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  The Lady and the Panda




   




  Part One




  Ruth Harkness received the news early in the morning. It was February, 1936, and a winter storm raged outside her Manhattan apartment.




  She looked down at the telegram she had received from the American Embassy in China. Ruth’s husband, William, was dead.




  ‘William…’ she said, running her hand along the telegram. She sat down on the kitchen floor and began to sob. Ruth’s life was over.




  ***




  ‘I’m going to China,’ Ruth Harkness said to her friend, Jenny, the next morning.




  They sat in a small diner near Grand Central Station. Snow swirled in the air outside the window, twisting into the sky above New York.




  ‘Ruth, it isn’t your fault that William died.’




  ‘I know it isn’t my fault, Jenny, but…’




  ‘But what?’




  ‘I must continue his work.’




  Jenny’s face turned pale. ‘Ruth, that is impossible.’




  ‘Nothing is impossible. My husband died trying to find a panda bear and I will continue his work. I will find a panda bear and bring it back to America.’




  Jenny looked down at her cup of coffee. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea, Ruth. What about his funeral?’




  ‘I’ll leave for China after the funeral, of course.’




  ‘And you need to manage his estate.’




  Ruth shrugged. ‘His brother can do that. I need to get to China as soon as possible.’




  ‘To Beijing?’ Jenny asked.




  ‘I’ll go to Beijing first. From there I will go to the Tibetan border.’




  ‘Tibet? No one goes to Tibet. It’s extremely cold.’ Jenny shook her head. ‘Why do you want to go there?’




  Ruth explained, ‘I will pass through Chengdu and look for a panda at the start of the Himalayas.’




  ‘Are you going to climb Mount Everest?’




  Ruth almost laughed at her friend’s concern. ‘Of course I’m not climbing Everest; I am simply looking for a panda in the area.’




  Jenny shook her head. ‘It doesn’t sound simple at all. How do you plan to do this? Are you going to find a guide?’




  ‘I will use William’s guide, a man named Quentin Young. He is half-Chinese, and he is very familiar with this area of China.’




  ‘Is there anything I can say to stop you?’




  ‘No, there isn’t, Jenny. I will find a panda and bring it back to America.’ Ruth waved her hand at the waiter. ‘Check please.’




   




  Part Two




  It took a long time for Ruth to get to Beijing. First she took the train to San Francisco. From there, she took a three week boat ride to Hong Kong. She was the only American woman at the port in Hong Kong, so it didn’t take long for her guide, Quentin Young, to find her.




  ‘How was your trip?’ he asked. They stood outside the port, waiting for a rickshaw.




  ‘Long,’ she said. ‘It is amazing how slowly time passes on a boat.’




  ‘That’s for sure.’ Quentin was about five years younger than her. He wore a heavy jacket with the collar up.




  A small, muscular man pulling a rickshaw, a two-wheeled cart, stopped in front of them.




  ‘You don’t have these in New York, do you?’ Quentin asked.




  Ruth laughed. It was the first time she’d laughed in a while. ‘No, we have regular taxis, the kind that take gas.’




        Quentin said something to the driver in Chinese.




  ‘Where are we going?’ Ruth asked. ‘I’m starving and I’m tired.’




  ‘Tonight we will stay at a local hotel. Tomorrow we will begin the trek to Chengdu.’




  ‘Trek?’ Ruth asked. ‘There isn’t a bus?’




  ‘There aren’t many cars here,’ Quentin explained, ‘and there certainly aren’t any buses. We will travel on foot and by horse.’




  ***




  Ruth got up early the next day. She put on a little make-up using an old hand mirror. For breakfast, Quentin told the hotel staff to prepare some eggs.




  ‘I can eat a Chinese breakfast,’ Ruth said. ‘You don’t need to go to any trouble for me.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘I’m positive.’




  About twenty minutes later, the waiter came to their table with a plate full of steamed buns. He returned with rice porridge and boiled eggs with dark yolks.




  ‘What are these?’




  ‘They are tea eggs,’ Quentin explained. ‘The eggs are boiled in a spiced tea.’




  Ruth took a bite. ‘It’s not too bad,’ she said. She thought of how her best friend Jenny would react if she saw a dark boiled egg. She definitely wouldn’t eat it.




  ‘And these are just… steamed flour?’ she pointed at the buns.




  ‘Yes, sometimes they fill the flour with meat or vegetables.’




  ‘Is this what people eat here?’ she asked.




  ‘Some do. Many just eat grains.’




  ‘I see,’ she said, eating the bun. ‘So, what is the plan today?’




  ‘The plan is to start our trek to the southwest. We can take donkeys out of the city, but they will only travel for a few days before the owner will return to Hong Kong.’




  ‘And after that?’




  ‘After that…’ Quentin folded his hands on the table. ‘I don’t know what happens after that. My plan is for us to get as far from Hong Kong as we can. From there, we will find another way to get to Chengdu. It will be an adventure, that’s for sure. We will hire more people as soon as we are out of the city.’




   




  Part Three




  Quentin Young hired a group of men to work as cooks, porters and hunters. There were now twenty-three people travelling with Ruth Harkness. The Chinese men acted very strangely around Ruth because many of them had never seen a Western woman before. They made comments about her eyes, her curly hair and her height. Quentin understood most of these comments, but he never translated them to Ruth.




  It took over a month to reach Chengdu. During that time, Ruth lost fifteen kilos from walking and eating a diet of rice and meat.




  ‘I feel… so good,’ she said one evening to Quentin. They were camping at the edge of a forest. The cooks were preparing food and a few of the porters were sleeping.




  ‘It’s the air,’ Quentin said. He waved his hand above his head. ‘It is very fresh here in the countryside, much fresher than in New York.’




  One of the porters approached them and began speaking to Quentin. He seemed very frightened.




  ‘What’s he saying?’ Ruth asked. She put her jacket around her shoulders and stood up. It was clear something was wrong.




  ‘He’s saying that one of the men has fallen down the side of a cliff. We need to do something!’




  ***




  Ruth and Quentin stood at the edge of the cliff, looking down. Two of the porters stood around them, holding torches. Quentin called down to the man. They waited, finally hearing a response. He was alive.




  ‘How do we get to him?’ Ruth asked.




  ‘We can’t get him tonight; there is no way to get to him without risking our own lives. We can get him in the morning, when the sun is up.’




  ‘But how will he eat?’




  ‘He won’t eat tonight,’ Quentin said. He turned and said something in Chinese to one of the porters.




  ‘That’s horrible,’ she said. ‘If the man is going to be outside all night, it’s only right that we feed him something.’




  Ruth returned to the camp and found one of the cooks. ‘Make me something I can lower down with a rope,’ she said to the man. His face was blank; he didn’t speak English. Using her hands, Ruth pretended to lower something down. She then pretended to eat something. The man still didn’t understand her.




  ‘If you want to do something right, you have to do it yourself,’ she said as she walked into the cook’s tent. Ruth grabbed a few buns and a big spoonful of rice. She looked around the tent for a clean cloth. She found one and placed the food inside. She returned to the side of the cliff.




  ‘I prepared something,’ she said to Quentin. ‘Please tell one of the porters to bring a rope to lower it down the side of the cliff. In the morning, we can rescue the man.’




  ‘You really care that much?’ Quentin asked.




  ‘Everyone around the world is the same,’ she said. ‘We all want food and a warm place to sleep. I can’t give this man a warm place to sleep, but I can give him some food.’




   




  Part Four




  They arrived at a mountainous region outside of Chengdu. Clouds surrounded the tops of the mountains. The sun’s rays cut through the mist and made the place look magical.




  ‘This is where we will find pandas,’ Ruth said.




  ‘You think so?’ Quentin asked.




  ‘Yes, I can feel it… there are pandas around here.’




  Quentin laughed. He turned and said something to the hunters. They spread out, searching through a thick bamboo forest. The bamboo trees shook as the hunters moved between them. The hunter that had fallen down the cliff stayed with them. He was Ruth’s friend now, even though they didn’t speak the same language.




  ‘We have to be careful,’ Quentin explained. ‘There are also tigers in these forests.’




  ‘What should I do if I see a tiger?’




  Quentin asked the hunter and waited for a response.




  ‘He said that he would protect you from a tiger. Stay behind him.’




  Ruth, Quentin and the hunter moved through the bamboo forest. The hunter, who was from Chengdu, led the way. He used his rifle to push some of the bamboo leaves away. They walked like this for an hour.
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