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				Rebecca Mackenzie spent her childhood in Thailand, Malaysia and India. She lives in London. In A Land of Paper Gods is her first novel.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Praise

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

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

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

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

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

				‘An imaginative and touching debut’ Good Housekeeping

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

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

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

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

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

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Book

				Jiangxi Province, China, 1941

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				But that night, while Mother stood in the courtyard unable to sleep, Japanese troops gathered south-east of Peking, and just before dawn on the day of my leaving, a shot was fired by Marco Polo Bridge. A day later, as Chiang Kai-shek gathered his generals, preparing to declare war against Japan, I and twenty-seven other children of the mission’s Northern Provinces gathered on the pier of Yuncheng Port. Here, knowing nothing of the disturbances further east, we waved goodbye to our parents, and boarded a boat upon the Huang Ho, river of China’s Sorrow. Together we would travel for three weeks, by boat, by truck, on foot, towards Lushan, a land of mist and ravines, and into the darkness of war.
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				Lushan School, Jiangxi Province, China, 1941

				Four years into the Second Sino-Japanese War

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

				She returned like with like: ‘Mr Dalrymple.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

				1.	The Great Steps

				2.	Livingstone Stream

				3.	The laundry

				4.	The kitchens

				5.	The bank behind the Girls’ Building

				6.	The arbour unless accompanied

				7.	The steps up to the pagoda

				8.	Memorial Hall unless on piano practice

				9.	The Headmaster’s Cottage

				10.	Gardener Chen’s Nissen hut

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

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

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