed for himself with elaborate epaulettes and a tuft of white feathers on a peaked shako. Silver spurs glinted on shining black boots. The marching troops were uniformed in blue tunics with brass buttons and grey forage caps. The effect was offset by the traditional white Chinese leggings and cloth shoes, and the parasol that each had tied to his backpack. The first company of twenty men bore semi-modern carbines made in the Chinese arsenal of Chiangnan in Shanghai, but the rest were still armed with muskets and ancient muzzle-loaders, which might have dated from one of the Opium Wars. Despite their Ruritanian appearance the doctor found something impressive about the seriousness and enthusiasm with which they conducted their drill. The men swung their arms and kicked their legs with energy if not good timing. A corporal barked commands. ‘Yi! Er! Yi! Er! One! Two! One! Two!’ Major Lin held himself erect with a fierce frown on his thin, handsome face. The doctor knew from the Mandarin that Lin had been made a prisoner on the Korean border during the recent Sino-Japanese War and had developed an admiration for the military methods and techniques of his captors. It was presumably those that he was trying to re-create here. For all the comic appearance of his troop, Lin was not playing at being a soldier.


‘Just look at them,’ said Delamere. ‘Face it, Airton. A Celestial and a soldier are a contradiction in terms.’


‘Behave,’ hissed the doctor. Major Lin was now parallel with the two men. He turned his head and gave them a cold stare. The narrow eyes and high cheekbones gave him a hawk-like appearance. He was in his mid-thirties, but there was something boyish about his face, although his mouth was set in a cruel half-smile that somehow emphasised his ruthlessness. The doctor raised his hat. Lin snapped his head forward and kicked his horse with his heels. The column tramped by.


‘Sinister-looking bugger, isn’t he?’ said Delamere, as they resumed their stroll. ‘One of the girls at Mother Liu’s told me he beats his woman there. Oh, sorry,’ he laughed, ‘you don’t like me talking about the Palace of Heavenly Pleasure, do you?’


‘I do not,’ said the doctor, ‘and with a daughter coming you should start to think about changing some of your bad habits, and I’m not just talking about your drinking.’


‘Well, I won’t deny you have a point. Can’t have Helen Frances thinking her old man’s a roué. Responsibilities of parenthood, and all that. Think I really can reform?’


‘I doubt it,’ said the doctor.


‘So do I. Oh, well, I hope she hasn’t inherited her mother’s temper as well as her looks.’


They walked on in silence. The street had resumed its bustle. In a moment they reached the market square. A crowd was gathered round a spectacle by the temple. Artisans in blue cotton pyjamas were laughing and gesticulating. Gentlemen in brown gowns and black waistcoats were peering curiously. Over the shouts and jeers and the general racket they could hear the sound of a trombone playing the familiar notes of ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’. Through the heads of the hecklers they could make out a tall blond man who was apparently conducting a woman and several children through the hymn.


Delamere groaned. ‘Sorry, old boy, I’m sloping off. The last thing I want to face today is the bloody Millwards trying to convert the heathen.’


‘They don’t do it very effectively,’ observed the doctor. ‘It shames me to say it, but I rather agree with you about the Millwards – yet we must be charitable.’


‘You be charitable. I think they’re a disgrace to the human race.’


‘To the dignity of the white man, perhaps,’ said Airton, ‘but they mean well. Delamere, before you go, I truly am delighted by your news, and I’m sure that Nellie will be thrilled to have the company of your daughter when she comes. There’ll always be work for her in the hospital if she wants it. Let me organise a dinner for her – and Cabot, is it?’


‘Yes, Tom Cabot.’


‘As soon as they arrive in Shishan. Nellie can play the piano and I’ll get Herr Fischer up with his violin. We’ll have a merry evening, what do you say? We ought to welcome the new arrivals in a proper style.’


‘Thank you, Airton. I’ll look forward to it.’ Delamere turned to go. Then his face lit up in a wide grin. ‘I still can’t believe it, you know. My daughter really is coming!’ And the doctor’s breath was taken away by another resounding slap on the back.


A trifle reluctantly he turned his steps in the direction of the Millwards. As a medical missionary his own focus was more on the healing of bodies than souls, but he felt some obligation to his evangelical colleagues even though they belonged to a different mission. The Millwards were American Congregationalists who had arrived fresh from New Jersey three years before without, in the doctor’s opinion, the slightest training or qualification for a vocational task. He was not even certain to which actual missionary society they were attached. They were not well supported: they never seemed to receive money or mail. As far as Airton could make out they subsisted on alms from the Buddhist monastery, as embarrassing a state of affairs as one could imagine.


What they lacked in professionalism, however, they made up for in boneheaded idealism and blind faith. Septimus Millward was a tall, long-limbed man in his late thirties, with narrow, humourless features and thick pebble spectacles. Round spectacles, in fact, seemed a hallmark of the Millwards. Septimus’s wife, Laetitia, and three of their eight children wore them too – the smaller the child the thicker the lenses. For the doctor, it was the uniformly thick glasses that gave the final seal to the outlandishness of their appearance. On his arrival Septimus Millward, out of some notion that they would be more acceptable to their flock if they dressed like them, had burned all their western suits, even their boots, and had clothed his whole family in patched Chinese gowns. He had also shaved the front of his head and tied his thin, yellow hair into a pigtail, which achieved the effect of incongruousness because he had preserved his full western beard.


His elder son, a sour-looking boy of fourteen or fifteen, called Hiram, also wore a pigtail. Airton saw that it was Hiram who was playing the trombone, not badly but, from his sullen expression, it looked as if he wished he were a hundred miles away. Who could blame him with such a father? He had been impressed however, by the boy’s intelligence. He spoke fluent Chinese, which was more than could be said for his parents, whose indecipherable pidgin when preaching sermons was an embarrassment. On occasion the doctor had seen him playing with some of the rougher local street urchins. He wondered that the boy was not tempted to flee the nest altogether. What a nest! Airton had once made a call on the compound in which the family lived. Any Chinese peasant would have been ashamed of the squalor and poverty of their mean hovel, yet it was here that the Millwards raised their family and also brought in abandoned babies and other strays. Airton knew that this caused deep suspicion among the locals, but he could hardly prevent the Millwards saving lives. He and Nellie helped as best they could. Nellie, who was worried about the children, sometimes sent round hot meals. Septimus Millward took this charity as his due. Nellie had once asked Laetitia if she wished to have a job in the hospital. Her husband had answered for her that there was no time when doing God’s work, with souls out there to be saved, to pander to the indulgences and ailments of the mere body. That had been too much even for Nellie to take and she had given him a piece of her mind. Not that it did any good: Septimus had gathered his whole family round him on their knees to pray for her.


The hymn came to a triumphant finish as Airton reached the edge of the crowd. Laetitia Millward’s shrill descant echoed on a bar or two after the trombone coughed to a stop. Septimus began his sermon, and for a moment there was a bemused silence as the onlookers tried to make out what he was saying. Ordinarily Septimus had a deep, not unpleasant but commanding voice. When attempting Chinese, however, he adopted a mangled falsetto that screeched and wavered through the Mandarin tones like an out-of-tune violin. With little correct vocabulary, his grammar was arbitrary and the tones he was valiantly attempting were, in almost every case, the wrong ones. Since tones governed meaning, the most incongruous words would come out. The doctor struggled to make any sense of what he was saying.


‘Jesus elder brother and little sister,’ Septimus started. Presumably he meant ‘Brothers and sisters in Jesus’. ‘I bring good questions. You are all going to die. But Jesus has old wine for you. Yes, it is true. He will bring you to God’s pigs. But you must first say sorry to your robbers. The Bible tells you you are good, so you must leave the house of ink.’ With a stern frown he turned and pointed to the temple behind him, where two plump bonzes – Buddhist priests – in their saffron robes were smiling at him from inside the gate. ‘There!’ he cried. ‘There is the ink house!’ (Moo Shui? Ink? Airton was baffled. Then he realised Septimus had meant Mo Gui – devil.) ‘But I will teach you to eat the hearts of little children,’ Septimus cried, ‘and Jesus will drink your wine! Beware, the robber’s fees are silk!’


The majority of the crowd were smiling good-humouredly but Airton noticed hostile expressions here and there. Septimus was speaking gibberish but his intent was quite clear. His position in front of the temple and his angry gestures at the priests were expressive enough. The doctor wished, not for the first time, that the Millwards would adopt a less confrontational approach. Septimus Millward’s Mandarin was comic but some of his garbled expressions could be read the wrong way. ‘Eat the hearts of little children’ was particularly unfortunate.


‘There was a man called Samson,’ Septimus was intoning. ‘God made him long. He killed the king’s soldiers with the teeth of a deer. He ate lion’s meat with honey. They made him busy and took him to the bad temple where they tied him to a tree. Then he fell off the roof. Yes,’ Septimus insisted. ‘He fell off the roof. Praise be to God.’


A young artisan, stripped to the waist in the heat, his long pigtail hanging down his bare back, danced up to Septimus, and began to imitate his gestures and speech. ‘Gilly gooloo gilly gooloo gilly gooloo gilly gooloo!’ he shouted in his face. Septimus moved aside. The young wag moved with him. ‘Gilly gooloo! Gilly gooloo!’ Septimus, his brow sweating with anger, raised his voice. The comedian, winking at his friends in the crowd, shouted, ‘Gilly gooloo’, louder still.


The crowd was screaming with laughter. An old lady next to Airton collapsed to the ground, her eyes running with tears of mirth. He had difficulty containing his own chuckles, although another part of him looked on aghast. Laetitia Millward gathered her three smallest children protectively to her skirts. Mildred, one of the two older girls, was obviously scared, and she stared through her spectacles with big round eyes. The boy Hiram’s face, on the other hand, became more pinched than ever. His shoulders were shaking. Then, unable to control himself any longer, he, too, began to laugh at his father, a breathy, high-pitched wheeze. The trombone slipped from his hands and fell with a clang to the ground.


Septimus, his eyes blazing, abandoned his doomed sermon and turned with rage on his son. ‘Spawn of Satan!’ he cried. ‘How dare you mock your betters when they are doing the work of the Lord?’ Then he slapped Hiram hard across the face, and again, hard, on the other side. ‘On your knees,’ he roared. ‘Pray for forgiveness.’ Hiram, sobbing, stood his ground. The crowd fell silent. Laetitia pulled her children down with her and, in a semi-circle round her husband, they adopted an exaggerated prayer position, heads bowed, folded hands raised to their foreheads. ‘Pray, boy, pray!’ called Septimus in his deep voice, then he, too, fell on his knees, his arms stretched wide. Gazing heavenwards, he began to intone the Lord’s Prayer. The young comedian from the crowd loitered a moment uncertainly, then spat on the ground and sauntered back to his friends, where he was greeted with more laughs, cat-calls and slaps on the back.


‘Our Father, who art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name . . .’


‘I hate you,’ Hiram screamed, through his tears.


‘Forgive us our trespasses and lead us not into temptation . . .’


‘I’ll leave you, Father.’ Hiram’s voice was a panicked croak. ‘I’ll walk out. I will. I will.’


‘For Thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory . . .’


Hiram sobbed a last despairing sob. Then, pointing a thin arm at his father, he yelled, ‘God damn you. I’ll never, never come back,’ and hurled himself away into the crowd.


‘. . . for ever and ever, Amen,’ chanted the Millwards.


‘Hiram! Hiram!’ called the doctor, but it took some moments for him to break through the stunned mass of people, some of whom were beginning to disperse in disgust. By the time he reached the open square, the boy had disappeared round a pailou, into an alley between two tall houses and away.


Airton felt strangely humiliated by the incident. Besides his concern for the boy and a sense of responsibility for what would now happen to him, he was incensed by Septimus Millward. The man was a menace – his eccentricities had a negative, possibly dangerous, effect on the reputation of Christianity in the town, and the standing of the foreign community as a whole. In the common people’s eyes he was a buffoon but to some his unintelligible mumbo-jumbo smacked of sorcery. His cruelty to his own family was unspeakable, and his power over them unnatural. The doctor wondered whether he was clinically deranged. The Millwards were still crouched in positions of prayer. The crowd had lost interest, the spectacle over, and only one or two stragglers remained, but someone had thrown an egg at Septimus and his beard was sticky with running yolk.


‘Millward,’ Airton called. ‘Listen to me, man.’


It was as if Septimus had not heard him.


‘Millward,’ he shouted, ‘get a hold of yourself. What are you going to do about your boy?’


Septimus opened his blue eyes and stared expressionlessly at Airton. ‘“If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee”,’ he said coldly. ‘I will pray for him.’


‘For God’s sake, man, consider rationally. Hiram’s only a boy.’


‘He has left the House of God, Dr Airton. If he comes back in repentance, I will surely kill the fatted calf and rejoice in the return of the prodigal. Until then he is no son of mine.’


‘For Heaven’s sake.’ The man was beyond reason. ‘Mrs Millward. Laetitia,’ he appealed. Tears were misting her glasses, but she spoke calmly. ‘My husband has spoken, Dr Airton. I will be governed by him. I also pray that the devil releases my boy.’ Her last words were lost in a shaking sob. Mildred put her arms round her mother protectively and glared angrily at the doctor.


‘Leave us to our sorrow, Doctor,’ said Septimus. ‘You can do nothing here.’


‘I can at least try to find your son,’ said Airton. He turned angrily on his heel. Then he faced Septimus again, began to speak, but words failed him. ‘When I find him I’ll take him to my hospital,’ he said lamely. ‘Please, reconsider your duty as parents.’ He left the family at their prayers.


The young artisan who had made the original mockery of Septimus was still loitering with his friends. As the doctor passed he made a humorous face and laughed. Airton scowled at him. ‘I’ll have no cheek from you, you scabrous son of a bastard turtle. Get out of my way, you stinking offspring of a mule and a blind snake.’ The young man grinned broadly, delighted at the fluent string of Chinese invective.


‘Ta made!’ he swore. ‘One of them can speak a proper language after all!’ And Airton had the humiliation of being clapped on the back for the third time that day. Furiously, he pushed the man aside and moved on, through the pailou at the southern end of the square, and down the main street towards the great gate of the city and his home.


The hospital and the doctor’s house were located about two miles outside the city gates on a small bluff above some wheatfields. The doctor had first acquired the compound, originally the home of a prosperous farmer, during the plague year as a makeshift recuperation centre away from the poisonous fumes in the town. It had been in constant use ever since as a mission hospital. Over the years he had converted the mud-and-wattle dwellings into modest brick cottages surrounding three interconnected courtyards in the Chinese style. He had replaced the thatched roofs with neat grey tiles, and enlarged the windows, installing clear glass panes in red wooden frames. Nellie had planted trees and flowers in the courtyards. In spring bees buzzed among the azaleas and the cherry blossom, and in summer sparrows twittered and crickets chirped in the leaves of the plane trees shading the yard. At all times it had the comforting feel of a peaceful, rural retreat. The rooms were airy and clean inside, with pinewood floors and whitewashed walls. Sister Caterina, one of the two nuns whom Airton employed, said that the little hospital reminded her of the convent in her hometown in Tuscany.


The buildings in the first courtyard consisted of a storage room and pharmacy, and the surgery where Airton treated his outpatients. Every morning at seven o’clock, his chief Chinese assistant, Zhang Erhao, would open the gate and the sick would file in to sit patiently on the benches by Nellie’s favourite dwarf pine, or in winter gather around the charcoal stove in a cleared-off section of the storehouse. Not only townsfolk came, with their boils, their toothache and their sciatica, but also peasants from further afield. Often they walked all night through the countryside to get here, or were pulled on handcarts by their families if they were too ill or injured to move. These large-limbed peasants, with their broad, wind-burned northern features, would sit stolidly for hours, bearing any degree of pain, waiting for a few moments of the foreign doctor’s time. Such was Airton’s reputation and skill that they rarely went away unsatisfied, though the doctor himself was only too aware how little he could do with his few drugs and bandages, and that the one disease he could never hope to cure was poverty.


The main building facing the gate contained the chapel. Each evening at six thirty the little community would gather there for evening prayers, singing the hymns that had been translated into Mandarin by the Missionary Society. The courtyard beyond was the preserve of the two Italian nuns, Sisters Caterina and Elena, whose white-habited figures could be seen moving energetically between the three wards opening on to the flower garden. The Catholic sisters had early taken on themselves the responsibility of nursing the bedridden patients, and even Nellie hardly ever intervened in their little kingdom. The two women were both in their late twenties. They had originally come to Shishan to assist Father Adolphus, a saintly, grey-bearded Jesuit scholar who had lived in Shishan ever since anyone could remember – but tragically their arrival had coincided with the beginnings of the bubonic-plague epidemic, which had claimed Father Adolphus among its earliest victims. Airton had found the two nuns in one of the worst-stricken areas looking after the orphans of families whose parents had perished. He had immediately taken them on as nurses and helpers. After the epidemic, he had written to the head of their mission in Rome, praising their courage and selflessness, and requesting that until a replacement for Father Adolphus could be found the nuns stay with him in Shishan. They had been with him ever since. Once a year at Easter they would travel to Tientsin for communion and confession, but otherwise they lived with the Airtons as members of his family, sharing in all the activities of his own mission, even participating in the services in his chapel. They were both of Italian peasant stock and were simple, cheerful souls. Sister Elena’s merry laugh was as much a part of the hospital as the smell of carbolic and iodine in the wards. They lived in a wing of the third courtyard, which also served as dormitory and school for the various orphans they had befriended during the epidemic; some of the older children were now grown-up enough to become willing helpers in the hospital.


Airton and Nellie and their own children, with their servants, Ah Lee and Ah Sun – a Cantonese couple who had looked after the doctor since he had first come to China fifteen years before – lived in a yellow stucco bungalow separated from the hospital compound by a short walk. It was a sprawling building, surrounded by a well-kept lawn and bounded by a wooden fence. Its sitting room and dining room would not have been out of place in his native Edinburgh. At his own expense he had shipped out furniture and family portraits, wallpaper, Sheffield cutlery, curtains, Nellie’s pianoforte and, her pride and joy, a modern cast-iron stove from Birmingham, which kept the house beautifully heated in winter and allowed hot water at any hour of the day. The doctor loved this house; he loved the smell of polished wooden floors, the aroma of bacon and hot buttered toast in the morning, the chatter of his children in their nursery, the absolute quiet of his study – but for a year now the long white corridors had seemed empty. He bitterly missed the company of his elder children. His fourteen-year-old son, Edmund, and his daughter, Mary, three years younger, had been sent back to Scotland the previous summer in the care of the Gillespies, missionary friends from Tientsin, and were now at boarding-school in Dundee. Both Nellie and Airton knew that one day the younger children, Jenny and George, aged ten and eight respectively, would follow. For now, they were of an age that they could attend school in the hospital with the orphans. It was the doctor’s joke, and one endlessly relayed by the two nuns, that Nellie, despite her affection for Sisters Caterina and Elena, was convinced that her children would grow up to be papists under their tutelage, and that was why she insisted on sitting in whenever they gave Bible classes. Nellie would smile along with them, but it was a wry smile: there was an element of truth behind the jest.


Jenny and George greeted Airton clamorously as he came through the door. He was tired, irritated and sticky from the heat. He longed for a bath. It had been a frustrating afternoon. As soon as he had arrived at the hospital on his return from town he had instructed Zhang Erhao and some of the other helpers to conduct a search for Hiram. Zhang had been deliberately obtuse and had only reluctantly set out after much persuasion. Sister Elena had then come to him with a hysterical complaint that moths had eaten the new shipment of cotton bandages, and it had taken him several minutes to calm her down. Then he had had to conduct complicated surgery on a wagoner whose leg had been crushed in a collision between two carts. And finally, at dusk, Zhang Erhao had returned to report that Hiram had disappeared. He had been spotted leaving the city with some of his street-urchin friends in the direction of the Black Hills. Zhang had shaken his head sadly, miming a throat being cut. ‘Iron Man Wang,’ he whispered. ‘Very bad.’ On Airton’s dismissal of this preposterous conclusion, Zhang had grinned. ‘Maybe it’ll be a ransom demand first,’ he said. ‘Then he’ll cut his throat!’ Airton told him to get a lantern and search through the night, if need be. Zhang had left, his shoulders shaking with silent mirth, knowing that he had successfully irritated his master; this minor malicious triumph somewhat compensated for the chore he had to perform.


Airton sank into his armchair and gratefully received a glass of whisky from Ah Lee. Nellie was sewing at her table but smiled at him, a thread between her teeth. He smiled back. What a fine-looking woman she was, with her auburn hair piled high above a wide forehead, her firm jaw and her steady blue eyes. She was beginning to show slight signs of ageing, a greying near the temple, a ruddiness of the cheeks and at the tip of her nose, perhaps a hardening of the worry lines around her mouth, but her movements were lithe and her carriage erect. With her tall height and broad shoulders she possessed a natural stateliness. He reached into his waistcoat for his watch. He had half an hour to relax before they were due in chapel. He knew he should tell Nellie about Hiram. She would be more disturbed than he – but for the moment he did not want to think about that unpleasantness. Instead he told her about his meeting with Frank Delamere and the imminent arrival of Helen Frances.


‘I hope she’s not going to be one of these modern young women,’ said Nellie.


‘Oh, do be pleased about it,’ sighed the doctor. ‘It’s the only piece of good news I’ve had this whole dreadful day.’


‘You poor wee dear,’ said Nellie. ‘I thought you enjoyed the days you go off and talk to that murderous old Mandarin.’


But Airton felt no desire to explain his bad mood. Morosely he sipped his whisky, wondering what he would say in chapel in half an hour. He thought of Septimus’s dreadful sermon, his ludicrous reference to the Samson story, and then he began to chuckle. ‘He fell off the roof!’


‘What, dear?’


‘Nothing, my love. Just thinking of what text we might use for the lesson this evening. What about a bit of Judges? The story of Samson, perhaps. “Out of the eater came forth meat, and out of the strong came forth sweetness.”’


‘If your mind is still on Mr Delamere and his daughter, I think it would be very inappropriate. I can’t think that much sweetness could come out of a wicked old lion like him, however pretty young Helen Frances might set herself out to be.’


‘Oh, Nellie, how cruel you are,’ said Airton. ‘And you haven’t even met the girl!’


But they were both laughing. Nellie moved over and pecked her husband on the cheek. The door burst open: the children bounced in, and in a moment the whole Airton family was wrestling on the sofa, a scramble of limbs and flying cushions.




Chapter Two


We pray in the temple for rain – but still the sun


beats down on dry fields.



The British Legation was holding a picnic in the Western Hills. The cavalcade of broughams, carriages, palanquins, and horse riders had set out at six in the morning, escorted by a troop of mounted servants. Sir Claude MacDonald, Queen Victoria’s minister to the Imperial Court, doyen of the diplomatic community and senior spokesman of those Western nations, including Japan and the USA, with an established and powerful presence in China, had quietly left Peking the night before and he and his wife were already waiting for their guests in the Taoist temple that they had converted into a weekend villa.


Temples were rather easily adapted for diplomats’ holiday homes. There was nothing to be done about the green curlicued roofs and complicated wooden rafters, or the inset panels complete with carved dragons and large red pillars made of solid tree-trunks because these were part of the structure, but a lot could be achieved with imported wallpaper and clever lighting. A few sofas and chaises-longues, a solid mahogany dining-table and a pianoforte, fine paintings on the walls, a copy of Landseer’s Dying Stag and a portrait of Lady MacDonald’s grandfather in Waterloo uniform, blended well with the lacquer screen, lanterns and Ming dynasty chairs; a delightful mélange of modern urban chic and tasteful chinoiserie. The two windows, which had had to be hacked out on either side of the original Hall of Worship, gave much-needed light, and Lady MacDonald had chosen elegant yellow curtains to compensate for the desecration. The foreigners were, on the whole, observant of local sensitivities – these were, after all, places of worship they had commandeered – and it was considered bad form to destroy any paintings, carvings or other works of religious art that they might find on the walls. That was where good English wallpaper came into its own. Lady MacDonald recalled how she had been startled on the first night she had stayed here by the faces of ancient, flaking demons and bodhisattvas grinning in the candlelight from a fifteenth-century painting on the back wall. A layer of William Morris had made all the difference and, what was more, the flowered design went very well with her Persian carpets.


Proud as she was of the inside of her house, she was prouder still of the garden she had fashioned out of the courtyard. She had knocked down the outer wall and one of the shrines and planted a lawn that stretched to the edge of the cliff. She had laid out flower-beds and herbaceous borders and, with the white garden chairs and tables, the swing and the roller, she was confident that if the house was still China, the garden was unquestionably Surrey.


It was here that the uniformed house-boys, their long queues hanging down their backs, were busily lining up the crystal on the sideboard and laying out the last of the silver on the four long tables neatly spaced under the shade of the willow trees. The white of the servants’ jackets and the starched tablecloths blazed brilliantly against the restful background of green lawn and fir-covered hillside. They worked quietly and efficiently, but they were conscious of the scrutinising eyes of Lady MacDonald, who was making some last minor adjustments to the flower arrangements. She was dressed in a wide, feathered hat and a tight-waisted taffeta dress of a subtle and becoming violet, and the oversized pair of garden scissors were somewhat incongruous in her fashionably gloved hands. Sir Claude, on the other hand, blazered, white-bagged and straw-boatered, was a picture of ease as he smoked his long cheroot, looking idly over the drop to the yellow plain below.


Much admired by his more temperamental European colleagues for his imperturbability, the canny analysis behind his short, enigmatic observations, his understated but natural authoritativeness – a typical English pro-consul, they judged, more mandarin than the mandarins – Sir Claude was actually a shy man, whose deep reserve was often mistaken for coolness or arrogance. He was respected rather than liked by his subordinates in the British Legation. Nearing fifty he had the colouring of a younger man, a full head of sandy hair and red, bony cheeks. A blond moustache waxed to thin points stretched out way beyond his ears at either side of his narrow, freckled face. It quivered as he moved, and seemed strangely detached from his face, rather as if a yellow bat had chosen to balance on his lips. Thin eyebrows frowned above pale, searching eyes. A tall man, he walked with a slight stoop, but even in the casual clothes he was wearing today, the deliberation of his movements evoked an aura of ceremony and grandeur. Under Sir Claude, the Legation functioned with an Imperial style, which extended even to its picnics.


Sir Claude was never the man to boast about his achievements, but he had been responsible for several diplomatic successes in this posting, not least for the negotiations that had dramatically increased British territory and influence in China. He had been the moving force behind the leasing of Wei Hai Wei as a new colony and, almost as an afterthought, the acquisition of the New Territories in Hong Kong; he had also secured from the Chinese government the recognition that the Yangtse valley was a British sphere of influence. He had ably countered similar aggrandising moves from the other powers in the scramble that followed China’s unexpected defeat by Japan in 1895. Sir Claude was now keeping a wary eye on the activities of the Germans in Shantung and the Russians along the whole land border. Only yesterday he had received a worrying cable from his consul in the remote outpost of Kashgar, describing suspicious troop movements in the mountain passes leading to India. He had invited the Russian minister to the picnic and would choose a moment gently to communicate a veiled warning. It was not Sir Claude’s style to seek confrontation when a quiet exchange behind the scenes might defuse tension.


He had found that his method of diplomacy harmonised well with that of the Chinese. He had struck up a practical working relationship with the officials at the Tsungli yamen. Together they had resolved a number of thorny issues. Sir Claude had been proud of his intervention in the autumn of last year, after the Empress Dowager Tz’u Hsi, the real power behind the throne, had deposed the Emperor in a palace coup following the young man’s abortive hundred-day reform movement. A wave of executions of the Emperor’s servants and advisers had followed and the Legations, knowing the reputation of the Empress Dowager, expected the worst for her nephew. The diplomats’ fears seemed confirmed when the palace issued a bulletin announcing that the Emperor was ill and that ‘all medical treatments had proved ineffective’. It had been then that Sir Claude had delivered a note to the Tsungli yamen urging the palace that it had better find a cure, for the Emperor’s death at this juncture would have an effect on the western powers that would be disastrous for China. The result was that the Emperor achieved a remarkable recovery, albeit in continued confinement in the Summer Palace. Sir Claude had been gratified, however, to see him produced at a reception that the Empress Dowager had organised in December, her way of showing the foreign community that on this occasion she had taken their advice, at least as far as the prevention of murder was concerned.


The occasion itself had been unprecedented in other ways since, for the first time ever, the old lady had requested to meet the wives of the ministers from each Legation. He did not know which had more astonished him: the sedate tea party between the mythical Dragon Empress and the respectable corseted matrons of the diplomatic community, or the repeated murmur from the old tyrant’s lips, ‘One family. One family.’ There were different interpretations of this enigmatic remark. He personally was encouraged, believing that the Dowager, while throttling reforms, was at least convinced of the need for engagement with the powers. He tended therefore to dismiss the rumours of anti-foreign martial-arts societies gathering in the countryside, and the excitable beliefs of some of his colleagues that a xenophobic movement was being brewed by the palace. He had yet to hear an authenticated account of this ‘Boxer Movement’, as it was beginning to be called, which would convince him that it reflected anything more than the usual local dissatisfaction among the peasantry that anyone who had lived in China for more than a few years had come to expect. Without being complacent about the problems the country faced, Sir Claude felt justified in having said in the report he had recently sent back to the Foreign Office that there was ground for cautious optimism that Great Britain’s influence and trading stake would be uncompromised in the years to come.


The dust of the cavalcade was visible at the bottom of the hill. It would take them another twenty minutes to negotiate the winding path that led to his villa. Savouring a last puff of his cheroot, Sir Claude made his way to the gate, ready to receive the select and fashionable of Peking’s foreign community.


Helen Frances cautiously sipped her champagne and looked with wide eyes at her fellow guests. She had never been to a gathering where so many languages were being spoken at once and by such an imposing array of people. When Tom had told her that they had been invited to a picnic she had thought it would be something along the lines of the outings she had had with her aunt to Ashdown Forest. She had imagined a small, casual group of friends gathered round a rug on the grass, chicken drumsticks, hard-boiled eggs and sandwiches, with perhaps a canter after lunch or a tour round one of the temples that Tom had told her could be found in the Western Hills. She had not conceived that the setting itself would be a temple, transformed into a luxurious mansion filled with exotic furniture. Nor that there would be a full meal in a manicured garden, with grander placings than in the dining room of the Hôtel de Pekin or the captain’s table on the liner that had brought them here. And she certainly had not expected that everyone would be in such splendid dress.


It was true that some of the men in the party, including their host, were wearing comfortable country clothes, but in the circumstances it was an exaggerated insouciance. Many of the European diplomats had come in top hats and frock-coats. The Russian minister was displaying his medals. And the quiet Japanese minister, accompanied by his tiny kimono-clad wife, appeared to be in Court dress. Even so, the men were dowdy in comparison to their wives, who might have been presenting themselves at Ascot or the Henley Regatta. Helen Frances gazed in wonder as the Countess Esterhazy, a guest at the Austrian Legation, sailed by in a shimmer of blue organdie and peacock tails, laughing at a bon mot from the dapper French military attaché, who was dancing attendance behind her. Wide, feathered hats fluttered like a breeze through flowering cotton or mustard fields. Some of the women were wearing riding habits, as Helen Frances herself was, but the difference was that theirs might have been designed for the Windsor Hunt, with skirts cut in elegant velvets, shining black hats trailing transparent blue silks, jackets tightened round the waist to reveal the full magnificence of the female form. Helen Frances, in her brown travelling clothes and sturdy bowler, felt as out of place as a governess at a ball.


She had begged Tom not to leave her alone but he had been whisked off almost as soon as they arrived to take part in a game of rounders that some of the younger men were playing at the end of the garden. She had watched him for a while as he fielded. She saw him leap and catch the ball, roaring, ‘Howzat,’ with the others, as he held his trophy high. His red face beamed with happiness, his yellow hair hung awry. She had felt warm with fondness and pride, and he had looked across the lawn at her and grinned. Then Lady MacDonald had scooped her up and taken her to meet Madame Pichon, the wife of the French minister, who had proceeded to test her schoolgirl French to its limits. After some comments about the weather, they had managed to agree that the Great Wall of China was indeed very long, and Madame Pichon was observing, a touch tartly, that that was perhaps the very reason why it was called a Great Wall, when thankfully her attention was diverted to a more interesting conversation, and a flustered Helen Frances was left to her champagne. For the moment she was happy to remain ignored.


She found herself listening to the conversation of a small group of men gathered round Dr Morrison, the famous Times correspondent and traveller whom Tom had pointed out to her at the hotel. Her attention was drawn to one of the younger men lounging beside him, a strikingly handsome, black-haired man, with broad shoulders and a relaxed, powerful frame, whose strong limbs were contained in a tight tweed suit of elegant cut. He reminded her of a panther she had once seen at London Zoo, lazy, somnolent, but full of energy and muscle, with a coiled strength behind the sleek skin, ever ready to spring. She had noticed him on the ride out here, cantering past her carriage. She had watched as he pivoted effortlessly in his saddle to shout a jest at one of his friends, one hand steadying the neck of his horse, his blue eyes briefly meeting hers as he turned. He had twitched the reins and the horse had broken into a gallop, disappearing in a cloud of dust. The image of his erect, military bearing had remained in her mind. In the carriage she had not dared ask Mr and Mrs Dawson, the representatives of Tom’s company in Peking, who he was. For some unaccountable reason it would have seemed disloyal to Tom. She felt a sudden anxiety in case the man looked up and saw her staring at him now. Another part of her wished very strongly that he would.


‘Yes, I do take the Boxers seriously,’ Dr Morrison was saying, in a quiet voice that contrasted with his rough, dogged features. Helen Frances detected the slight colonial accent in his speech. Tom had told her that he was a forthright Australian.


‘Oh, come off it, sir. Spirit soldiers coming out of thin air. Incantations against silver bullets and mumbo-jumbo. It’s not Africa.’ The speaker was a red-haired, stocky young man with a harsh, braying voice. She recalled that he had been one of the riders whom the handsome black-haired man had been racing that morning. She thought that he was probably one of the Customs crowd of whom Tom spoke so disparagingly.


‘No, it’s not Africa, Mr Simpson,’ replied Morrison. ‘This is a civilisation that had a developed history when your ancestors were dancing around in woad. Superstition’s not unique to the races we so grandly dismiss as native, you know. When was the last time you stepped aside to avoid walking under a ladder, or touched a piece of wood for luck?’


‘Old wives’ tales, sir. Surely you don’t—’


‘Old wives’ tales, indeed, but they go deep. I grant you, in the last hundred years or so we western nations may have climbed a few rungs on the ladder of reason and science, but in Shakespeare’s time, and that’s the twinkling of an eye ago as far as Chinese history’s concerned, we ourselves believed in hobgoblins and fairies and jack o’lanterns. Take your Chinese farmer here. He’s had no agricultural revolution, certainly no industrial revolution. He lives by the seasons and the harvests, and if Heaven’s angry he’ll get his crops destroyed in a flood or a thunderstorm. Damn right he believes in gods and goddesses, and magical charms. They’re about the only protection he’s got. Put yourself in his shoes, Mr Simpson. Imagine that you’re a Chinese peasant.’


Helen Frances saw the black-haired young man smile at the discomfiture of his friend, who, feeling himself mocked, was looking sourly into his wine glass.


Morrison was relentless. ‘Imagine yourself a Chinese coolie in the sticks, Mr Simpson, paddling about in your paddyfield. What would be more fantastical to you? A magic charm or a steam engine?’


Dr Morrison waited, a severe expression on his face. Simpson grinned foolishly.


‘You see my point then. Superstition’s real to these people and damned dangerous. I don’t suppose that you’ve forgotten the havoc the Taipings caused in this country just fifty years ago. Can you recall what they believed in?’


‘Well, Christianity, wasn’t it?’ Simpson rallied. ‘At least, a sort of Christianity, a bit perverted. Christ’s younger brother come to earth and all that.’


‘Christianity, did you say? And twenty million dead! And you’re not nervous, Mr Simpson? I think that my case rests!’


The black-haired man laughed. Helen Frances saw white teeth in a brown face. She did not really understand what this conversation was about. Was Dr Morrison suggesting that Christianity was a sort of superstition too? She had heard about the Boxers but what were the Taipings? Tom never talked to her about politics. He probably wanted to protect her. She liked that in Tom, but she was still curious, and frustrated sometimes that he would reduce most things to frivolity in her presence.


A clean-shaven American diplomat, Herbert Squiers, to whom she had been briefly introduced at a stop-over on the journey, had taken up the conversation. ‘I don’t question the powers of superstition, Dr Morrison, but I’m afraid I’m with our friend here in doubting there’s any danger from these Boxers. Sure we’ve had letters from missionaries with a few scare stories about midnight meetings and intemperate rabble-rousing, which we’ve looked into. But there’s nothing solid to write home about. Peasants are all excitable one day, and next day they’re happily back in the fields. Nobody’s been hurt as far as I know. No mission’s been torched. It’s all excitable talk, midsummer madness. We’re advising our people to stay calm.’


‘And what happens when the first mission is put to the torch? Will you advise your people to stay calm then?’


‘You really believe that that’s going to happen?’


‘I don’t know, Squiers,’ said Morrison. ‘I wish I did. Maybe it is a midsummer madness. I’ll tell you one thing, though, the disaffection is real enough. A lot of people had high hopes of the reform movement last year, and though the Mandarinate may be happy that Tzu Hsi’s restored the status quo with her palace coup, the whole merchant class and a lot of the scholar class are very downbeat. God help us if we have a poor harvest.’


‘The Boxers aren’t scholars or merchants.’


‘Of course they aren’t. But who led on the Jacquerie in the French Revolution? Intellectuals like Robespierre and Danton. No, don’t laugh. There’s no proof that the Boxer movement has anything to do with the reformers, or the palace for that matter. It’s just that in China there are wheels within wheels. And secret societies are just that.’


‘What?’


‘Secret. Take the term Boxer, what does it mean? The Fists of Righteous Harmony. Rather grand, don’t you think? Don’t tell me that a peasant came up with that name.’


‘So who did?’


‘I don’t know. But secret societies are a part of the fabric of this country. Triads. Tongs. They’re criminal brotherhoods, but there’s something respectable about them as well. They call themselves patriotic societies. Protectors of the people against corrupt dynasties. The White Lotus were heroes who rose up against the Mongols and set up the Ming, and later they turned on the Ming when they went rotten. They still exist, as do the Eight Diagram sect, the Red Fists, the Big Swords, the Big Knives, the Black Sticks. There are hundreds of them, and who knows what tentacles they have through every class of society here? Everybody needs protection. I would bet that these Boxers are linked to one or more of these black societies.’


‘I declare, Simpson,’ Helen Frances was startled to hear the black-haired man’s voice rise in a languid drawl, ‘I never expected China to be so exciting. Am I to understand, sir,’ he addressed Dr Morrison, ‘that I will be endangering life and limb when I leave the safety and protection of the diplomatic community,’ he waved his hand sardonically at the party around him, ‘and venture into the wilds of the countryside?’


‘You’re Manners, aren’t you?’ said Morrison, looking at him coldly. ‘I was told you’d be here. No, sir, for the moment I am not suggesting anything of the kind. The Boxers are a disturbing phenomenon but, up to now, they’ve not attacked a white man. I’m sure, from all I’ve heard about you, that you can look after yourself anyway.’


‘My reputation obviously precedes me.’


‘Adviser to the Japanese army. Yes, I’ve heard about you. And now I gather you’ve left all that and got a job with the railway. Where are they sending you?’


Helen Frances felt a rush of blood to her head when she heard him answer, ‘Shishan,’ but she had no chance to listen to more because, with bounding excitement, a perspiring Tom was at her side telling her that his team had won the rounders match, and, gosh, why was she standing all alone and forlorn? She must stock up on the bubbly and come and meet his chums from the Legation. As she went she turned her head and saw Manners’s blue eyes looking humorously in her direction.


At luncheon, under the trees, she was placed between a quiet Legation interpreter called Pritchett and the French minister, Monsieur Pichon. After a few pleasantries, Monsieur Pichon proceeded to ignore her, speaking loudly across the Japanese minister’s wife to Sir Claude, who was at the head of the table. Tom was sitting at the other end, out of conversational range. She was therefore left to Pritchett’s company, and since he seemed to be a young man overwhelmed with an attack of terminal shyness, conversation was hard-going. Her eyes began to wander over to the other tables. Lady MacDonald was looking after the white-bearded Sir Robert Hart, head of the Chinese Customs Service and Peking’s oldest and apparently wisest resident. Her eyes lingered on the magnificent costume of the Countess Esterhazy, who seemed to be in flirtatious and intimate conversation with the guest on her left. She could not make out who it was because he was blocked by the back of Mr Squiers’ large head. Then Mr Squiers moved and she recognised Manners. Quickly she turned away.


‘Mr Pritchett,’ she asked sweetly, ‘do you know everybody who’s here?’


‘Most,’ he answered. ‘Peking’s a small community. Don’t know some of the visitors. Why?’


‘Oh, nothing really. I was just wondering. I saw some excellent horsemanship this morning on the way out here, some of the riders racing each other.’


‘Ah, yes, that would be the Customs boys showing off. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean . . .’


‘But they were showing off. Don’t worry,’ laughed Helen Frances. ‘There was one in particular, I’m not sure of his name. Manners, I think. He really is an excellent horseman.’


‘I’m sorry, Miss Delamere, I don’t really know much about riding.’


‘I love riding,’ said Helen Frances. ‘Do you have fox hunts here?’


‘Paper hunts, I think, sometimes, and there’s the Jockey Club. I don’t myself.’


‘Mr Manners must be one of the leading lights of the Jockey Club.’


‘Henry Manners? The MP’s son? No, Miss Delamere, he’s a visitor here. There was a cable about him at the Legation.’


‘That sounds rather fascinating.’


‘No, not really. A routine cable. Sir Claude is helping him to get a job with the China railways, somewhere up north. A favour to his father, Lord Beverley, who’s something in the Government at home.’


‘So Mr Manners is an engineer, Mr Pritchett?’


The interpreter, who had been avoiding looking into Helen Frances’s face, suddenly raised his mournful eyes to glance at her directly, his eyebrows quizzical. ‘I believe he was once an officer in the Royal Engineers and served in India. I understand that Mr Manners has been many things in his time. A colourful personality, Miss Delamere. Most recently he has been in Japan. May I ask why you are so interested? Apart from his horsemanship, I mean?’


Helen Frances was irritated to feel a blush to her cheeks, which she tried to hide with a playful giggle. It came out shriller than she had intended. She hoped that she had not drunk too much champagne. ‘You are being very arch, Mr Pritchett. I’m not interested in Mr Manners at all. Whatever do you mean?’


Now it was Pritchett’s turn to be embarrassed and he, too, blushed. ‘My apologies, Miss Delamere, if I spoke clumsily.’ He smiled sadly. ‘I often suspect that I am more fluent in Oriental languages than in English.’ Seeing that Helen Frances was smiling back at him he took courage to go on. ‘Incidentally, Mr Manners is something of a linguist himself. He speaks good Japanese and has progressed well with his Chinese in the months that he’s been here.’


‘You seem to know him well.’


‘Peking is a small town, Miss Delamere. I do not see him very often. He tends to prefer a more worldly society than the ivory tower I inhabit.’


‘The Customs boys?’


Pritchett laughed softly. Their mutual embarrassment earlier seemed to have put him at his ease. ‘It’s what passes here for a fast set. B. L. Simpson and his colleagues, and some of the military attachés.’


‘I wouldn’t dare to ask what they get up to.’


‘And I certainly wouldn’t dare to tell you, even if I knew.’


‘So am I to take it that Mr Manners is a wicked man, Mr Pritchett?’


‘I think I said a colourful one, Miss Delamere.’ He leaned back to allow a servant to take away the remains of his first course, his lobster half touched. ‘May I ask you where you and Mr Cabot . . . ?’


‘My fiancé.’


‘Yes. May I ask where exactly you’ll be going when you leave Peking? Your father’s in the chemicals business, I believe, somewhere in the north?’


‘He works in a place called Shishan. That’s where we’re going.’


‘Ah,’ said Pritchett. ‘Shishan.’ His eyes twinkled with sad merriment. ‘And you said it was Mr Manners’s horsemanship that interested you?’


This time Helen Frances found herself laughing quite naturally. ‘You have discovered me, Mr Pritchett. Yes, I did hear today that Mr Manners is also going to Shishan and I was trying to sound you out about his character. Will you forgive me?’


‘You were very skilful. I hope that I have not said anything to turn you against your new neighbour.’


‘On the contrary. You have made him into the most intriguing personality. I’ll enjoy meeting someone who is so . . . colourful.’


And attractive, she confided to herself. What a wicked thought. She really must not drink any more wine. As the waiter laid the main course in front of her – roast beef and Yorkshire pudding – she stole a glance in Manners’s direction. He had his head back and was laughing loudly at a sally from Countess Esterhazy, his white teeth shining under his small moustache. She looked down at dear, honest Tom, who seemed to be replaying his rounders game with the salt and pepper cylinders on the tablecloth. One of his friends looked on, contributing to the tactics with some bread rolls. The Legation wife sitting between them appeared manifestly bored. Good old Tom, she thought fondly.


‘If you are going to Shishan, Miss Delamere,’ Pritchett was saying, ‘can I be so bold as to give you a word of caution?’


‘About Mr Manners?’ she asked, surprised.


‘I would hardly presume to do that,’ said Pritchett. ‘No, I do not wish to alarm you, but have you heard of the Boxers?’


‘Nobody seems to talk about anything else,’ she said, ‘but Mr Squiers was saying just now that his Legation do not consider them to be anything more than a midsummer madness.’


‘That is the official position of our Legation as well. I hope we’re right. But I do have Chinese friends who are inclined to a different view. Shishan is a long way from here and not yet connected to the railway. I only caution, keep an ear open and if you hear of anything disturbing, don’t consider it any dishonour to leave, at once, and advise Mr Cabot and your father to do the same. I would be privileged if you would write to me to let me know what the situation in Shishan is from time to time. There. That’s what I wanted to say.’ He gave his sad smile.


‘Why, Mr Pritchett, how very sweet of you. Of course I’ll – I’ll take what you say very seriously, and I’ll certainly write to you. It’ll be a pleasure. Indeed it will.’ What a funny, mournful little man, she thought. ‘But now, no more talk of these dreadful Boxers.’


After the third course, a rather ambitious lemon blancmange, the ladies left the gentlemen to their brandy. The exception was the Countess Esterhazy who, to the outrage of some of the Legation wives, not only insisted on staying with the men but even demanded a large cigar, which was lit for her with humour by Sir Claude himself, ever the perfect host. The chatter over the coffee in Lady MacDonald’s living room inevitably focused on the numerous liaisons the Countess was supposed to have had with leading figures at the Austrian and Russian courts. There were rumours that during the short time she had spent in Peking she had not discouraged admirers. Madame Pichon, no doubt anxious to preserve the reputation of the French Legation’s military attaché, observed that there was even a young Englishman who appeared not indifferent to her charms. Why, at lunch today . . . At which point a graceful Lady MacDonald had asked Mrs Dawson whether she and her young friend might not be tired after the exertions of the day, and Mrs Dawson, exchanging knowing looks with her hostess, had remarked that, yes, she was a trifle fatigued. Which was why Mrs Dawson and a frustrated Helen Frances were led to a small, simply furnished room at the back of the temple where they were told they could lie down for the afternoon.


As Mrs Dawson snored beside her, Helen Frances lay awake on the iron bed, thinking of the conversation about Boxers and her talk with Pritchett, and of Manners and Countess Esterhazy. Of Manners, in particular, turning in his saddle, his blue eyes and white teeth and sleek black hair. What had Dr Morrison said? Adviser to the Japanese army? And something about railways. Was he really going to be with them in Shishan? He was very different from Tom. Dearest Tom. Tom with his wide chest and strong arms. His lopsided grin and deep laugh. Imperceptibly, however, her picture of Tom began to merge with that of Manners, and suddenly, vividly, there was only Manners – his broad shoulders, his agile body, his small, fashionable moustache. Dangerous. A black panther, a prowling black panther. And what was Tom? A lion? No, a big, shaggy dog. A prowling panther and a shaggy collie, a sweet shaggy collie . . .


She woke with a headache. Serve her right, she thought, for drinking so much champagne. She followed Mrs Dawson sleepily back to the lawn. There she saw Tom standing with Henry Manners.


‘Dearest, it’s the most wonderful thing,’ said Tom. ‘Guess what? Here’s a chap who’s also being posted to Shishan. Henry Manners. My fiancée, Helen Frances Delamere. We can all travel together. Isn’t that topping?’


‘Enchanted,’ said Manners, lifting her hand to his lips. She felt the brush of his moustache on her fingers. His eyes, crinkled with humour, held hers.


‘Manners is going up there to build the railway. He’ll be living in the camp, but it’s just outside the town so we’ll be able to see a lot of each other. And when I’m away up-country you and he can go riding together. It’s fine riding up there, apparently, and there’s even some hunting.’


‘That’s what they tell me,’ said Manners. ‘But I think it’s mainly bear-hunting. Some deer.’


‘I saw you on your horse this morning,’ said Helen Frances. The words seemed to blurt out.


‘Did you?’ said Tom. ‘You saw the race? Wasn’t that fine? Manners and I are going to try a gallop on the way back, aren’t we? If there’s enough light, that is. HF, old girl, isn’t this terrific? You know, I was a bit worried before – never told you, of course – about us going off to Shishan all alone, where there’s no congenial company except your father and the old doctor. But having Manners with us is just the thing.’


She was spared the need to respond because Sir Claude MacDonald appeared beside them. ‘Manners,’ he acknowledged.


‘Sir Claude. Grand picnic,’ Manners replied.


‘That’s what we call these little affairs. It’s all part of the diplomatic round. I’m very glad the three of you have met. So, you’re heading off to Shishan together?’


‘It appears so. It couldn’t be a more fortunate coincidence, could it?’


‘Aye. Well. These days I’m happier when there’s a big group travelling together. As you know, I don’t hold with this Boxer nonsense but there have been incidences of banditry and it’s wise to take precautions. Trust you’ll go well armed. Mind you, in Shishan you have an excellent man in Airton. Very sound, and he knows the Mandarin well. You should be safe enough there.’


‘I look forward to meeting him, Sir Claude.’


‘He’s a wise head, young Henry. Listen to him, is my advice. Listen to him.’ Sir Claude looked intently at Manners as if to press the point. Manners smiled and dropped his eyes. Sir Claude turned towards Tom and Helen Frances. ‘I’ve not met your father, Miss Delamere, but Dawson tells me he is doing well by his company in those parts. Incidentally, I understand that congratulations are in order. The two of you are engaged, are you not?’


‘Well, not officially yet, sir. More an understanding.’


‘You have still to get the father’s permission. I quite understand. Well, I’m sure he’ll agree. You’re a lucky fellow. You’re going up there to be Mr Delamere’s assistant, I believe?’


‘Yes, sir. Looking forward to it.’


‘Good. Good. Well, I won’t detain you. You have a long ride back. Thank you all for coming. Look after yourselves in Shishan. And, Manners, mind the advice I’ve given you.’


‘I say,’ said Tom, as they made their way towards the horses and carriages, ‘that was a bit like being put in front of the old headmaster again.’


‘Silly old fool,’ muttered Manners. ‘Head in the clouds. Doesn’t know what’s going on.’


‘What was this advice he was giving you? He seemed pretty strong about it.’


‘Advice? Just the old Polonius. “Neither a borrower nor a lender be.” Feels he owes it to my pater to keep me on the straight and narrow. Some nerve, actually.’


‘Are you intent on becoming the black sheep of your family then, Mr Manners?’ asked Helen Frances.


‘HF, golly, you can’t say things like that!’ Tom looked anxiously at his new friend, but Manners laughed.


‘I already am the black sheep of my family, Miss Delamere,’ he said, swinging into his saddle. ‘By the way, I saw you too this morning. The vision of you listening on the side quite enlivened Morrison’s dreary homily. Cabot, Sir Claude was quite right. You’re a lucky man. I’ll see you on the ride.’


Helen Frances watched Manners manoeuvre his horse skilfully through the carriage park to join B. L. Simpson and several other riders who had already mounted. She and Tom walked among the shining collection of barouches, buggies, landaus and coaches, each attended by uniformed grooms in conical hats, looking for the Dawsons’ carriage.


‘Do you like Henry Manners, Tom?’ she asked quietly, putting her hand into his.


‘Why, yes, he’s a terrific fellow. Great sportsman. Why do you ask?’


‘He seems so different from you.’


‘More worldly, you mean?’ grinned Tom. ‘Well, he has bashed about a bit. Done lots of interesting things.’


‘That’s partly what I mean,’ said Helen Frances. ‘He seems to have a bit of a reputation.’


‘Jolly well deserved, I would think. He’s been a soldier, an engineer. Lived in India, the East Indies, Japan. Probably got some good stories to tell us round the campfire on the way to Shishan. You don’t mind him coming with us, do you? I’m sure he won’t get in the way.’


‘Of course I don’t mind, Tom, if it makes you happy.’ She gave him a quick hug and a peck on the cheek. ‘You’re a very kind man, you know that, Tom?’


‘Steady on, girl, someone might see,’ said Tom, but his eyes were gleaming with happiness and pride as, giggling, she kissed him again. She rested her head on his breast, and the two stood modestly embraced together, between a brougham and a landau, under the uninterested gaze of a Chinese groom. When they heard voices behind them, they quickly broke apart and turned with innocent smiles to greet Mr and Mrs Dawson, who had come to take Helen Frances into their carriage for the journey back to Peking.


‘Who’s the filly?’ asked Simpson, as Manners rode up beside him.


‘Helen Frances Delamere,’ drawled Manners. ‘It seems she’s to be my travelling companion to Shishan.’


‘Well, there’s a piece of luck for you. Nothing like a bouncy redhead to calm the troubled brow.’


‘She might be a bit of a challenge. Apparently she’s engaged.’


‘What, to Cricketing Tom over there? Shouldn’t be any trouble to you, old man.’


‘Certainly makes the prospect of Shishan more interesting. Now, what’s the wager?’


‘Twenty guineas I reach the city walls before you do. Or, tell you what, double the stake and I get an hour with that new Mongolian bint you’ve been pleasuring at Mother Zhou’s.’


‘She wouldn’t even look at you. But all right, you’re on. Make it fifty guineas. You’ll owe me before sundown.’


‘Ride hard, my boy, ride hard.’ Simpson laughed harshly.


‘I always ride hard,’ said Manners, and whipped his horse to a cantering start.


Sir Claude stood at his favourite spot overlooking the plain, a cheroot between his lips, his hands clasped behind his back. In the distance he could make out puffs of dust where his guests were straggling back to the city. He could just identify the towers and the walls in the haze on the horizon. The sun was sinking behind the trees. It had been a tiring but a satisfying day. He had spent half an hour talking to the Russian minister and, as he had expected, the initial bluster had given way to smooth platitudes about harmony between their two empires and a common purpose to civilise Asia. He was confident that a cable would be despatched from the Russian Legation this evening, and that he would soon be hearing something confirmatory from Kashgar. He had also had a useful conversation with the Japanese minister and was pleased that he seemed to share the same view of the Chinese situation. One never knew with the Japanese, but he was glad on this occasion to have an ally in what promised to be another confrontation with Monsieur Pichon during the Ministers’ Council on Tuesday. What was Pichon thinking about? Arming the Legations? How provocative could one get!


Behind him the servants were clearing the tables, the gardeners were sweeping up cigar ends from the lawn. His wife had drawn a bath and was resting after the party. He looked forward to a quiet evening reading a volume of Trollope, with a glass or two of good malt.


He heard a cough and was surprised to see Pritchett standing uncomfortably behind him.


‘Pritchett, man, what are you doing here? Everyone’s long gone home.’


‘I’m sorry, sir. I rode off together with them, but then I decided that this couldn’t wait until Monday, so I – I came back again.’


Sir Claude had a sincere admiration for Pritchett’s professional qualities. He fulfilled his ostensible function as interpreter to perfection. He was a fine Orientalist. He was also more than competent in his other role as intelligence gatherer for the Legation. But the man was maddeningly diffident. ‘You could have taken me aside at the picnic.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Well, go on, what is it?’


‘We’ve received another letter, sir.’


‘Boxers again?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Oh, Pritchett. Pritchett. You and your Boxers. What is it this time?’


‘It’s from our agent in Fuxin, sir. That’s in Manchuria, west of Mukden. It’s on the edges of Chinese cultivation, close by the Mongolian regions. There’s a tomb there.’


‘I know where Fuxin is. Go on.’


‘Well, sir, our agent writes that there was a Boxer disturbance there, apparently after the arrival of a mendicant priest. It’s not the first time we’ve heard of this priest, sir—’


‘Or others like him. There are thousands of mountebanks in China, all rabble-rousing in one way or another.’


‘Yes, sir. Whether or not it’s the same priest may not be important. What distinguishes this incident was that there was a death, a murder, sir.’


‘A murder? Of a missionary? Of a white man?’


‘No, sir. There were missionaries there, Dr and Mrs Henderson, of the Scottish Missionary Society. They were terrorised, surrounded in their house by a mob, but not hurt in any way. They were very frightened, of course. They’ve left Fuxin, I gather, and are on their way back to Peking now.’


‘That could start a panic. We’d better get to them before they start talking to the papers. But you said somebody was murdered?’


‘Yes, sir. A Chinese Christian. A well-known merchant who had trading dealings with several of our companies. He was . . . hacked to death, sir.’


‘By the Boxers?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘You have that on good account? He was murdered by the Boxers because he was a Christian and consorted with foreigners?’


‘It doesn’t say, sir.’


‘But you presume it? Your agent presumes it?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘What’s the situation there now? In Fuxin?’


‘The local authorities sent in soldiers, and dispersed the riot. Several ringleaders were arrested, including the murderers of the merchant. The mendicant priest disappeared. Things seem to be back to normal now. There’s going to be a trial at the local yamen and probably some executions.’


‘Well, in that case it seems to be an internal Chinese affair.’


‘I beg your pardon, sir?’


‘A law-and-order issue, man. Townsfolk riot, whatever the reason, and the authorities reassert control. How do you know this merchant was not a corrupt, unpopular person in his town and a natural object of mob violence, maybe the cause of it?’


‘He was a Christian.’


‘That’s no guarantee of anything. I’ve known some pretty corrupt Christians in my time. This merchant might have been storing grain. Anything. No, there’s nothing to be read into this. It’s a common riot. Happens all the time.’


‘My agent talks of Boxers. And there was a killing. The first, sir.’


‘Everybody talks of Boxers nowadays. No, Pritchett, it seems to me that we would be irresponsible if we overreacted to this. Forget it, man. Have your weekend. What’s left of it. We’ll talk about this again on Monday.’


‘Sir, could we not investigate this incident further? It may be important.’


‘Oh, Pritchett, you have Boxers on the brain. What are you suggesting?’


‘Well, sir, Manners is passing in that direction on his way to Shishan. It’s not too far out of the way, sir. Perhaps we could ask him for an independent report.’


‘I don’t share your trust in young Manners. He’s much too much in bed with the Japanese for my liking, and anything else with two legs for that matter. He’s disreputable, Pritchett. I’ve helped him because his father asked me to, and you seemed to think it was a good idea, but I really have my reservations. I don’t approve either of this extraordinary gun-running scheme that you and London have concocted behind my back. It’ll explode in your faces, you mark my words.’


‘But to counter Russian influence in Manchuria . . . ?’


‘Yes, yes, I’ve read your report. I still don’t like it, and when I think that you will be relying on young Manners of all people . . .’


‘We thought his Japanese connections might be particularly useful, sir.’


‘Have it your own way, Pritchett, have it your own way. As for this incident in Fuxin, get him to send a report. But confidentially. The official line remains that this was a minor riot.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’


‘And make sure I see the Hendersons as soon as they arrive in Peking.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And no more scaremongering about Boxers.’


‘No, sir.’


‘All right, Pritchett, off you go. You have a long ride back. And, Pritchett, thank you. You’re a good man.’


Sir Claude sighed. Although there were still pools of pale sunlight on the plain, dusk was settling in the hills. The first lamps had been lit in the house, and the yellow glow behind the latticed windows was warm and inviting. His cheroot had gone out. He fumbled in his pocket for matches but found that his box was empty. A mosquito was whining close to his ear. ‘Damn,’ he mouthed silently, and turned to go in.


The engine was belching white smoke against the pale blue sky as Tom and Helen Frances waited by their mound of trunks and parcels on the makeshift wooden platform. Henry Manners had travelled ahead of them and should by now have organised the horses, mules and escort to take them on to Shishan, but there was no sign of him. For now they seemed to be stuck in the middle of nowhere. There was a shabby clay-walled village at the bottom of a gully a hundred yards off. A thin spiral of smoke rising from a flat roof showed Helen Frances that it was inhabited, but the only other sign of life she could detect was a dog worrying at a sheep bone on the bare ground at her feet. Beyond the cooling engine, the railway bed had already been dug and the line of black-brown earth curved to the horizon as far as they could see. Neither the steel tracks nor the sleepers had been laid, however, so the railway stopped here. While Tom was pacing the platform impatiently, worried by Manners’s non-appearance, Helen Frances only felt excitement. A strong wind was blowing, the scent of the grassland was fragrant in her nostrils, and she enjoyed a delightful sense of abandonment on this empty plain.


She had also enjoyed the three-day rail journey from Peking. The carriage, with its sitting room and private sleeping compartments, its kitchen and its dining room, complete with a dozen servants and cooks and attendants waiting on them, had been luxurious beyond imagination. Manners had arranged the private car for them through his position in the railway company. It had been hitched on to the end of the regular train to Tientsin. After Tientsin they had been given their own locomotive to take them to the end of the line. Helen Frances had never experienced such royal treatment in her life. She and Tom had played endless games of ludo and halma in the day room, and dined off silver plate like princes in the evening. The landscape had been largely flat and uninteresting, but there had been considerable excitement on the second day when they had slowly shunted by the Great Wall, the remains of its battlements and crenellations stretching up in inconceivable angles along the jagged mountain ranges. They had then descended to the coastline, the railway track curving round the Gulf of Chih-li. The blue sea and the small pines on the headlands had made beautiful pictures framed by the curtains of their windows as they passed.


Tom had been charming and attentive, keeping her amused with a stream of jokes and stories. This was actually the first time that she had ever really been alone with him, but he had been very sweet and proper, seeing her to the door of her sleeping compartment each evening, sealing the day with an embrace and a decorous kiss. He had not attempted anything more, which was no surprise. He took his responsibilities and her honour as seriously as life itself. She had caught herself wondering what it would have been like to travel alone in this luxury with Henry Manners. Would he have been quite such a gentleman? A young lady all alone and defenceless. The panther and its prey. She wondered why he had not chosen to travel with them on this first stage of their journey. She remembered one of the gossips in Peking speaking disapprovingly of his friends, the Customs boys, and what she called their harems of scarlet women. She knew that Manners had also taken a private company carriage. She had the wicked thought that he might not have been alone, after all. Had he spirited aboard an exotic Chinese courtesan in a blue silk gown, jade pins in her lustrous hair, with long red-painted fingernails and tiny feet? She could picture a doll-like creature sitting on Manners’s knee while he contemplated her sardonically, his shirt unbuttoned, a cigar in his lips, a balloon of brandy swilling in his hand. She had blushed at her own lurid imagination, looking at Tom’s open, cheerful face absorbed in an adventure in Blackwood’s magazine, and shaken her head.


She knew that she was in love with Tom. She had been ever since that evening on the Indian Ocean, after the fancy-dress ball, when they had stood together on the top deck under the stars, the faint music of the orchestra mingling with the wash of the waves, the two of them enveloped by the blackness of the night and the phosphorescent sea. They had been told to dress as Shakespearian characters, and Helen Frances had chosen Othello and Desdemona. She had suggested daringly, and Tom had agreed, that they reverse the roles, so she had appeared in tights, doublet and shoeblack as a petite, exquisite Othello, while big Tom, draped in a stuffed dress made out of a curtain, with the end of a cleaning mop on his head as his flowing locks, and bright red lipstick daubed crookedly on his face like a French clown, had stolen the day as an outrageous parody of fair Desdemona. Naturally they had won the first prize, and somehow Tom had won her heart in the process. She had not been surprised when he had proposed, clumsily, almost apologetically, that night on the deck, and looking into his anxious eyes in the hideously painted clown’s face, she had been overcome with tenderness, and accepted. He had kissed her and in doing so smeared his face with shoe black, and they had sat on the deck and laughed and laughed, holding tightly to each other’s hands.


Of course, he had been overwhelmed with guilt and anxiety the next day about what her father and her aunt would think. He had agreed to escort her. Had he betrayed his trust? Had he taken advantage of his position? She had told him that certainly he had, and she was delighted by it. This had filled him with greater gloom, and she had laughed merrily at his predicament. As the weeks progressed he had recovered his cheerfulness, and now seemed quite happy at the prospect of asking her father formally for her hand. She, on the other hand, had never felt any qualms. Since the ship had left the quay in Southampton in a cloud of seagulls and spray it was as if her previous life had dwindled to the size of her aunt waving on the shore, and then vanished into memory. Reality now was the sensation that every new day brought her on this long, so far uncompleted journey. Even the first exciting weeks of the voyage, the squalls in Biscay, the strange Rock of Gibraltar looming out of the mist, the dolphins and flying fish in the Mediterranean, the lines of camels silhouetted against the desert as they passed through the cauldron of the Canal, the spice market at Aden, sights and sounds which, at the time, had electrified all her senses seemed now to belong to a vague distant past, so much had happened since. Bombay. Colombo. Penang. The spice islands in the golden setting sun. Hong Kong. Shanghai. Tientsin. Peking. She lived from day to day in a perpetual, thrilling present, and Tom was part of that present, so it seemed quite natural, almost inevitable, that she should love him. She had no fear of her father. She remembered him vaguely from when she was twelve, and he had arrived at her aunt’s cottage, larger than life, showering presents. It had been the first time she had seen an adult cry. Hugging her, laughing and crying, all at the same time, big salt tears had streamed down his red face, past his swelling nose, into his thick moustache, while his booming voice roared into her ear, ‘My girl. My darling girl.’ After only a few days he had disappeared again. But she remembered him as a warm, loving, comfortable presence, smelling of boiled beef and tobacco, and she, too, had cried inconsolably when he was gone. She felt confident that he would like Tom, or that she could make him like him. But that was days away in the far future. Today she was happy to be standing on a wooden platform in the middle of a desert plain, waiting for Henry Manners to come with the horses. This was the exciting reality of the moment.


It was strange, though, she thought, as Tom paced up and down, and the wind roared in her ears. She had never had the sort of fantasies about Tom that she did about Henry Manners. Tom, of course, had always conducted himself entirely properly. Beyond the rare – sweet – embrace and kiss, when she loved to melt into the protection of his arms, there was never any question of a physical relationship before marriage. She knew what would happen when they were married, and she looked forward to it, or she thought she did, or would. The truth was that she had not considered it, the act, very much, if at all, until she had seen Henry Manners’s muscles and sinews flowing under his tweed jacket, his thighs gripping his horse on the Peking plain. And now, especially when she was alone, she seemed to think of nothing else.


Of course she was no naïve. She had touched herself in the past, at school, and felt the intense heat and pleasure in her belly and her loins, but that sort of arousal seemed mechanical, and she had learned to resist the temptation. It seemed an improper, if not unnatural, thing to do, and she did not like to join in the whispering and giggling of the other girls in the dormitory who were doing the same and more to themselves and each other, even though she could not help but overhear them, and pulled the pillow down over her ears. Each night since the Saturday of the picnic, however, she had woken with the same heat and moistness between her legs that she remembered from her schooldays, and a new warm tingle in her belly and breasts. She told herself that it was all right. She had been dreaming about Tom. It was natural for her unconscious mind to anticipate the sensations of the wedding night; but as often as not it was Henry Manners’s face she saw when she closed her eyes, and then she would lie awake in the dark, trying desperately to superimpose Tom’s face on it. She told herself that she did not even like Manners. He was a bad hat, to use Tom’s silly phrase. A philanderer, a man with a past. She wished she were more experienced, wiser in the ways of the world. She doubted that someone as assured as Countess Esterhazy had ever had these doubts or anxieties. But, try as she would, she could never get Manners out of her mind. ‘The sooner you get married, my girl, the better,’ she said to herself, in a vague imitation of what she remembered of her father’s voice.


‘What was that?’ asked Tom.


‘Nothing. Talking to myself.’


‘Watch it. First sign of madness. Where the devil is he? You wouldn’t have thought that a chap like Henry Manners would be unreliable.’


‘Certainly not. He’s a paragon, isn’t he?’


‘What’s the matter with you, HF? Sometimes I get the feeling you don’t really like Manners. We’re rather dependent on him now, you know.’


‘Don’t worry, Tom, he’ll come. Paragons always do.’


‘There you go again.’


‘Mr Manners is fine, Tom. I’m only sorry that the two of us won’t be alone any more. I’ve enjoyed the last three days being with you. I’ll miss you.’


‘Oh, you delightful muffin,’ said Tom. ‘Here, let me give you a hug.’


And it was while they were hugging on the platform that Henry Manners and the mule train appeared, at a canter, in a cloud of grey dust. Helen Frances lifted her head from Tom’s shoulder and looked straight into Manners’s laughing blue eyes. He raised his hat ironically in the air, steadying the neck of his twitching horse with the other hand.


They adapted rapidly to the rhythm of the caravan. A string of eight pack mules carried their luggage, and the provisions for the journey. Manners had hired six mounted porters who also served as armed guards. Helen Frances thought they looked fearsome when she first saw them. They had gnarled, weatherbeaten faces, straggly moustaches and fierce, slit eyes above wide brown cheekbones. They wore knee-length padded coats, leather boots and fur hats, with long rifles strung on their backs and knives in their belts. Their queues were greasy with animal fat. They wore them coiled under their hats, or sometimes curled around their necks. She told Tom that they reminded her of Ali Baba’s thieves. As she got to know them, however, she had become impressed by their gentleness and humour. Each night, round their separate campfire, she would watch them as they passed a flask of white liquor between them, smoked long pipes and sang mournful songs of haunting melody. Lao Zhao, the head man, appointed himself her personal guardian and groom. He would help her in and out of the saddle at each stop (not that she needed help: the Mongolian ponies were tiny), bring her extra helpings of noodles and mutton, unload her boxes and put up her tent, or drape a rug round her shoulders when a cold wind blew. All the time he chattered and laughed, his mobile face contorting into the oddest grimaces and humorous expressions. Of course she could not understand a word of what he was saying, but she knew he was friendly, and after the first day she became comfortable with his attentiveness.


For two days they rode over grassland and salt flats, and saw little sign of human habitation. Sometimes they would come across a shepherd with a flock of straggly sheep or a herd of goats. Lao Zhao would hail them and there would be a protracted bargaining session, from which he would come away with a sheep or a lamb for supper. Manners and Tom, riding ahead, would keep an eye open for game. Manners shot a bustard from his saddle, pulling the rifle from its holster, aiming and firing at the speck in the sky in one fluid movement. On another occasion, he spotted the spoor of wild deer. He and Tom, with one of the porters, galloped out of view, returning three hours later with a small ibex hung over Manners’s saddle.
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