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AUTHOR’S NOTE


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You have heard of the lord Lin?’


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


‘He wants to see you. Right away.’


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


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


‘But my father …’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I know that,’ he said quietly.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Who’s that?’


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


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


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


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


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


‘When did you arrive?’ she whispered.


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


‘Why did she do that?’


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


‘Why are you here, Little Brother?’


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


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


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


As Nio vanished behind the bamboo, she turned.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I know who that was.’


‘Oh?’


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


‘Not even my husband?’


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


‘Are you going to tell Mother?’


‘You can trust me, Sister.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Aunt Harriet smiled.


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


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


‘Colonel Lomond? How very grand.’


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


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


‘We’re off,’ said Charlie.


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


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


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


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


‘I know.’


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


‘This may be true.’


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


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


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


‘Because he’s an aristocrat.’


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


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


‘He treats me all right.’


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


‘What?’


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


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


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


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


‘It’s not to be sneezed at, Charlie.’


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


‘It takes a long time.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Did you know him, sir?’


‘Yes. A great sportsman. Big game.’


‘Tigers?’


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


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


Which brought the colonel’s gaze to John Trader.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Nobody at all?’


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


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


‘No, sir. Charterhouse.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Tea. Of course,’ the colonel grunted.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Beijing. It was magnificent.


Yet was it his city?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Jiang bowed.


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


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


A slight nod signified that this answer satisfied.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Why? Did you work hard enough?’


‘I thought I had. I am ashamed.’


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


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


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


‘Yes, High Commissioner.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No, Commissioner.’


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


‘Yes, Commissioner.’


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


‘Yes, Excellency.’


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


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


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


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


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


Did he expect an answer to the question?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Everyone looked at Mei-Ling. Nobody spoke.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Nio!’ she whispered urgently. ‘Nio.’


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


‘Of course it’s me. Where were you?’


‘I didn’t think you’d come.’


‘I said I would.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No. She’s all right.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No you don’t.’


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


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


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


He hesitated. Her heart sank.


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


‘Who with?’


‘Just some of the men.’


‘What about?’


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


‘What are you saying?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I’ll say I took you for a walk.’


‘In the fog?’


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


‘You are so good to me.’


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


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


‘I don’t know.’


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


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


‘It’s not good,’ he agreed.


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


‘Brave.’


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


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


‘You would do that?’


‘This afternoon, if you like.’


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


‘More bad news?’


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


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


‘I can’t promise it will be a son …’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘In the fog? Liar.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Will he be back soon?’


‘He has left. He went away before midday.’ The old man shook his head. ‘He went to the big city. Not coming back.’ He looked sadly at his son-in-law. ‘I think maybe we shall never see him again.’
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The red sun hung in the evening sky. Leaning on his ebony stick, old Mr Jiang stared down the slope from his family’s ancient house, across the great flat sweep of the valley in which the Yellow River ran – almost a mile across – like a huge volcanic flow of gold.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


He frowned. ‘The I Ching told you?’


‘No. I opened the box.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘How could I forget?’


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


‘Do you fear death?’ she asked.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘In the morning. But not at dawn.’


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


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


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


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


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


‘Certainly, Father. I promise.’


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


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


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


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


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


‘I will not do this.’


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


‘I promise, Father.’


‘Then that is all.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What can I do?’


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


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


‘Then you may succeed.’


‘And you? Are you all right?’


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


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


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


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


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


‘And why did you buy them, Father?’


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


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


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


‘Can you read it?’


‘Not at all.’


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


‘I think you could be right.’


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


‘If so, they must be very old.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


It was all so vague.


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


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


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


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


‘So here it is,’ they proudly cried.


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


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


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


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


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


‘Three days.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘A small inheritance. That’s all.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Really? With whom?’


‘Agnes Lomond.’


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


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


‘When did it start?’


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


‘Colonel Lomond likes him?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Not my type.’


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


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


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


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


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


Opium.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘The emperor doesn’t like the trade.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Some.’


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


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


‘All quiet?’ Read asked.


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


‘I’ll shoot.’ Read took out a cigar.


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


‘I get around.’


‘What brings you here, if I may ask?’


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


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


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


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


‘And they don’t mind … the business?’


McBride smiled. ‘You’ll see.’


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


‘Pirates?’ he asked.


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


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


‘Bibles?’ asked Read.


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


‘To convert the heathen?’


‘That is my hope.’


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


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


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


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


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


Trader glanced at McBride, who nodded.


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


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


‘All right,’ he said.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Thank you.’


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


‘Could be,’ John said.


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


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


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


‘What will they do?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Patience,’ the Dutchman murmured.


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


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


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


‘This is for …?’


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


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


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


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


‘What did you tell him?’


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


‘A thousand silver dollars is small?’


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


‘Certainly not.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


They received this with silence.


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


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


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


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


‘Of course.’


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


John did not reply.


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


‘Run?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Drink a little now. Eat later.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Won’t he eat a lot?’ asked Mei-Ling.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Who are you?’ she asked.


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


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


‘Near it.’


‘What is he doing?’


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


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


‘Is he armed?’ she asked nervously.


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


‘Does he work by land or by sea?’


‘By sea.’


Her father came forward again.


‘We should go,’ he said. And Mei-Ling nodded. She knew all she needed to. Nio was a smuggler or a pirate. It was all the same. She had a terrible feeling that soon he would be dead.


[image: Image]


Run for your life. John told himself to forget the missionary’s warning. Pointless to think about it. He just needed to get to Canton and meet Tully Odstock. He’d know what was going on and what to do.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No. He retired to England.’


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


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


‘And the brother in Canton?’


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


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


‘You think I rushed into this business?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I thought you were taking me to Canton.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘How much?’


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


‘I could lose everything?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘And what do we know about them?’


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


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


‘No, Excellency. Shall I make enquiries?’


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


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


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


‘It is possible, Commissioner.’


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


‘I am not sure, Excellency.’


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


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


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


The following afternoon Shi-Rong made his report.


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


‘Anything else?’


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


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


‘Indeed.’


‘You said there was a second thing.’


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


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


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


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


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


‘When he says all our opium …’


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


‘And the opium I bought and paid for?’


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


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


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


‘Are we going to surrender the opium?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘There you go, then,’ said Delano.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘The servants are all local?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Why is he disliked?’ asked Trader.


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


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


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


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


‘We must keep cool,’ said Matheson.


‘I am cool,’ said Tully hotly.


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


‘Damned if I see why.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Commissioner Lin’s orders.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Anything else I should know?’ John asked.


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


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


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


‘Six days,’ the Hong merchant answered.


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


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


Mr Zhou inclined his head and smiled.


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


‘You can speak Chinese?’ Zhou asked.


‘Not yet.’


The Chinese merchant did not look impressed.


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


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


‘Why does he want so much?’


‘He must get it all or lose face.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


Mr Zhou looked very unhappy.


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


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


Odstock and Zhou were silent. Shi-Rong turned his attention to Trader. ‘Ask him, if he is a scholar, why has he become a pirate,’ he told Mr Singapore.


‘He says he is not a pirate. He is a merchant.’


‘Well then, if he is a scholar, why is he a merchant, the lowest form of humanity?’


‘He says the merchant is not the lowest form of humanity. Not in his country.’


It seemed to Shi-Rong that this young barbarian had replied hotly to his question, even defiantly, as if his own country were the equal of the Celestial Kingdom. And this when he and his fellow Fan Kuei were busy poisoning people for profit.


‘We consider,’ Shi-Rong said firmly, ‘that to be a peasant, honestly working the land, is a moral occupation. The merchant who takes the work of others and sells it for gain is clearly a person of a lower moral order, and he deserves to be despised. Tell him this.’


Mr Singapore seemed to struggle a bit translating this, but he managed to do so. Trader said nothing.


Shi-Rong returned to the attack. ‘In any case, his claim not to be a pirate is false. If he is honest, why is he breaking the law and selling opium to smugglers?’


‘He says he is not under Chinese law.’


‘He should respect the laws of the Celestial Kingdom, both because he is here and because those laws are benevolent, just, and wise.’


While Mr Singapore tried to convey these ideas, Shi-Rong considered. It seemed to him that Trader’s answers did not really add up. ‘Is he truly a scholar?’ he asked sceptically.


‘He says he attended the University of Oxford.’


‘I do not know what that is. Ask him where his country is and how big it is.’


‘He says it is an island far, far to the west, but that it possesses an empire bigger than the Celestial Kingdom.’


Shi-Rong felt a sense of disappointment. Obviously this young man was not only arrogant, but a liar. Perhaps it was a waste of time talking to him. He kept his face impassive, however, and pressed on. ‘Is it true that his kingdom is ruled by women?’


‘He says nearly always by kings, but recently his country has a young queen.’


‘And does his queen have good morals, or is she a wicked person?’


‘He says she is named Queen Victoria and that she has the highest morals.’


‘Then why does she permit her merchants to sell opium?’


‘His queen does not think opium is bad. She takes it herself. Opium is healthful – only bad if taken to excess.’


‘But that is the point,’ cried Shi-Rong. ‘It is taken to excess. People smoke a little. Then they want more. Soon they are unable to stop. They spend all their money. They cannot work. They become like sick shadows. In the end they die. Millions of people in the Celestial Kingdom are being destroyed by this poison. How can he say it is healthful?’


‘He says that each man is responsible for his actions.’


‘A good ruler should protect his people. He has the same responsibility as a father to his son. Does he know anything of Confucius?’


‘He has heard of Confucius.’


The barbarian was not completely ignorant, then.


‘Then he will know that all men owe obedience: a son should obey his father; his father should obey the emperor. If the emperor rules wisely and justly, then this flows down through all his people. It is when the chains of proper conduct are broken that evil and chaos ensue. There are millions of people in the Celestial Kingdom. But they are all held together by obedience and right conduct, in service to the emperor, whose justice comes from the Mandate of Heaven. Therefore it is not for you or any barbarian ruler to judge what is right or wrong, but the emperor. Nothing else needs to be said.’


Shi-Rong noticed that Mr Singapore struggled for quite a time in conveying this to Trader. But he was patient. Until this barbarian, whether he was a scholar or not, understood the basic facts of morality, there could be no basis for conversation between them.


‘He says that his queen is also anointed by Heaven,’ declared Mr Singapore at last.


‘In that case,’ said Shi-Rong triumphantly, ‘I will show him the letter.’ And he drew out a document and handed it to Trader. ‘You may explain to him that this is a draft, that you have translated into his own tongue, of the letter that Commissioner Lin is going to send to his queen.’ And he watched with satisfaction as Trader took the letter and began to read.


It was a good letter. A true mandarin composition. It was reasonable. It was polite.


It pointed out that trade had carried on between their countries for centuries with peace and harmony. But recently, the trade in opium had become huge and destructive. It respectfully suggested that the Way of Heaven was the same for all countries, and that the commissioner was sure Queen Victoria would feel exactly the same about the importation of a poisonous drug into her kingdom as did the emperor. He knew that the opium came only from certain lands under her rule, and that it could not have been sold under her direction. Lin explained that the trade must cease, and asked her to forbid her merchants to continue in it. Lin ended with a veiled warning that neither the emperor nor Heaven itself would look well upon her rule if she failed in this moral duty, but that many blessings would doubtless be granted if she did as the emperor wished.


Indeed, there was nothing wrong with the letter at all, except for Mr Singapore’s abominable translation, which was causing Trader to frown as he tried to make sense of it.


After a while, Trader handed it back.


‘As a scholar, you will appreciate it,’ said Shi-Rong.


‘He says it is interesting,’ Mr Singapore reported.


‘I hope your queen will stop the trade at once,’ continued Shi-Rong.


‘I cannot speak for Her Majesty, who will make her own decision,’ Trader replied carefully.


Tea was brought in. The conversation was fitful and strained. Shi-Rong had delivered the messages that Lin wanted, and since Trader did not seem to be much of a scholar, nothing very useful could be learned from him.


Yet as he watched the dark-haired young man’s face, Shi-Rong thought he detected something a little sad in it. Could there be some decency in him? He had no desire to invite intimacy with this barbarian stranger, yet he was curious. And so, rather to his own surprise, he found himself saying: ‘My father is a good man. And each day I think of how he would wish me to behave and try to do so. Would your father wish you to engage in the opium trade?’


As Mr Singapore translated, he saw Trader bow his head, as if deep in thought, before he quietly replied: ‘You are fortunate. I lost both my parents when I was very young. I was brought up by an elderly relation. He was my guardian.’


‘Was he a good man?’


‘He is not sure,’ Mr Singapore translated. ‘He does not know.’


‘I think,’ said Shi-Rong gently, ‘that you know you should not sell opium, and that it troubles you.’


John Trader did not reply. And as the ceremony of tea was over, it was time for them to depart.


‘It’s all humbug, you know,’ Tully Odstock remarked to Trader that evening. They were sitting in the walled garden in front of the English factory. ‘You’ll see what happens tomorrow, when the real negotiation begins.’


‘I’m not so sure,’ answered Trader. ‘I think Lin means business.’


‘He’ll collapse tomorrow,’ said Odstock. ‘As for that stupid letter to the queen …’


‘It may have been all right in Chinese,’ Trader remarked. ‘I did manage to get the sense of it in the end. But the English was so garbled it was almost gibberish. Mr Singapore’s a complete fraud.’


‘There you are,’ said Tully. He gave Trader a shrewd look. ‘And when that young mandarin started his damn nonsense about you being troubled … Bloody cheek, I thought.’


‘Quite,’ said John.


‘They’re all heathens, of course, at the end of the day.’ Tully took out a cigar, cut and slowly lit it, drew upon it, leaned back, looked up towards the evening sky and exhaled a mouthful of smoke towards the hesitant early stars. ‘You know what I’m going to do in a couple of years when I retire, back to England? Get married.’ He nodded his head and took another draw on his cigar. ‘Find a nice wife. Go to church, I daresay. That sort of thing.’


‘Anything else?’ Trader asked idly.


‘I’m going to found an orphanage. Always wanted to do that.’


‘That sounds very worthy.’


‘A man with money can do a lot of good, you know,’ said Tully. He exhaled again. ‘Of course,’ he added wisely, ‘you’ve got to have the money first.’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Think I’ll turn in. You?’


‘Not tired yet.’


‘Goodnight, then.’ Tully arose, cigar in hand. ‘You’ll see I’m right, in the morning.’


John sat in the walled garden. The sky grew darker, the stars more bright. After a while he got up and paced about, but feeling the need for more space, he left the garden and went out onto the great open quayside.


The quay was empty, although there were lanterns in many of the junks out in the stream. He wandered down past the American factory to the end of the quay and sat on an iron mooring post, staring out across the darkened water. And as he sat there and reflected upon the events of the day that had just passed, the truth about the opium came to him, with a terrible, cold clarity.


They’d all been here too long, these merchants. They couldn’t believe that things would not continue as they had before. So of course they assumed Lin must be bluffing.


But they were wrong. The more Trader thought about the young mandarin he had just met, the more certain he felt that Jiang Shi-Rong and his master Lin and the emperor himself were indeed all in deadly earnest. It was a moral issue. They had the Mandate of Heaven on their side and hundreds of thousands of troops to call upon. They would end the opium trade, without a doubt.


And God knows, he suddenly thought, if Lin’s letter were rendered into decent English and it reached the monarch, it could be that Queen Victoria would agree with him. Elliot, her own representative here, already did.


He’d sunk his money into opium and now – he was sure – he was going to lose it all.


Why had he done it? For love? For ambition? It didn’t matter anymore. It was too late. He put his head in his hands and rocked from side to side.


‘They’re deluding themselves. Odstock, the lot of them. It’s all over,’ he murmured. ‘What have I done? Oh my God. What have I done?’
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Shi-Rong had been glad he could tell the commissioner that he had watched Trader read the letter and that the barbarian scholar had been impressed.


‘At moments he looked thunderstruck,’ he reported.


‘Let us hope it does some good,’ said Lin.


But it didn’t. Some forty of the foreign merchants met the following morning. In no time at all, they sent word that they wouldn’t surrender any opium at the moment, and that they needed almost a week to think about it.


It was the first time Shi-Rong had seen the commissioner angry. ‘Tell them I demand a surrender of opium at once,’ he ordered Shi-Rong. ‘Take Mr Singapore with you. Make sure they understand that if they do not obey, the consequences will be serious. Go now!’


Having delivered his message at the factories, Shi-Rong had to wait hours before he could return with a reply. ‘They offer a thousand chests, Excellency. No more.’


The commissioner’s face turned to stone. Shi-Rong wondered if he would start executing them. Lin read his thoughts.


‘It would be easy to kill these barbarians. But that is beneath the dignity of the Celestial Kingdom. Or we could expel them all. But the emperor does not wish to destroy all the trade, for some of it is beneficial to his people. The emperor wishes the barbarians to admit their crime and to acknowledge that the Celestial Kingdom is just. Do you understand?’


‘Yes, Excellency.’


‘Very well. They do not take us seriously. We must ensure that they do.’ Lin nodded. ‘I will summon one or two of these barbarians, question them, and, if they are not cooperative, arrest them. That may have some effect.’


‘Have you particular men in mind, Excellency?’


‘There is one Englishman who is particularly insolent. Every report complained about him. His name is Dent. But I need another.’


‘What about Odstock, the older merchant I met yesterday?’ suggested Shi-Rong. ‘We know he has corrupted the merchant Zhou. He showed no sign of remorse, but I did not think he was a brave man. If he is frightened, he may give up his opium. And if one merchant yields, perhaps they will all give in.’


‘Good,’ said Lin. ‘Tomorrow, you will bring me Dent and Odstock.’
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Trader had gone to stretch his legs on the waterfront the next morning when he noticed a gaggle of men hastily backing out of Hog Lane. A moment later he saw that they were being pushed by Chinese soldiers. The soldiers wore blue tunics and conical hats and carried spears. They filled the entrance to the lane beside the English factory, but did not advance farther. Looking along the waterfront, he could see that Chinese soldiers filled the entrances to the other two lanes as well. The factories and the waterfront were being blocked off.


He’d just finished telling Tully about what had happened, and Tully was just putting on his jacket to come and see for himself, when they heard feet tramping up the stairs. Shi-Rong, flanked by two soldiers, with swords unsheathed, appeared in the narrow doorway, while one of the factory servants ducked in beside Shi-Rong to deliver a message. ‘Commissioner Lin wants Mr Odstock to come, please.’


Odstock rose in a dignified manner and bowed politely to Shi-Rong, who returned the bow with equal politeness. If Tully felt fear, he concealed it well. He turned to Trader. ‘Suppose I’d better,’ he said with a shrug. ‘You can stay and hold the fort till I get back.’


‘You’re going to leave me?’ Trader asked in horror.


And Tully would probably have gone that moment if the sound of someone bounding up the stairs hadn’t been followed immediately by the appearance of Matheson, who pushed past the soldiers furiously. ‘Don’t think of going, Odstock,’ he cried. ‘They just came for Dent as well.’


‘Did he agree to go?’ Tully asked.


‘To be precise, he said he didn’t give a damn and he’d be glad to tell the emperor of China what he thought of him.’


‘Sounds like Dent.’


‘However, I persuaded him not to go. In case he might never come back.’


Trader looked at Shi-Rong, who was standing there impassively, then at Matheson. ‘You think they’d …’


‘Unlikely,’ said Matheson. ‘But once Dent’s in their custody, you can’t be certain. And God knows if or when they’d give him back. In any case, it’s better if we all stick together. We don’t want Lin getting to work on us individually.’ He turned to Tully. ‘You mustn’t go.’


‘All right,’ said Tully. He turned to Shi-Rong. ‘No can do.’


After Shi-Rong and his men had departed, Matheson gave Trader an encouraging smile. ‘They could have removed Dent and Odstock by force,’ he pointed out. ‘This is a good sign.’ But Trader wasn’t sure he sounded entirely convinced.


Meanwhile, the Chinese soldiers remained in the lanes, keeping the factories sealed off.


And the soldiers were still there the next morning. After a walk along the waterside, Tully and Trader went into the English factory library, where they found Matheson and a dozen others. Tully sank into a deep leather chair.


‘Want a book?’ asked Trader.


‘Certainly not.’


Trader went to the bookshelves. Someone had left a copy of Dickens’s Pickwick Papers there. As the book had been published only a couple of years ago, he supposed someone had read it on the voyage out from England and obligingly donated it to the library on arrival. Perhaps the delightful comedy would take his mind off his troubles for a while. And so it did, for about twenty minutes, until one of the men gazing out of the window exclaimed: ‘Good Lord, look at that!’ And a moment later everyone in the library was crowding by the window, looking out on the open space below.


It was a melancholy little procession. Half a dozen Chinese soldiers were leading three members of the Hong. They were all imposing figures. But no man could look dignified with an iron collar around his neck, attached to a chain being dragged by a soldier. One of them was Joker, whose face looked a picture of misery. In the middle of the open space, the procession turned to face the English factory and stopped. The soldier in command had a bamboo rod. Slashing at the back of Joker’s leg, he caused the old man to cry out and sink to his knees. He had no need to strike the other two, who took the hint and knelt immediately. Then the soldiers heaped the chains over the shoulders of the three men to weigh them down. Bowed and half crushed, as though about to perform the kowtow, the three merchants knelt there in the sun and the soldiers silently watched them. Nobody moved.


‘Are they going to execute them?’ asked Trader.


‘They’re just trying to frighten us,’ somebody said.


‘Humbug,’ said Tully Odstock with a snort. ‘Damned humbug.’


‘I agree. They’re putting on a show,’ said Matheson.


‘All the same,’ said Tully after a pause, ‘I hope Joker’s going to be all right. He owes me a fortune,’ he added quietly.


‘And Lin knows that, you may be sure,’ said Matheson. ‘The only thing to do is take no notice at all.’ And he moved away from the window.


But Trader went back to the window again, just before lunch. And again after lunch, when the sun was almost directly over the three men’s heads. After that, Tully retired to their quarters to take a nap, and Trader played a desultory game of billiards with Jardine’s nephew.


It was mid-afternoon when the Chinese delegation arrived. This time they were not armed. There was a magistrate, attended by two junior mandarins, young Shi-Rong, and Mr Singapore. The magistrate went straight to Dent’s quarters. Shi-Rong and Mr Singapore, followed closely by Trader, went to rouse Odstock.


The message, delivered by Mr Singapore, was very simple. ‘Mr Jiang is here to accompany Mr Odstock to Commissioner Lin. He will stay here until Mr Odstock comes.’


Odstock gazed at Shi-Rong for a long moment and then indicated a chair. ‘Take a seat,’ he said, and went back to bed.


Shi-Rong sat, and so did Trader. Mr Singapore explained that he had to go, because Commissioner Lin wanted to make additions to his letter to Queen Victoria. So he left the two young men, sitting together but unable to speak.


It was in that half hour that Trader discovered, for the first time in his life, the frustration of lacking a common language.


Of course, there had been countless millions of people in India whose languages he couldn’t speak. But that didn’t seem so bad. Many Indian merchants and educated men spoke excellent English. And he often met Englishmen whose knowledge of India was deep and who would gladly explain the local customs, religion and culture for hours at a time.


But China wasn’t like that at all. And now here he was, face-to-face with a young man not so unlike himself, who three days ago had tried to understand him and even to offer him friendly advice. They were probably going to spend hours together – hours during which each could have learned so much about the other’s world. Yet they couldn’t converse. The silence separated them just as effectively as a fortress wall.


He had the urge to pick up an object, any object, and indicate that he wanted to know its name in Chinese. Or he could point: head, hands, feet; sad face, happy face; anything. But Shi-Rong gave no sign that he was inviting conversation, and Trader remembered that the Chinese frowned upon foreigners who wanted to learn their language. So for the rest of the afternoon they sat in the small and stuffy room and learned nothing at all.


At last the light outside the window took on a faintly orange glow, and glancing at his fob watch, Trader realised that the sun was going down. He indicated to Shi-Rong that in a while it might be time to go to sleep. But Shi-Rong indicated in turn that he would be sleeping where he was unless Odstock were to come with him. So Trader showed him the small bedroom where he slept himself and indicated that Shi-Rong should use it. Then he went in to Tully and explained that he’d have the servants from the dining room bring food for Tully and the young mandarin. When he went down the stairs, Shi-Rong did nothing to detain him.


It was half an hour later, when the food had been arranged and Matheson had kindly offered him the use of Jardine’s bed, that John Trader looked out of the library window as the red sun sank in the west and saw that out on the waterside, the soldiers were beating and kicking the three Hong merchants to force them to get up. But the three men had been kneeling so long that they could scarcely walk, and one of the soldiers had to carry Joker’s chains.


The sunlight was streaming in through the window when Trader awoke in Jardine’s comfortable bed. Sunday morning and the sun well up. He clambered quickly out of bed. He ought to go and look after poor old Tully at once. Making his way hurriedly to the big dining room, he thought he would see if there was coffee to be had, and if so, he’d take a pot to his partner. But there was no need. For there at a table sat Tully Odstock himself.


‘About time you got up,’ Tully remarked cheerfully.


‘What happened?’


‘My young mandarin has gone. Left before dawn. Dent’s fellows have gone, too. And most of the troops. We have a truce for the day.’


‘Why?’


‘Commissioner Lin seems to think he can show what a good fellow he is by respecting the Christian Sabbath.’


They went for a walk down Hog Lane and made the circuit along Thirteen Factory Street and back to the waterfront. There were still quite a few soldiers about, and not many stallholders, but otherwise one might have thought things were back to normal. An hour later, the two Hong merchants who’d been paraded with Joker in chains appeared at the English factory. They looked tired and somewhat bruised from their ordeal the day before, but accepted some light refreshment. Joker did not appear. They said he had taken to his bed.


It was in the late morning that Trader began to notice something odd. The place seemed to be too quiet. Was it just because of the Sabbath? He met Matheson, who remarked that his comprador had disappeared. In the English factory, there was hardly anyone to serve lunch. ‘Bad sign,’ Tully said. ‘The servants always know things before we do.’


At the start of the afternoon came word that Captain Elliot, the superintendent, was on his way back from Macao. ‘It doesn’t say when he’ll arrive,’ Matheson told them, ‘even if the Chinese authorities let him through.’


‘Why would they stop him?’ Trader asked Matheson.


‘They may want to keep us isolated.’


‘Can’t see what use he’ll be if he does get here,’ grunted Tully, ‘unless he brings a battleship.’


The rowing boat appeared on the river about twenty minutes after five – a small clinker-built vessel, hardly twenty feet long, with half a dozen oarsmen. At first no one took any notice of it.


The afternoon had turned cloudy and the river looked grey, but a break in the clouds opened a yellow gash across the water, and it was Trader, standing on the riverbank, who noticed the sunlight catch the blue and gold of a naval tunic in the stern of the rowing boat, guessed what this must mean, and ran to alert Matheson and the others.


It can’t be easy, Trader thought, for a single man to look impressive when he’s clambering out of a rowing boat. But insofar as it was possible, Elliot achieved it.


He was in full dress naval uniform. His sword hung at his side. He was a good height, and with a plumed hat on his head, he seemed taller. He straightened himself, went across to the group of merchants gathered to meet him, and announced: ‘Gentlemen, you are now under my protection.’


And Trader stared at him in surprise.


He knew Charles Elliot was about thirty-five and had risen to the rank of captain in the British Navy. So he’d expected a seasoned, hard-faced commander. In front of him, however, was one of those fair-complexioned Englishmen who continue to look like schoolboys until they are forty. There was even a light down on his cheek. His pale blue eyes, Trader thought, might have belonged to an intelligent clergyman. And when he spoke, it was with a faint lisp.


And this was the man who’d just announced he’d protect them. If Trader had privately thought Tully Odstock was too dismissive of Elliot, at least now he could see why.


‘I shall call a general meeting of all the factories this evening,’ Elliot announced. ‘But first, Matheson, you and your colleagues must tell me exactly what’s been happening. In the meantime,’ he added as they reached the entrance to the English factory, ‘would young Mr Jardine kindly see that the Union Jack is flying on the flagstaff here.’


As Elliot entered, Trader remained outside. He didn’t think he’d be required while the superintendent was closeted with Matheson and the other senior men. He preferred to walk alone for a little while and absorb what he’d witnessed.


So he was down at the far end of the quay, sitting on the same iron mooring post where he’d sat so wretchedly three evenings ago, and idly watching a small Chinese chop boat, with lanterns lit, go past, when he realised that the chop boat was turning and heading towards him, to the dock. He stood up and moved away from the mooring post. The chop boat drew alongside.


And in it Trader saw a burly form with a cigar jutting from his mouth. It was Read, the American.


‘Evening, Trader,’ he called out cheerfully. ‘Thought I’d drop by. Didn’t want to miss the fun.’ He stepped ashore and shook Trader’s hand.


‘God, I’m pleased to see you,’ Trader burst out. ‘Have you any idea what’s going to happen?’


‘Not a clue. I’ll take my bag to the American factory, then come across to you fellows. Have you got any whisky in there?’


There were more than forty men gathered in the big room in the English factory: mostly British and Americans, some Parsee merchants from India, and a few merchants from other nations. The two merchants from the Hong were also present. Trader and Tully Odstock sat in the back row, with the Americans Read and Delano beside them.


Elliot might speak with a slight lisp, but he came to the point tersely. ‘Gentlemen, you must all be prepared to leave Canton, with all your possessions, at once. Our trade can be continued, if necessary from the open sea; but the attitude of the Chinese authorities is such that, although no violence has been offered yet, I cannot guarantee your future safety in Canton.’


‘As I understand it, they’re not allowing anyone to leave here,’ Matheson pointed out.


‘I shall demand passports straightaway for all those who wish to leave.’


‘And if we are threatened with violence?’ Matheson pressed him.


‘Then we may thank God,’ Elliot replied firmly, ‘that we have a British man-of-war out past the Bogue. I also know that there are two American warships, the Columbia and the John Adams, expected any moment at Macao. Naturally our own man-of-war stands ready to protect all our friends here at Canton, and I hope I may count upon assistance from the American warships in turn.’


‘That you may!’ Read and Delano called out loudly.


The meeting broke up. And perhaps because Elliot had spoken so clearly, with the Americans supporting him, Trader felt a bit more encouraged as he and Odstock were leaving. ‘Elliot sounded firm,’ he suggested.
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