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				Praise

				‘Infused with a delicate, melancholy note of nostalgia, Mackenzie’s depiction of a bygone world is vividly realised’ Independent

				‘[A] beautifully imagined novel, at times whimsical and at others harrowing’ Sunday Express

				‘An evocative and involving novel with a wonderful setting’ Woman and Home

				‘A richly imagined novel that cleverly intertwines two cultures’ Daily Mail

				‘If you like your novels lyrical but pacy, look out for this beautiful debut’ Elle

				‘An imaginative and touching debut’ Good Housekeeping

				‘A soaring work of the imagination . . . a beautifully written book, powerfully moving but surprisingly funny, too’ Herald

				‘Such a wonderful voice, very funny and hugely moving’ Anna James, The Bookseller

				‘[I] really enjoyed In A Land of Paper Gods – a dreamlike tale, like a cross between Picnic at Hanging Rock and Empire of the Sun . . . lovely prose and a great setting’ Stav Sherez

				‘Rebecca Mackenzie’s vigorous prose is original and highly evocative . . . will linger in your thoughts long after the story ends’ Claire King, author of The Night Rainbow

				‘Mackenzie is a self-assured, poetic storyteller . . . This is a wonderful, special book. I inhaled it’ Red

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				Jiangxi Province, China, 1941

				Atop the fabled mountain of Lushan, celebrated for its temples, capricious mists and plunging ravines, perches a boarding school for the children of British missionaries. As her parents pursue their calling to bring the gospel to China’s most remote provinces, ten-year-old Henrietta S. Robertson discovers that she has been singled out for a divine calling of her own.

				Etta is quick to share the news with her dorm mates, and soon even Big Bum Eileen is enlisted in the Prophetess Club, which busies itself looking for signs of the Lord’s intent. (Hark.) As rumours of war grow more insistent, so the girls’ quest takes on a new urgency – and in such a mystical landscape, the prophetesses find that lines between make believe and reality, good and bad, become dangerously blurred. So Etta’s pilgrimage begins.

				A story of a child far from home and caught between two cultures, In A Land of Paper Gods marries exuberant imagination with sharp pathos, and introduces Rebecca Mackenzie as a striking and original new voice.
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				Prologue

				My name is Henrietta S. Robertson. That’s my English name. It is the name on my name tags, my holiday suitcase and on my cabin-trunk. It is the name written by my mother on the first page of my Bible. My Chinese name is Ming-Mei, which means Bright and Beautiful. It isn’t labelled anywhere. It’s just a name I carry in my thoughts, a name that echoes when I try to remember Mother’s voice.

				Growing up in China, we missionary children have two names. We are called by our Chinese name every day until we are six, when we’re sent to the mission’s school, high up on a mountain peak. There, answering roll call and following the trail of labels above sinks and hooks and beds, we become our English name. Our Chinese name, like the sound of our mothers’ voices, fades.

				I was born in the winter of 1930 in Shanxi Province, born blonde and pale as can be. The third of my mother’s children, I was the only one to survive. When I grew sturdy enough, Mother took me on her gospel-telling trips. She’d place me upon Good News, our family mule, while she, dressed in her blue peasant’s tunic, her dark hair coiled in a bun at the nape of her neck, walked along the red dust road, shading us both under a great oiled paper umbrella. Mother’s work was to visit the women of our village and those in the villages nearby, squatting with them by their black-sooted stoves, or sipping tea on a warm brick kang. As she spoke, Mother gripped the back of my tunic with one hand, and in the other she held her gospel. Mother’s gospel wasn’t a Bible or a tract. It was a glove. Each finger was a different colour: black for sin, red for blood, white for holiness, yellow for heaven, each telling a different part of the story.

				‘Women of Pingxia village,’ said Mother, wiggling a finger, ‘do you remember what red is for?’ But the women of Pingxia were more interested in pinching my white skin pink than remembering the blood of Jesus. As I squirmed across the kang, tiger-faced slippers kicking furiously, Mother would say, ‘Please, ladies, listen to this gospel. It’s a matter of eternal life.’ She’d wiggle the yellow finger and add, carelessly, for that’s how best to begin a bargain, ‘Look, Celestial Heaven.’ But the ladies would not look, for tug, tug, tug, they wished to pull my strange white hair. ‘It’s a ghost-girl,’ they said, shuddering, before reaching out their hands to touch me once again.

				These women know ghost-girls well for they are what float beyond the outer wall of every Chinese village. Some nights, when undressing me by the flicker of the oil lamp, Mother would find tangles of string, peach stones and paper gods in my pockets. They’d been placed by the women to protect me from becoming such a creature.

				Set in the dusty loess hills of Shanxi Province, Pingxia village overlooked the mighty Huang Ho, a river made yellow from loess sediment, made cold from the melting ice of the Tibetan Plateau, a curving river, riddled with rapids and currents, which travelled nine provinces before casting itself into the Yellow Sea. The Huang Ho was called China’s Sorrow, for it flooded the plains and its violent currents sucked travellers down, sending them to heaven in a swirl of yellow silt. From the village temple, incense rose each day, burnt to appease the River God from any sorrow he might send.

				The Interior Alliance Mission had two thousand workers and a vision for taking the gospel inland by wheelbarrow, boat and mule to places of cholera, bandits and famine, for these were places where no gospel had been heard before. Just days after they’d been married in Shanghai Cathedral, Mother holding chrysanthemums, Father in a borrowed suit, their wedding rings moulded by a dentist from Tibetan gold, my parents sailed on goat-hide rafts up this river of sorrows towards their new post. That year the Huang Ho was full of boil and rage, and at the Taoping Rapids, my parents had to throw everything overboard just to stay afloat. The river ate up all their wedding gifts: the dishes, tablecloths, the framed wedding photograph, Mother’s harmonium, the boxes of tracts, and the tin bath they’d stored them all in. When they appeared at the gates of Pingxia, barefoot and clutching only their Bibles, the villagers ran to their houses for they were afraid of my father, who had yellow hair and was as tall as a door. But moments later, it was the women of the village who, curious, emerged, sashaying over on their bound feet to touch Mother to see if she was real. They looked at her big feet, ugly and unlike their own, which were as dainty as the lotus flower, and gave scornful laughs. But they approved of her round face, and her hair, dark and glossy like theirs.

				Soon the women began to invite Mother into their kitchens, where she sat and preached, beginning with the very first gospel. The women asked to hear again the first stories of the venerable lineage of Abraham the ancestor, the evil emperor Herod, warnings in dreams and a family fleeing to a foreign land. In turn for these stories, they brought Mother red tea and herbs to heal her from her dead babies and to pity her when finally it was a girl and not a son that thrived.

				Our house was like the others in the village, with a series of rooms built around a courtyard, but it was the only house without a paper god in the kitchen, and instead of paper gods above the entrance, we had a small wooden cross, which Father had cut, varnished and nailed to the wall. While a few were cautious to step inside, the children of the village were not, and we spent hours playing amongst Mother’s pot plants and climbing the golden scholar tree. But on some afternoons, having tired of these games, my Chinese friends and I would go out beyond the walls and wander the dry fields, and up on the hillside to the caves where it was said the ghost girls lived.

				Sleeping at a height too steep for my short legs to climb were the graves of my brother and sister, both buried in a tin suitcase, both mounds marked by a small stone. Aware of them up above me, I played lower down on the grassy slopes, finding on some days the bones of the baby girls who had no graves. Even at that young age, I knew to bury these bones in the soft earth, to decorate the mounds with feather, shell and twig, to weave over a litany of prayers, calling to Jesus, the River God, the wind.

				On the eve of my departure from Pingxia village, we had Family Prayers, Mother and Father sitting on the kang, Father with his leather-bound Bible, heavy as a baby, resting on his lap. The light of the oil lamp flickered across the room. Pinned on the wall above the kang was a cotton sheet. Mother had drawn a map of China on it. There were black dots for mission stations, blue dots for villages visited, red dots for the Catholics. Father closed the Bible and looked at Mother. She dipped her head. Then Father raised his hands in a blessing over us. He said, ‘Just like Abraham and Moses, we are a pilgrim people. We are called across the face of the earth. And now, Ming-Mei, you are six, and it is time to begin your own journey.’ I looked up at the map. Day and night a trail of ants worked their way across it.

				Later that evening, while Mother packed into my trunk the last items on the school’s list, Father read from the school’s prospectus. He read to me in his bedtime story voice. The first words were: ‘Lushan School has been established so that parents can pursue their calling uninterrupted.’ As he read, I leant near, and looked at the pictures. There was a school – white buildings above a black ravine – and next to it, a picture of a great bell. A pale girl with blond pigtails was ringing it. The bell was calling us children to the mountain of Lushan, and from all the corners of China we would come.

				But that night, while Mother stood in the courtyard unable to sleep, Japanese troops gathered south-east of Peking, and just before dawn on the day of my leaving, a shot was fired by Marco Polo Bridge. A day later, as Chiang Kai-shek gathered his generals, preparing to declare war against Japan, I and twenty-seven other children of the mission’s Northern Provinces gathered on the pier of Yuncheng Port. Here, knowing nothing of the disturbances further east, we waved goodbye to our parents, and boarded a boat upon the Huang Ho, river of China’s Sorrow. Together we would travel for three weeks, by boat, by truck, on foot, towards Lushan, a land of mist and ravines, and into the darkness of war.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part I

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Lushan School, Jiangxi Province, China, 1941

				Four years into the Second Sino-Japanese War

				Each morning, the mirror bobbed with faces, ponytails, and plaits. Faces peeked, puckered and frowned. A tall girl pouted, a short girl strained on tiptoes, all chin, trying to peer higher. The girl who could not bear to look at herself made gargoyle faces to hide behind. Wisps were tucked away, hairpins asserted control. Then the faces disappeared and the mirror rested calmly, for Muriel MacKay had rung the bell.

				The bell resounded throughout the room, clear and sharp, calling all the girls of Dormitory A towards it. It was time for breakfast, and to get to the dining hall a single line had to be made. Muriel MacKay liked her lines to be straight.

				When the line was to Muriel MacKay’s satisfaction, it filed out of the Girls’ Building and marched towards the dining hall. Sixteen legs, with seven pairs of socks pulled to the knee, one pair drooping to the ankle, marched clip clop, clip clop, clip clop. They passed over Celestial Stream (which had been renamed Livingstone Stream by the missionaries), across Drill Court and on to the dining hall, a narrow building at the far edge of the school. From here the neighbouring peaks, Old Man, Lily Lotus and Lion’s Leap, could be seen across the gully. On a ridge above, the White Pagoda gleamed in the pale daylight.

				The mountain was believed to be a sacred mountain and so far its inhabitants – the monks in the temple, the teachers and children in the missionary school, the villagers of Woosung, a hamlet in the valley below and the mountain-chair men who threaded their way up the winding paths – had all been left in peace while the Reds stormed north, and the Japanese came inland along the Yangtze, Shanghai, Nanjing and Wuhan burning behind them. Once, for days, there had been a terrible smell of sulphur and rot, and when the mountain’s mist fell it was black. A year ago, for seven nights, there had been the steady drone of planes, heading west to Chongqing at nightfall and returning east to Wuhan at dawn. And then there was silence. Nothing. The air cleared and the mist drifted as white as before. In Woosung, the shutters of the noodle shop and rice merchants clattered open and the mountain-chair men took up their poles and once again brought baskets of vegetables and visitors, and news of refugees returning home, of troops regrouping on the other side of the Yangtze. But how long could this lull last? There was still a Japanese battleship in Poyang Lake. How long would they be protected? Of course, this question was not discussed with the children. It was left for the staff prayer meeting and the Lord.

				In the dining hall there were six long tables of a dark, polished wood, with a napkin marking out each place. There were large windows down the sides of the room. On the far wall, an enormous painting showed a tiger lurking in a bamboo thicket.

				‘It’s always watching us,’ whispered Philip Hill.

				‘Just like Jesus is,’ his friend replied. Then both boys turned their eyes from the painted sinews and claws to the dark pines that grew beyond the window.

				The hall slowly filled with wave upon wave of children in single file, as Mr Dalrymple rang his gong. Each adult seemed to have a bell of some sort, each with a different ding, calling everyone to come along. Then all stood to sing the grace, ‘Jehovah-Jireh is his name, he will provide’. When the ‘Amen’ had been sung in a three part harmony, napkins were pulled out of their holders, smoothed over laps and Wednesday’s breakfast of hard-boiled egg was ready to be gobbled.

				That day the sun did not seem to appear, but a cadaverous gloom hung over the valley. Muriel MacKay felt as if it was lodged inside her, a strange melancholy that put her off her breakfast. The dining hall was always chilly in the morning and Muriel MacKay nestled her chin into the scarf she had knitted on the voyage from Southampton. The clacking of the needles had kept her company throughout the five-week journey, each line of knitting marking off a distance covered. Muriel MacKay sometimes felt she had stitched her way to China, a knitted sea unravelling behind her.

				China. The word had once rung in her mind, clear and bright. Yet now as she sat here in the dining hall, high up a Lushan peak, she struggled to remember her reasons for coming. All around her, children chattered, they boasted, they whispered, glared, twitched and fiddled. Muriel MacKay felt like a tree covered by incessantly chirping black birds.

				‘Etta, eat up your egg – it’s good for you. Egg and marmalade – really, Edith, that concoction might make you sick. Hilary, eat more slowly or you will be hungry before break.’ As she dusted the crumbs off her skirt, Muriel MacKay wondered how she could sit here and be these two people at once. She looked at Mr Dalrymple, who was sitting at the next table. The bald patch on his head reminded her of a hole in a sock that just keeps getting bigger until, one day, the whole toe pops out. She looked at Maureen Baxter. She was a huge boulder of a woman whom the boys called Aunt Nebuchadnezzar because they said when she got mad she really would feed you to a lion. At that moment she could be heard across the dining hall, saying, ‘Philip, where are napkins to be kept? Yes, laps! Laps!’ And Miss Preedy, the Head of the Prep School, for whom everything jiggled: the wobble of skin under her neck, the bunch of keys around her middle, her nerves, which were intolerably jangled by reports of socks that had not been paired before the wash.

				Muriel MacKay felt a cool hand on her shoulder. She turned and came face to face with Mr Dalrymple. He gave her a smile, neat-toothed as a pocket comb, and whispered, ‘Miss MacKay.’ Addressing her as ‘Miss MacKay’ was a formality from which he never wavered, even when there were no children present.

				She returned like with like: ‘Mr Dalrymple.’

				‘Miss MacKay, there has been an . . .’ He raised his eyebrows then released them on the word ‘incident’.

				She mouthed back, ‘Jap . . . ?’ Her heart pounded.

				He shook his head. No, not the Japanese. His eyes went to the girls at her table. He came closer to her ear and lowered his voice. ‘A school matter. We need to rule out any cause for concern.’

				Mr Dalrymple smiled his pocket-comb smile. ‘After breakfast there will be a meeting at the Headmaster’s Cottage.’

				For the rest of breakfast, the tickle of Mr Dalrymple’s breath was in Muriel MacKay’s ear. Secrets, they tickle you so, she thought, watching her girls carefully.

				Attached by golden pins to every dormitory and classroom door is a sign. It was drawn up as a precaution in the days that the Japanese pressed inland from Shanghai along the Yangtze and it lists the school’s out-of-bounds areas, parameters that no child should be found beyond:

				1.	The Great Steps

				2.	Livingstone Stream

				3.	The laundry

				4.	The kitchens

				5.	The bank behind the Girls’ Building

				6.	The arbour unless accompanied

				7.	The steps up to the pagoda

				8.	Memorial Hall unless on piano practice

				9.	The Headmaster’s Cottage

				10.	Gardener Chen’s Nissen hut

				After breakfast, when the girls had been ushered to their classrooms by the big school bell in the playground, Muriel MacKay walked through the empty dormitory. The dormitory was set out in lines of bunks; each bed had a doll resting on its pillow and a dressing gown draped across the end. Beside each bunk there was a bedside cabinet with a family photograph on it. There were parents in Chinese dress outside mud-hut churches, Bibles in hand; brothers and sisters in wheelbarrows; a family sitting by their courtyard pond, a girl’s hand trailing in the water.

				Muriel MacKay inspected each bed’s hospital corners. Tuesday nights were bed-making nights, which meant that Wednesday mornings were bed inspection mornings. She marked every girl’s attempt with a score from nought to ten. One girl would have to be the best and get an eight. (It was helpful for there always to be room for improvement and Muriel MacKay had promised herself that she would not give anyone a ten until the last week of the school year.) As usual, that top-scoring girl was Florence, and, as usual, the girl with the lowest mark and bedspread a-drooping was Henrietta.

				After she had finished the inspection, Muriel MacKay stood in front of the dormitory mirror, tidied her red hair and straightened her bun. She gave herself a mark of four out of ten. She tested a polite smile, reassessed her score at five, then unwrapped and redraped her scarf, and improved that to a mark of six. With the necessary adjustments made, Muriel MacKay headed to the out-of-bounds Headmaster’s Cottage.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The Calling

				Two Months Earlier

				The bathroom was filled with its very own steam cloud and  the green tiled floor was slippery underfoot. It was Saturday night, and Saturday night was bath night. All twelve of us girls wore dressing gowns, towel turbans, or pranced naked. There were two sinks in the middle of the bathroom, each with its own mirror, now blinded by the steam. All about there were sounds of water: a tap dripping, a plughole glugging, a girl gargling to the tune of ‘Jesus, Thy Robe of Righteousness’.

				I had to share a bath with Big Bum Eileen. The water was a murky yellow because the previous night it had rained so hard that the stream was flooded with mud. Rain droplets were still sliding off the forest’s rubbery leaves that morning, and the afternoon had been spent playing in a world that could flip you upside down in an instant. We’d all got some small souvenir from the day: a rosy bump, a blue bruise, a pair of muddy-bottomed knickerbockers.

				Big Bum Eileen settled into the bath first and took the tapless end. I got in at the tap end, easing in a toe, then a foot. The water was still deliciously hot, and I stood gasping for a moment. My legs looked like they were wearing pink knee-high socks. Big Bum Eileen had her shower cap on, its lovely little strawberries beautifully embroidered with three brown seeds on every berry. My shower cap was red and had begun to grow mould around the edges. Florence said that I shouldn’t be sad about the mould because the green edging made the shower cap look like a very big strawberry. Big Bum Eileen leant back in the bath and sighed as if she was an elegant lady looking out of a train window. Then she started talking about her boobies.

				This term Big Bum Eileen’s boobies had become the thing to talk about at bath time. And morning wash time. And dressing for games, and undressing for bed. In fact, they were talked about any time that there was nakedness. Big Bum Eileen came back from her summer holiday and there they were, nestling on her chest. She was the only one so far to get them. We all thought that Kathryn might have them too, but Kathryn hated being inspected. She wrapped her towel tightly around her, giving a look nastier than off breakfast milk.

				Big Bum Eileen had stolen a measuring tape from the dormitory sewing kit and stuffed it in her toothbrush cup. Every Saturday bath time, we went through the ceremony of measuring her chest. We would do this when Aunty Muriel was at the other end of the dormitory, inspecting our wardrobes for dangly buttons, holes through which toes might pop, and ripped knickerbocker bottoms.

				Big Bum Eileen stretched out her legs in the bath. Her toes reached into my bit of water and prodded my leg. Because of her breast status, it was difficult to complain as I usually would. ‘Eileen,’ I muttered, as I floated myself an inch towards the taps. But she didn’t notice because she was too busy looking at her boobies.

				‘They have definitely grown. Wouldn’t you say, Etta?’ she said, her gaze fixed firmly on her chest.

				I was fed up of hearing about her boobies. They were getting too much attention. They were putting her and the other girls in danger of committing idolatry. For it is written, ‘Thou shalt have no other God but me.’

				I gave them a good look anyway. They seemed pretty much the same as last week. I screwed up my whole face as I inspected them, to prove that I was really, really looking. I said, ‘The right one has certainly grown. Yes, it has. My, my, it’s quite enormous.’ I peered at them again and sighed, ‘Eileen, your right breast is truly blessed.’

				Horror flashed across Big Bum Eileen’s face, a moment that was unto me as short but as delicious as scoffing a candied crab apple. Then I made a splashing cacophony with my hands and started singing ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’ so that I wouldn’t have to talk about them any more. Marching as to war, splash, splash.

				As I sang the school’s favourite war-time hymn, Big Bum Eileen rammed her feet even further into my territory. She lazily slopped her flannel over herself and then stood up in the bath, a pink-bottomed, pink-socked statue.

				She got out and glided through the steam cloud towards the sinks where the other girls awaited her arrival. I lay down in the bath with my eyes just above its edge, watching them like an old crocodile floating near the banks of the murky Nile, camouflaged by a very big strawberry.

				Once Hilary had given the all clear on Aunty Muriel, they got on with the measurement.

				‘Do they hurt?’ asked Edith, as concerned as a Good Samaritan.

				‘Have they grown since last week?’ asked Sarah, double-checking the measurement again.

				‘When will the milk come out?’ asked Hilary.

				Even Flo, who is my best friend, was entranced. ‘Do they wobble yet?’

				Big Bum Eileen dismissed her disciples with a shrug. ‘It is just part of becoming a woman.’

				I thought her boobies were stupid. I was cross, cross, cross to see all the other girls measuring and questioning and committing idolatry. I could bite them all. I flung off my shower cap and disappeared under the yellow water where all I could hear was my blood pounding and the water-warped murmuring of the outside world. My hair swilled behind me as I thrashed around like a mean mermaid.

				Then, clear as a bell, the Lord spoke to me. I surged out of the bath, gasping for air. A revelation had been born! It was:

				YOU MUST TEACH THE OTHERS TO BE PROPHETESSES.

				I hunched over and listened to the words echoing within me. They were crisp and light and true. The Lord’s words had opened up a path for me. I would follow.

				Less than two weeks ago, the Lord himself had called me to be a prophetess. This meant spending many hours on my own, for in that time I had obeyed my calling by going on secret journeys in search of signs from which to prophesy. Along the school’s twisting paths, I prowled, I snooped and then I ventured further. Just the previous day, I had stood on the cusp of out of bounds, listening to the howling dogs of Woosung. Afraid of what those hobbling dogs might summon, I clapped my hands over my ears and fled back to the dormitory, where the girls were helping Aunty Muriel make the first fire of autumn, where voices spoke only of cross-stitch, wart cream and Aunty Muriel’s watercolours.

				It was lonesome being a prophetess, so now God had asked that they be called, too. Yes, God had given an answer. I would follow.

				I looked around. The girls were at the far end of the bathroom, trying to get Kathryn to let down her towel. I got out of the bath, tiptoed up across the wet floor to a steamed-up mirror and wrote:

				TONIGHT.

				YOU WILL ALL BE CALLED.

				I wrote this on Big Bum Eileen’s mirror because she would make the biggest fuss on finding it, and a big fat fuss was what I needed.

				Then I turned and ran naked through the dorm, shouting ‘Heavens above, Heavens above . . .’ before flinging myself face down on my bunk and going silent for authenticity. For before Zacharias revealed his prophecy, he was struck dumb.

				My silence didn’t last long. ‘For goodness’ sake, Henrietta Robertson, what is all this commotion?’ said Aunty Muriel, drumming her fingers on my head.

				‘I’m having a prophecy,’ I said into my pillow.

				‘Well, you had better have it with some clothes on,’ said Aunty Muriel. I slipped my fingers under the pillow and pulled out my white nightie. It is a sin to be naked for too long.

				After lights out, I risked two points off my Goodness Card by getting out of bed and slinking up to each girl’s bunk, whispering, ‘You,’ followed by their name as written on their name tags. ‘You . . . Edith W. Crickmay . . . are called to become . . . a prophetess.’ Not every girl was awake to receive her visitation. That didn’t matter. Those who had been left out would be even more dizzy to be part of it.

				When I had visited each girl, I climbed back into my own bunk and shivered. I wasn’t sure if I was shivering because I was cold, or because I was bad. I drew my blankets up to my eyeballs and smelt the musty hand-me-down smell of the children before me.

				Then, as most nights, I worried about the state of my soul. I lay very still and tried to feel if the Lord was alive within me. But I felt nothing, just the bang-bang of my wicked heart.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				The First Prophecy

				It was on a Wednesday, two weeks earlier, that I’d made my first prophecy. That Wednesday was Aunty Muriel’s half-day off and so Miss Preedy looked after us. It was a terrible day for my Goodness Card. I already had two order marks, and I was going to get a third, but it didn’t take the gift of prophecy to know that.

				We were brushing our teeth before assembly, six girls to a sink. Above each, the mirror was busy with faces. Our mirror showed: in the back row, Kathryn, tossing her brown mane; Big Bum, her eyes green and slithering. In the middle row, Florence and Hilary, mouths open like good choir girls, singing ‘aah’ as they brushed, and at the front, Edith and me, short and barging.

				Flo stopped brushing and wobbled a tooth.

				‘Let me have a look,’ I said. Flo opened her mouth. I peered inside. Flo’s tongue was pink and at the back were little bluey-pink folds of flesh and a pink hanging thing. Flo was made of meat and wobble and bone. She was an animal. We were all just animals, like chickens ready to be roasted.

				‘I have seen mortality,’ I said. The words just popped out.

				The girls turned to look at me. They kept on brushing.

				‘We are all going to die. All of us!’ I yelled, staggering about.

				The girls calmly foamed at the mouth.

				‘Someone here is going to die very soon.’

				‘The Japanese,’ said Hilary. The others stopped brushing. I could see that I had their attention, that they were thinking of bayonets, of warships, or mustard gas.

				I narrowed my eyes. ‘Who will it be . . . ?’ My toothbrush wand pointed at each one of them in turn. Edith started to turn away. ‘Edith!’ I pounced. ‘You are going to die first.’

				Edith screamed and ran into the dormitory. Moments later Miss Preedy appeared at the bathroom door. She was sniffing, as if sniffing out a sin. ‘What is this noise for? Why is Edith crying on her bed?’

				One by one the toothbrushes pointed at me, but it was Big Bum who spoke.

				‘Etta told her she is going to die. Very soon, in fact.’

				‘Henrietta Robertson,’ said Miss Preedy. She looked suddenly ravenous. ‘I should have known.’

				Edith dragged herself back into the bathroom, flung her arms around Miss Preedy and gave her beggar-girl wail. From her cuff, Miss Preedy took a handkerchief embroidered with the word ‘Wednesday’ and gave it to Edith.

				As Edith blew her nose, Big Bum Eileen said, ‘But, Miss Preedy, I look forward to dying, because then I will be with the Lord. My heart,’ she spread her arms out, ‘longs for the Lord.’

				‘Well, that is very nice, Eileen,’ said Miss Preedy, patting Big Bum Eileen’s shoulder. Big Bum Eileen is clever. She knows that the Second Coming is Miss Preedy’s favourite topic, especially when there has been any mention of war. But despite Miss Preedy’s talk of angels thronging above the Dormitory A bathroom, Edith could not be consoled. Death lingered and no amount of brushing or celestial visions helped. The bell went for assembly, which reminded Miss Preedy to say, ‘That is an order mark for you, Henrietta Robertson.’

				The girls finished brushing, leant over their basins and spat.

				The Girls’ Building used to be a hotel for foreigners and had been sold to the mission for just one dollar. It was covered in a tumble of passion flowers. It was large and leaky, and I had lived in its dormitories since I was six. Whenever I stood on the balcony of the Girls’ Building and looked out over the school, I would be reminded of standing on the deck of a ship. And whenever I thought of ships, I’d remember saying goodbye to my parents for the first time at Yuncheng harbour. As the twenty-seven of us from the Northern Provinces gathered with our suitcases and trunks, knapsacks, dolls and slingshots, between the ship and the land ran many strands of red string. Mother and Father gave me a red string and said, ‘Don’t let go.’

				I followed the big children up the gangplank holding my string. The red string was a goodbye tradition. We children on deck held one end, and our mothers and fathers on the cobbled quayside held the other. Each child had his or her own string. The Gable parents held three strings, one for each of their daughters. Then I felt my whole self joggle and shake, my legs, my arms, my teeth. ‘Mother!’ I called. ‘Father!’ I clung to Mary Gable. I hadn’t realised that I couldn’t come back down.

				Underneath us the brown water churned, a terrible smell of fish and sludge rose, and the ship shuddered out of the harbour. Holding my string, I couldn’t see Mother’s face properly because of her sunhat; just her mouth, which was stretched wide, and both hands waving. I watched her and Father shrink. I felt the red thread in my fingers pull, pull, pull until it snapped and went slack. Down the Huang Ho we tumbled and out into the North China Sea.

				We sailed south for three days, then travelled up the Yangtze in a creaking river boat. Both starboard and portside, the paddy fields glittered with sky. At Jiujiang we got off into a hubbub of noodle men, were loaded on to a lorry, which rolled along pock-marked roads into the green hills, where we edged hairpin bends until the road became a steep paving-stone path, and the journey was continued by mountain chair. The mountain-chair men sang their famous song, ‘The lonely pines of Lushan, the rock is their mother, the mist is their milk’, as we made our way through the many strangely shaped pines. Each pine had a name, and the Gable sisters, who’d been up this mountain many times before, called out to them like old friends – ‘Tortoiseshell Pine’, ‘Ink Pot Pine’, ‘Scissor Pine’ – as we swayed up the mountain. Around the peaks we spiralled, until we came up to a flat path that headed along a ridge. There, up at the top of one hundred steps carved through a ridge of black rock, was Lushan School. White buildings in a scoop of land, surrounded by dark peaks, twisted pines and clouds. Then into the Girls’ Building I was taken, given a glass of milk and put into a bunk bed, my sheets tucked tight as a pinch.

				And it was here, on the balcony of the Girls’ Building, that I now stood having Miss Preedy’s punishment. She had not liked my prophecy about Edith that morning, especially because Edith had cried all breakfast and refused to eat. ‘What lives inside you? Will it grow good fruit? Or wicked fruit? You, Henrietta Robertson, must make a choice.’ Miss Preedy placed my Bible on the railing, drummed its cover to emphasise her point, then slip-slopped along the balcony and down the stairs. The front door closed with a bang.

				All the school could see me. I wanted to run away but I couldn’t because I was standing on a wooden stool, my hands gripping the railing. It is difficult to consider the state of your soul when a whole playground is looking up at you, and also, I was scared of falling.

				Below, on Drill Court, Amah Liu was sweeping pine needles with her bamboo broom, her bound feet tiny as gazelle hoofs, her long black plait swinging. Beyond her was the playing field, where boys in white ran back and forth on the scorched grass. I couldn’t see the girls, but every now and then I heard ‘Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy’ and the tsk-tsk of the skipping rope. They were tucked around the corner of the Girls’ Building in the dormitory garden, memorising Bible Class prep as they leapt. At the top of the Great Steps, a file of mountain men arrived with baskets of pak choi and cucumbers. They put their green burdens down by the Guest Welcoming Arbour. They were naked apart from trousers, which is a sin unless you’re a mountain-chair man.

				The Sons of Thunder got up from the sandpit where they’d drawn a map of China and placed battalions of marbles, and began to march in formation across Drill Court ready to begin one of their rounds of the perimeter of the school, which they had taken upon themselves to do daily. Sons of Thunder was the name Jesus gave his friends James and John, and those boys had decided to call themselves that when the Japanese ran reconnaissance flights the year before. But that afternoon, their military discipline quickly vanished, for they had seen Gardener Chen.

				The boys began to holler and leap after Gardener Chen, for he carried a large glass jar and they were very interested in its contents. When they got to the bank by the Livingstone Stream, which is out of bounds, Gardener Chen jogged down the steps to his Nissen, Aunt Neb leapt up from the bench, waving her hands in alarm, and the Sons of Thunder booed because they were not allowed to follow. They made a new marching formation, and strode back, hup, two, three, four.

				As they passed the Girls’ Building they talked about killing snakes. ‘Bash its head,’ said Roland, ‘bang, bang, smash.’ His fist punched the air. Then he looked up at the balcony. ‘What are you doing up there, Etta?’

				‘Oh, nothing, just standing and looking,’ I said.

				‘You’re in trouble,’ said his friend Nigel Pinsent.

				‘No, I’m not.’

				‘She is,’ Nigel Pinsent said to the boys. Rather than lie and bear a bad fruit, I pretended not to hear. A stone whizzed past my cheek and landed on the wall behind. Nigel Pinsent had flicked it.

				‘You, you . . . just you wait . . . I’ll put you in a jar and pickle you alive.’ I shook my fists. The boys skedaddled across Drill Court, laughing.

				Oh, stupid Miss Preedy, stupid Nigel Pinsent. Stupid everyone. I shook with a terrible rage, then began to sob. I let go of the railing, opened my Bible and tumbled in. I landed at the foot of Jesus. He was eating an olive.

				‘Etta,’ he said.

				‘Hello, Jesus,’ I said, resting my head upon his knee.

				‘Etta, Etta,’ he said.

				I sighed.

				‘Etta, Etta.’ Someone was calling my name. But it wasn’t Jesus, it was Flo, standing below the balcony, her hands cupped around her mouth.

				‘Guess what!’ Flo shouted up, ‘Edith’s in Sick Bay!’

				I nearly fell two floors.

				At the table, Dormitory A’s dinner talk was all about mumps. The girls looked inside each other’s mouths for signs of sickness. Edith had been first. Who would be next?

				Hilary leant over. ‘Etta, you knew Edith was sick. You feel my throat.’ I stretched my arm across the table and placed my hand on her throat. She gulped. I could feel her gulp in the palm of my hand. It felt like holding a baby swallow just fallen from the nest. ‘I think you’re going to be okay,’ I said, wiping my hand on my skirt.

				‘And me?’ said Sarah. I felt her throat. She held her breath and blinked. I could feel her jugular pulsing, boom, boom, and I felt my own blood thump in time with hers. It gave me a giddy feeling. Something inside was trying to get out. My hand went clammy.

				‘You’ll be okay,’ I said, but this time there was no chance to wipe away the feeling, for Kathryn and Fiona put their forks to their plates and asked to be next. Big Bum Eileen shoved in. ‘And me?’ she said, leaning over, her thick plait tumbling on to the table. I stretched my arm across.

				‘Rears on seats, girls,’ said Aunty Muriel, ringing her ‘Rs’ like a bell. ‘And not a peep until you’ve eaten your meat.’ Aunty Muriel knows rules are easier to keep when they rhyme. You just can’t get them out of your head.

				As I chewed the squiggle of liver, twenty chews per mouthful, I looked at Edith’s empty chair. Edith was a gap between Big Bum Eileen and Kathryn. Thin air. The knife and fork were laid out ready, but there was no Edith to raise them up. Edith had vanished and I had prophesied it.

				As I chewed in silence, I slowly looked at the other girls. Watching each one of them, the feeling came, light and bright and clear. I could see things others could not see. The Lord had chosen me.

				At first I felt scared. Then I felt powerful. Soon I wielded my toothbrush meanly morning, noon and night. I draped my towel biblically, and annoyed everyone. I swooned at my reflection in the bathroom mirror for I was the Lord’s handiwork and most beautifully made. There and then I named myself Samantha, the girl version of Samuel, and a most beautiful name for a prophetess.

				‘For goodness’ sake, stop mooning in the mirror and get on with your teeth,’ said Aunty Muriel.

				‘I prophesy, I prophesy . . .’ I said, shaking myself down the dormitory.

				When Aunty Muriel helped the girls with long hair do their hair before breakfast, I joined the queue. ‘Aunty Muriel, please may I have the white ribbon in my hair? White for holiness.’

				‘Etta, your hair is now too short for a ribbon of any colour,’ said Aunty Muriel. But because people feel sorry for girls with short hair, she looped it around my head and, with what was left, tied a tiny bow.

				‘Oh, Aunty Muriel, thank you, thank you, now I’m holy-looking.’ I hugged her.

				Aunty Muriel pulled my arms from around her neck. ‘You can only be holy-looking if you think holy thoughts,’ she said.

				I thought holy thoughts loudly. During Quiet Time, our morning daily devotion, I sat on my bunk and coughed until the girls looked at me. I closed my eyes and tittered like a lady having tea at Headmaster’s Cottage. Flo, on the bunk below, thumped my bed slats. But I couldn’t stop. Then straight after Quiet Time, when we were shining our black school shoes by the shoe rack on the balcony, I shook my head and said, ‘Deary goodness me, how I love speaking with our Lord Jesus every day.’

				‘What did he say?’ asked Edith, who, fortunately, had not died.

				‘A funny joke.’

				‘What joke?’ asked Edith.

				‘The one about the pencil.’

				‘They didn’t have pencils in the Bible,’ said Big Bum Eileen.

				‘But he is alive today. And so he has pencils,’ said Flo.

				‘Yes, and so he knows jokes about pencils,’ I said. ‘Someone prayed it to him.’

				‘Who prayed him a joke about pencils?’ asked Edith.

				I had a think. ‘Mr Dalrymple.’

				That afternoon, Big Bum, who is not afraid of male authority, put her hand up and asked Mr Dalrymple if he knew any jokes. As we’d all done well in the arithmetic test, except Edith, whose place at the bottom of the class I had prophesied, Mr Dalrymple stretched his long legs forward, leant backwards, waggled his knees, tapped his bald patch with his yellow pencil, and finally said, ‘Yes.’ And that’s how we heard the one about the chalk. During Quiet Time the next morning I told it to Jesus, who laughed so hard I nearly fell out of my bunk.

				‘Will you be quiet, Etta, I’m trying to pray,’ hissed Flo from the bottom bunk. Of course I couldn’t reply to her for I answered not unto my old name but only to my prophetess name, Samantha.

				Flo and the other girls kept forgetting to call me Samantha and over the next few weeks, they forgot to call me at all. I spent more and more time on my own in search of signs. A bird’s nest, a broken jar, a snake’s skin. Further and further I went, until in the fourth week, I was wandering up by the laundry. That’s when I first saw her. Our daughter.

				The laundry is the highest building in the school. It’s above the kitchens and the Boys’ Building. Practically built into the rock. There are rows and rows of sheets, billowing. Like a cloud factory. I loved the smell of cleanness, the bright white sheets, the escaped bubbles drifting.

				The laundry is out of bounds, a place you could only go if you had a task, such as nit combing, or to get a box of soap for a dorm aunty. It wasn’t a place to be aimless as a bubble. I had a feeling that there was something waiting to be discovered in the laundry but what it was I wasn’t sure. I gave my scalp a scratch and imagined lots of little black dots crawling over it and made my way slowly for a nit combing, looking carefully about me as I went.

				Making my way to the middle of the sheets, I let them billow around me for a while, and leant back on a washing line, bending as far as it would go, feeling sun-warmed like a sheet. These sheets would make a wonderful costume for a prophetess, I thought. Then, on I went to the laundry room to look at the laundry ladies.

				It was a dark, hot room. It smelt of ironing and carbolic. The floor was slippy and wet. From beside the piles of washing by the door, I noted the hoses, strangled in a knot, buckets, Quaker Oats tins filled with odd socks, pegs galore, scrubbing boards ribbed like chests, and wooden brushes that were, I noted, the size of small slippers. In the corner, on a bamboo mat, sat Amah Liu and Amah Wei, folding a pile of shirts. I noted with interest the small lacquer tray filled with nuts between them.

				I went over. ‘Ni hao.’ Imagining the dirty little lice running with dirty little feet, I itched my head once more. Amah Liu gestured for me to sit down, found her nit comb and started working on my hair. Tug, yank, ow, ow, tug. Tug, ow, ow, yank. Ow.

				The terrible combing done, I stood up, my scalp and conscience cleaned. Amah Liu gave me three nuts, then wiped the nit comb on her blue cotton trousers. I looked at her tiny bound feet in their black silk slippers. Even through the carbolic, they stank.

				I wandered out of the hot laundry room and through the washing lines. The littlest ones were being done today. Sheets, tiny pants, tiny socks, little dresses and shorts. They were so small. Soon the magical world would be unpegged, the clouds folded away and put back in the laundry basket.

				The sky was blue, the pillowcases billowed. I sat down in between two rows of sheets and ate the first nut. Then I heard soft footsteps. I froze. They were getting nearer. A small ghost shape formed in the sheet ahead of me. Small hands, face, knees pressing into a sheet. Then, pop, through the sheet, the ghost became a girl. A small Chinese girl. I followed her through the washing.

				The girl ran to the steps that led from the back of the school up the mountain to the temple. There were wooden posts at either side of the path. Each post was carved with a dragon’s head, and its tail was the railings that led up to the temple. Its eyes were bulging and its tongue stuck out.

				Standing on the bottom step was a stooped old lady. She wore a grey peasant’s tunic and carried a basket with a few eggs in it. The old lady tipped her head to the sky and called, ‘Shi’Er’, which means, ‘Twelve.’ When the girl reached the bottom step, the old lady touched her face and they turned, heading up the path to the temple.

				After weeks of my prophetessing, Aunty Muriel had had her last straw. We were on our way to Friday Evening Prayers. There was a beautiful sunset with a pink peony sky. The White Pagoda glowed rose and we all dawdled on the Red Step to admire it.

				To show Aunty Muriel how much I appreciated the works of the Lord, I placed my hand upon my heart and let out a yelp. I staggered, saying, ‘The Beauty of the Lord, I am quite overcome.’ Then I collapsed, grabbing Flo and Edith’s arms on the way.

				‘Aunty Muriel, wait,’ said Hilary. ‘Etta’s been overcome and taken Flo and Edith with her.’

				‘My name’s Samantha,’ I called from the fifty-seventh step.

				Edith began her beggar-girl wail. Flo brushed the gravel off her elbows and knees, saying, ‘I am so sick of you, Etta.’

				‘My name’s Samantha,’ I said.

				Someone kneeled by me and took my hand. ‘Leave her,’ said Aunty Muriel to them.

				‘But I’m overcome,’ I said. The person let go. My hand flopped to the ground. There was the sound of many departing footsteps, then silence. I opened mine eyes. Above a blade of grass, I watched them leave.

				When they disappeared into Memorial Hall, I sat up and looked around at the empty playing fields, the sunset turning the world violet and ash. I wanted to show them that I was special, but being a prophetess on my own was lonely. Sitting there, looking at the pink pagoda, I saw a cloud of black fly out of the pagoda, a screeching, rising flurry of bats. Bats, black and wicked from upside-down sleeping. I picked myself up and ran after the girls for I was afraid that the bats were a sign, or worse, that my wicked spirit had called them into being.
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