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In memory

of the Muirs and Newmarches, missionaries and railwaymen, who lived through the turbulent early years of the last century in North China;

of my grandmother, Catherine, who once, like her red-headed namesake, browbeat a warlord who had the temerity to camp troops on her lawn;

of my mother, Anne, and my godmother, Jilly, who brightened my childhood with stories of their own adventures as they grew up in Tientsin and Chinwangtao before the Second World War;

of my father, Peter Gordon Williams, a taipan of a Hong Kong trading house who wanted to be a writer;

And to my wife, Fumei, and children, Alexander and Clio, the fifth generation of my family to be living in China.
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PROLOGUE

Green Thoughts in Green Shade


Catherine, 1917

An English nurse was napping in the sunshine, her head resting on the root of a silver birch tree. Her wide skirt and apron, emblazoned with the red cross, billowed over the bed of bluebells and foxgloves like Ophelia’s kirtle in the Millais painting. The tresses of auburn hair slipping from her scarf added a touch of untidy colour, which would have been attractive to a knight of the Pre-Raphaelite school, had one happened to stumble on the scene. As it was she was unobserved. She had come here to escape the bickering of nurses and orderlies with little work to do. The glade hummed with the natural sounds of a continental European summer.

On her lap were letters from her mother – old letters, since the postal service, like the railways, had been in paralysis since the February Revolution that had toppled the Tsar and brought the fighting on the Galician front to a standstill. In the distance a solitary gun was firing (even now some soldiers heeded Kerensky’s call to arms) and once or twice in the last hour the whine and crump of enemy projectiles had exploded in the trench lines, but these tired sounds of half-hearted human hostility seemed inconsequential in the timeless music of the forest. It was as if Nature was mocking man and his wars, mimicking the staccato of machine-gun fire with the elegant tap-tap-tapping of a tiny woodpecker, parodying the wail of shells with the fluting of birds, and substituting for the silent death of the gas clouds the buzzing insect life hazing the surface of the pond.

Catherine let herself relax in the embracing heat and the warm breeze that brushed her cheeks. Above her head the dark leaves rustled against a clear blue sky. Her limbs were heavy with languor. For a while the words she had been reading hovered in her mind:

Darling, please forgive me. I really can’t BEAR to stay in this city any longer. Life under the so-called ‘Provisional Government’ is just TOO boring. With my Pyotr away, and the rationing, and the meanness – the VULGARITY of it all – St Petersburg is really no place to be. I will be quite safe with the Dashkovs, who have organised a special train to take us over the border to Sweden. I am not abandoning you, my darling, headstrong girl. I really am not. I know that you will look after yourself, my brave Florence Nightingale, and join me in Paris when you can. How long, after all, can this war last? General Romalov says that the front is collapsing, and despite the boastings of that awful Kerensky and his VAIN military posturings, I am sure that must be the case. So you WILL certainly be coming home soon, and as an Englishwoman I am sure that you will have no problem with travel passes or whatever bit of paper it is that these revolutionists demand nowadays. I know I will see you soon, my darling, and in the meanwhile, can you forgive your foolish mother for her weakness and selfishness? Can you?

‘Sestritsa! Sestritsa! Sister! Sister! Please don’t leave us!’

She heard the agonised voices as if from far away, and even in her sleep she shivered as the familiar nightmare welled from the depths of her unconsciousness. She could not block out the images of white faces and flailing, stretching arms. She felt again the weak fingers pulling at her skirt, and Pavel Alexandrovich behind her, with his spade beard and world-weary frown, standing impatiently by the door of the convent cell that had become a makeshift surgery, beckoning her outside to where ambulance carts loaded with patients were waiting in the snow-speckled courtyard.

She knew she was dreaming. She could feel the sun on her limbs and face, the rough wood of the birch tree under her head. If she could only open her eyes...

‘Water,’ whispered Feodor, the golden-haired boy, the young officer from the 62nd Division, whose stomach had been torn open by shrapnel, and whose intestines two nights before she had held in her hands while Pavel Alexandrovich, exhausted after three days without sleep, had performed another of his surgical miracles. Must she just abandon him? When and where would this retreat end?

‘Nurse Cabot, it is time to go,’ the doctor was saying.

‘Water,’ moaned Feodor.

‘Sestritsa, sestritsa,’ pleaded the other patients.

‘I’m coming,’ she had told Pavel, and a German shell had burst close to the convent walls. The paraffin lamp swung on its hook casting shadows while plaster fell from the ceiling.

‘You must come now, Katusha,’ said the doctor. ‘There is no time to make farewells.’ He left the room. She felt the blazing eyes of the patients as she lifted her leather satchel on to her shoulders.

‘Water,’ pleaded Feodor. His voice was hardly a whisper.

‘I can’t give you water,’ she said. ‘You have a stomach wound. Water will kill you.’

‘Water. Please.’ His blue eyes widened. She saw the dimming pupils, the sign that death was near. ‘I’m so – thirsty.’

She heard the ambulance wheels on the cobbles, the screams of whipped horses, the patients’ howls of anguish. She felt the scrabbling hands. She made her decision and filled a cup from the pail. ‘I shouldn’t be doing this,’ she said.

‘Thank you,’ sighed Feodor, as she put the water to his parched lips. She had only intended to wet his mouth but, with surprising strength, he clenched her hands and the contents poured down his throat. There was a beatific smile on his face. ‘Oh, Lisabetta,’ he whispered. It had not been the first time she had been called by the name of a dying man’s sweetheart, and in these last moments she gazed into his blue eyes willing him to live, although she knew it was impossible. For a moment Catherine was indeed Lisabetta, and Feodor became her own lost Nicky. Then, suddenly, his body began to shake, and green bile gushed from his mouth and nose, as she had known it would. She closed the staring eyes. It was as if she had surfaced out of a deep pool. She heard again the moans and cries of the others. ‘Sestritsa, don’t leave us.’

‘Nurse Cabot, you must come. Now.’ Pavel Alexandrovich was back and shouting at her. She knew he had seen what she had done. At this moment she did not care. With an effort she shook away the hands clutching her skirt and ran out of the door into the courtyard.

Into pandemonium. Walking wounded who had not found places in the carts were struggling with the orderlies. Her colleague, Marya, hunched among bags and blankets, was screaming at her to hurry. Leonid, the Tatar driver, hauled her up onto the seat, then cracked his whip at the horses and the desperate humanity crowding round them. Somehow they made it out of the yard and through the muddy streets to the road where a mixed procession of soldiers, vehicles and refugees was slowly winding its way from the fighting. Catherine leaned over the side of the shaking cart to look behind her. A soldier with a crutch was trying to keep up with their ambulance. His bandage, unrolling behind him, made a white trail on the churned yellow snow. Other men, crawling, were left behind. She heard the fading, pleading cries: ‘Sestritsa... sestritsa...’

Smoke was rising into the pale blue sky from the burning cottages. Catherine could see Cossacks throwing torches at the thatched roofs. Peasant women ran out of the blazing buildings clutching bundles, babies, chickens.

It was in this confusion that Pavel Alexandrovich had ridden up beside them. ‘Nurse Cabot!’ His face was angrier than she had ever seen it. ‘It won’t do. We are healers not murderers.’

She stared in astonishment at his wild, accusing eyes. Marya, frightened, clutched her arm, and Leonid turned his dark face to look at her. What was he talking about? Murderers? Murder was in the air, in the ground, all around them. It was a world of death and destruction. Pavel Alexandrovich was having difficulty controlling his horse, but even as it reared he was shouting: ‘You know the regulations. You received training at Princess Golitsin’s hospital. How could you give water to a stomach patient? You killed that boy.’

‘He was dying, Doctor.’

‘Without your assistance he might have lived. This will go in my report.’

‘He was already dying!’ she screamed. Marya clutched her hand.

‘You’re no nurse. You’re a murderer,’ spat Pavel, and Catherine knew that something in him had snapped. She and the other nurses had relied on the austere calm of this magisterial surgeon, the father figure in their little world. No matter the chaos, the horror and confusion, Pavel Alexandrovich had provided a point of order. Now the world was cracking around her.

A shell burst in the field beside them, and for a moment all was fire, flying mud and snow. The cart rocked in the blast, and Leonid had to use all his skill to hold the horses. Around them soldiers were running and leaping for cover. Marya was screaming – but Catherine had eyes only for Pavel Alexandrovich. His mount had sunk to the ground, yet somehow his body remained in the saddle, but where there had been a contorted, accusing face, now gouts of blood fountained from the stump of his neck. And ringing in her ears was the sound of the last word he had spoken: ‘Murderer.’

She woke with a start, and heard the chatter of the forest. She shivered, and wondered why this dream always returned to haunt her. She had seen much, much worse in the months that had followed. That retreat of 1915 had lasted for more than forty days, all the way to Minsk. A whole countryside had been uprooted and many of the fleeing peasants had died of hunger and cold. Why did she not dream of the burn victims, whose skin had hung from their raw bodies like discarded clothes? Or the cholera epidemic, when they had piled bodies like logs because the ground was too frozen to dig a pit? Or the woodshed in Chertoviche where they had stacked the amputated limbs? Or the surreal drive through the cleared-out trenches during the advance of 1916, when she had stumbled on soldiers in all the contortions of death, the corpse of an officer kneeling against the barbed wire in an attitude of prayer, Russians and Austrians killed in the hand-to-hand fighting, embracing in the mud of the trenches where they had fallen? Why did she not dream of all the other boys who had held her hand and called her by the name of their mother or lover or sister before they died?

Because she had not been accused of murdering them. Oh, it was unfair. If only Pavel Alexandrovich had not been killed she might have been able to explain to him. His death had exonerated her in the eyes of officialdom: Marya and Leonid had not reported what they heard; but Pavel had died, and sometimes she thought she would never be free of his accusing stare. His ghost returned to haunt her nightmares.

Especially now. She had had no difficulty sleeping when the war had been fought in earnest. When every hour brought new patients from the front line, there had been no time to think of horror or hardship or anything but the task at hand. When the guns had thundered their loudest, shaking whatever accommodation they had been allotted, be it the straw-covered floor of a rat-infested stable, or a four-poster bed in a commandeered mansion (she had experienced both in her time and everything in between), then she had slipped into dreamless oblivion, waking refreshed to take on another day.

The revolution had changed all that. Now that the front was quiet, it was impossible to sleep at all – even in a beautiful glade like this, which recalled the world before the war, the dream dacha she and Marya had fantasized about so many times, while shells whined and men slaughtered each other less than a quarter of a verst away. This unnatural peace had released every nightmare she had bottled up for two years.

It was not only that. The war had given meaning to her life. For the first time in her peripatetic existence she had found a home, a sense of belonging – but now she did not know this army any more. Only yesterday she and Marya had passed a group of soldiers on the road. They had been drunk, and when they saw the two nurses they had stopped, and one had made an obscene gesture. The others had laughed, and Marya whipped the horses on. Mercifully the men had not followed, although a tall, bearded brute, had staggered after them for a few paces, yelling, ‘Aren’t we good enough for you aristocrat bitches? You can’t put on airs with us any more, you know. We’re free men now.’

The abdication of the Tsar had shocked them all, but she attributed the beginning of the rot to the ridiculous instruction, which had come down from St Petersburg, that officers should no longer use the familiar ‘thou’ when ordering their men. Then rabble-rousers had arrived from the cities – the Bolsheviki – who made speeches telling the men not to fight any more, not an aristocrat’s war, they declared, and the officers had done nothing.

Two years before, when Catherine had arrived at the front, there had been camaraderie and a cause. She had believed there was nobody nobler or more magnificent than the peasant soldiers with their simple faith in the Tsar and Mother Russia, no hardship they would not undertake. They could be defeated, as in 1915, but not broken. She had tended several of these heroes, and been amazed by their uncomplaining fortitude. One bayoneted man had walked two versts holding his guts in his hands, then waited his turn in the queue until an orderly had noticed the seriousness of his hurt.

In the old days it had been an honour to serve them. A privilege. She was an Englishwoman, a foreigner, but they had treated her as one of their own, calling her Rizhi Angelochek, the Little Red Angel, because of the colour of her hair and – they added – the warmth of her heart. She in turn would have done anything for them. They had been her people.

She had loved one of them – briefly – during the Christmas celebrations in St Petersburg in the first year of the war, an officer, but a Russian soldier, and through him she had come to love them all. That was why she was here.

She recalled the night of the Dubaishev party, St Nicholas’ Eve. She had not wanted to go, and neither had Nicholai. He had been on leave. By then she and her mother were enrolled as nurses at the fashionable Princess Golitsin hospital. For her mother it was an opportunity to wear uniform, when everybody in her set wore uniform, striking a noble pose at soirées and balls. She had helped Catherine to enrol too, confirming the lie that she was seventeen, and, through her contacts, providing the papers to prove it. (‘Well, you look seventeen, my darling. Or even eighteen. And the officers you’ll meet as a nurse will be much more dashing than the pimply schoolboys of your own age. And what else am I to do with you if I’m away tending sick heroes?’)

Nicky had not been dashing. He had been shy, serious, and deeply affected by what he had already seen at the front. They had met because they were the only ones not dancing. He had a curl of black hair over one eye and translucent white skin, and he had shivered despite his military greatcoat in the cold of the balcony when they watched the candle-lit procession below. She had kissed him, crimsoning afterwards. Pretending experience she did not have, imitating her mother, she had led him by the hand to where the izhvochiks waited by the sleighs. He was seventeen, and unsure of himself. She did not tell him that she was not yet fifteen. Under the rugs they had clumsily made love. She remembered how afterwards she had looked into his grey eyes and seen the expression of wonder there. The broad back of the driver was still hunched over the reins; the gas lamps shone palely through the night mist; the sleigh bells tinkled. Nothing and everything had changed. She traced a finger over the film of his boy’s moustache. ‘Katusha,’ he whispered, pressing her knuckles to his cold cheek. ‘We have such a short time. My leave...’

‘We have forever,’ she had told him. ‘Forever.’

He had dropped her at the palace of her mother’s friend, and promised to pick her up early the next day – but all she had received was a letter, delivered just before noon by a sleepy corporal from his depot. The message was brief, almost formal, written in a precise schoolboy’s hand. He had received urgent and immediate summons to go back to the front, he wrote. Could she come to see him off at one o’clock? She rushed to the station and saw the steam of his train as it pulled away. Three weeks later he was dead, killed somewhere in the Carpathians.

Her mother had mentioned it casually. They were in their droshky, returning from the ballet. ‘Oh, I quite forgot to tell you,’ she said. ‘I was having ices this morning at the Angleterre with Mrs Dubaishev. She told me her nephew had been killed. I think he was that wan-looking boy you were talking to at the party, Nicky Something-or-other. I suppose I had better write a condolence letter to his parents. You can’t remember what his surname was, can you? I still get so confused with these Russian patronymics. My dear, whatever’s the matter? Were you sweet on him? Oh, dearest, what a shame.’ And later: ‘Catherine, please, do control yourself. Of course it’s very sad, but you can’t be sentimental about every death in this awful war. You hardly knew the boy. I’ve such a headache.’

The next day Catherine submitted a formal application to serve in a front-line unit. Her mother had been horrified – but Catherine was accepted. She arrived in Gorlitse only ten days before the great retreat.

And now she was a veteran. Few nurses had had such relentless front-line experience as she. She had never taken any of the leave due to her, except once when she joined Marya, who was recuperating from influenza, at a spa in the Crimea. She had not returned to St Petersburg to see her mother, whose life disgusted her now. Parties, dances, spiritualist séances, betrayal by Prince This and a new infatuation with Prince That; she had no idea who Pyotr was. It was all one and the same.

Her mother had always been feckless. Catherine’s whole life had been spent in hotels, with occasional sojourns in palazzos and spas. She was fluent in four languages before she was ten, and after her mother had followed her new banker friend to St Petersburg in 1913, she had added a fifth, Russian. At least her mother had got her lovers to pay for tutors, and there must be few girls of her age, she thought, who had such first-hand experience of geography, and none with so many stepfathers at various times of different nationality. She had had no difficulty in passing herself off as seventeen. Sometimes she thought that she had never had a childhood. She smiled: she had been a woman with a past before most girls had even begun to consider their future.

Even her birth had been exotic. She had been born in Mongolia when her mother was fleeing from the Boxer Rebellion. What she had been doing in China Catherine did not know; nor had she much idea of whom her father had been, except that he was called Cabot and that he had died before she was born. Her mother had told her he was ‘a hero. A martyr, darling. Far too good for me. We met on a boat. He liked cricket.’ That was all she knew, all that her mother would tell her – except that he had come from a wealthy family who apparently provided her with the cheques that fuelled her lavish lifestyle. She had a vague memory of spending one Christmas with grandparents in Lincolnshire as a small girl – at least, with an old couple whom her mother had said were her grandparents. They had been kind, as had another old couple they had visited in Scotland, her godparents – but that had been long ago, and her mother would never speak of those days.

Her earliest real memories were of Japan, where her mother had lived with a tall man, who had twinkling blue eyes and a black moustache, in a wooden house with a grey-tiled roof that looked over hundreds of islands. He had been the only one of her mother’s lovers who had treated her like a daughter, telling her stories about tigers and maharajahs’ palaces and genies who knew the secrets of great treasure troves, as he paced back and forth beside her cot. He walked with a limp, she recalled, which seemed odd in such a powerful man. She could not recall a time in her life when she had been happier – until the quarrels began with Mama. With a wet finger she had made a hole in a paper door so she could see into the room where they were arguing. She had been sad, because she loved this man, and she hated it that her mother would scream at him so. He had not come to see them off when they had left on a liner for England, and that had hurt her more than she could say. Now she could not even recall his name. If her mother had one rule, it was that she would never speak of her past lovers.

Catherine glanced at the watch hanging from her apron. It was after four. She supposed she had better return to the tents. Mamasha would probably scold her anyway. She hoped that by now the argument between Marya and Olga might have subsided. Olga’s case, containing her winter boots and leather jacket, had been stolen and she blamed Marya for leaving it outside their tent. These days, if it was not one thing it was another. They were not the happy little group they had once been.

She picked up her letters, which had fallen on to the grass. Would she follow her mother to Paris? On the face of it there seemed little future for her in Russia. Not with these Bolsheviki who, day by day, were becoming more powerful. Their leader, Lenin, had already attempted a coup d’état, and although Kerensky and the army had driven him for the moment from St Petersburg, she knew that the influence of professional revolutionaries like him was as strong as ever. Perhaps it would be sensible to leave now before the situation in the country deteriorated further. Yet how could she abandon her duties? How could she abandon Marya and her other friends? This little nursing unit was the only real family she had ever known. She felt sudden terror; she could not imagine a life beyond this war. What meaning could she possibly find in her existence? Her work unit was her world. It was the only time she had ever belonged. Even the bickering was that of a close family. If she became cast off from them what would there be? She had a sudden vision of driftwood, tossed on a raging sea.

She shivered, though the late afternoon was still warm, and the colours of summer blazed within the glade. A squirrel scurried up a tree. It paused, half-way up the trunk, as if listening for something. Then she heard it too – the scream.

‘We will hunt them down, Sestritsa,’ said the officer. ‘They are animals, and will be hanged when we catch them. That I promise you.’

One of his Cossacks, a bushy-bearded man with red cheeks and a tear in the corner of his eye, offered her a mug of tea. She took it but did not raise it to her lips. Hunched on the camp stool she was only aware of the grey blankets that covered the bodies of her friends. The one over Olga did not quite extend to her feet. Catherine could see the pointed red boots, which her friend had loved, protruding from the cloth. A part of her mind told her that this was untidy. Marya and Natalya, smaller girls, were completely covered. Poor Olga. So tall and ungainly, always criticised by Mamasha for her clumsiness. Catherine glanced at a blanket slightly further away. The grass was bloody around it. Mamasha would not be criticising any of the nurses in her charge again.

‘They were deserters.’ She heard the officer’s voice from far, far away. ‘Infantry,’ he spat, as if this were important.

Catherine looked at him dreamily. ‘Russian soldiers,’ she murmured. ‘They were Russian soldiers.’

The officer stared at her, then he hung his head. ‘Yes,’ he said, after a moment. ‘They were Russians.’

Catherine sipped the tea. It burned her lips. A group of men were crouching close to where the horses were haltered, at the side of the clearing. ‘Who are they?’ she asked.

The officer followed her glance. ‘They are part of a work battalion,’ he said quietly. ‘Kirghiz volunteers. We’re escorting them to the lines. A queer lot, aren’t they?’

She peered at them, squinting against the rays of the setting sun. She had never seen anybody quite like them. They wore colourfully striped robes. They had knives in their orange silk sashes, and their shaggy fur hats were cocked at a rakish angle on their heads. Some were lightly bearded with fierce, hawk-like features, browned and cracked from exposure to the elements. They were observing her solemnly, impassively, from warm, hazel eyes. These were not the Tatars she was used to. They were alien, other-worldly.

‘We’re dredging the empire for men,’ said the officer. ‘They are nomads from Turkestan. The great Mongolian steppes.’

‘I come from there,’ murmured Catherine.

The officer was confused. ‘But, Sestritsa, you are English...’

‘I was born there,’ she said. Her voice broke. ‘In the wilderness...’

Suddenly she was weeping, bent double, and the mug of tea slipped from her hands. Her shoulders shook. The control she had exerted over her emotions for two years of war tumbled like logs smashed from a coffer dam. She saw Marya again as she had found her only an hour ago, violated, stabbed, mutilated, the familiar half-smile and black, shadowed eyes gazing up slyly in death, as if the obscene position in which her lower body was twisted over the bayonet had been one of the naughty pranks she had sometimes played on Mamasha. She saw Mamasha herself, and Olga, and Natalya – her beloved sisters – as they were now: anonymous grey bundles on the grass. There had been so much death bobbing in the turbulent stream of her short life; everybody she loved seemed condemned to die horribly, or go away, like the man with the black moustache in her childhood had gone away. And now the family she had made for herself in this war was also lost to her. Oh, it was pointless, pointless. ‘You can’t be sentimental, my dear. There are plenty of fishes in the sea.’ She heard the terrible drawl of her mother over the wash of angry waves sweeping the debris of her mind. And she groaned. Because in a deep part of herself she knew her mother was probably right. Nothing did matter. There was no meaning, no purpose. Only the wild winds blowing over a sea of grass in the wilderness in which she had been born.

‘Sestritsa,’ she heard the officer say, ‘is there anything – anything we can do?’

‘I’ll be fine,’ she said, ‘in a moment.’

She took the handkerchief he proffered, and dabbed her eyes. The Kirghiz tribesmen were watching her. One was smiling at her, a jagged, kind smile of immeasurable understanding.

Yu Fu-kuei, 1921

Yu Fu-kuei had two more weeks to go before she had to submit the first draft of her thesis. For two months now she had been writing it, and she had hardly left her rooms in St Hugh’s. However, this afternoon promised sunshine, after weeks of summer rain, and she had asked John Soo, an earnest, bespectacled young compatriot from the engineering faculty, to meet her at Magdalen Bridge and take her punting. She was aware of how much he admired her, and perhaps if her life had been set on a different course, she might have responded to his shy advances. She liked his reserve (uncommon in a southerner, especially in a Cantonese). He would be content to pole the boat along quietly while she reclined against the cushions and read her books of poetry. She had brought with her today a well-thumbed copy of the English Helicon, annotated in the margins with her neat calligraphy, and also volumes of Marvell and Herrick. Strictly speaking, the metaphysical poets did not belong to her period, which was the high age of Elizabethan pastoral, but in their treatment of nature they exhibited a subtlety and whimsicality that had parallels with some of the verses of Wang Wei and Li Po.

Idly, she trailed her hand through the chill green water. She loved the Cherwell: this gentle stream winding like the nave of a cathedral under a vaulted ceiling of leaves; sunshine dappling through the canopy like flashing jewels of light through a stained-glass window. She revelled in the silence of this enclosed little world made up of tranquillity, flowers and shade, where there were no extraneous sounds but the plop of the pole pulling through the water, and the occasional scurry of a small animal or bird in the bushes or reeds. For Fu-kuei, the Chinese student of English pastoral, this little tributary of the Thames represented Arcadia. It inspired the sort of philosophical musings on Nature, which, in a poet of the stature of Marvell or Donne, became a symbol of order in the universe and society. Quickly she thumbed through the book until she found the lines she remembered:


... The Mind, that Ocean where each kind

Does straight its own resemblance find...



Yes, this was the passage she had marked.


... Annihilating all that’s made

To a green Thought in a green Shade.



Fu-kuei sighed and closed the book. ‘A green thought in a green shade’. So evocative.

Was an appreciation of beauty reactionary, she wondered. Bourgeois? Wang would have thought so. He would never have approved of what she was doing now. Poor Wang. So pure. So certain. So simplistic. So... dead. It was rare now that she thought of him, which was strange, because he had been her husband and had once meant everything in life to her. Wang, her revolutionary lover.

With a push of its powerful webbed feet, a swan propelled itself into the water, rocking the punt with its bow wave. Its cold eye glared at Fu-kuei as it sailed by.

She remembered the last time she had seen Wang alive: his defiance when they had been captured, how he had spat at the officer arresting them, his spittle flying accurately the length of the room. How proud he had been of his peasant habits. They had beaten him, but had not been able to erase the scornful smile from his bleeding face. His lips were still curled in an arrogant sneer when they had beheaded him three days later. She knew that because they had thrown his head into her cell. They had waited to see her reaction and she had not disappointed them. She had heard their mocking laughter through her screams. That had been the last time she had satisfied them. By the time they had begun to rape her, they were playing with an empty shell, for some time during that first long night she had drifted away from the pain; what remained had been the register of each indignity and torment from far away. Whatever feelings or emotions had motivated the old Fu-kuei had never truly returned. Only her mind still functioned, and the memory of each injury, which she had filed in her subconscious like an examining magistrate patiently preparing a prosecution for revenge. It was a cold simulacrum of her former self that was punting on an English river today.

With a shrug of disgust she dropped her book on to the duckboard at her feet.

‘Are you all right?’ asked John Soo, looking at her with concern from the prow.

‘Oh, I’m fine,’ she said.

He nodded, and poled on.

Marvell had been a revolutionary, she recalled. He had supported Parliament against the King, in that mild upheaval the British called their civil war. She smiled, thinking of the civil wars her own country had experienced – the Taiping rebellion, in which twenty million people had died; the Boxer uprising, which had taken place when she was a child – she still remembered the vengeful Russians riding past her house and the fear in her parents’ eyes; the 1911 revolution against the Manchus and the bloody countermeasures taken by the warlords in her native Fengtian Province; the beheadings that followed and the purges in her own town of Shishan. What did the English know of civil war?

She had found them a shy, courteous people, their manner as temperate as their climate. She wondered what force turned these gentle farmers, shopkeepers and scholars into the brazen, overbearing imperialists they became abroad. She was well aware of how the British Empire exploited the poor cotton farmers of India to provide cheap materials for its capitalist mills. She knew, first hand, how it had exploited her own country, siphoning away its wealth through the Maritime Customs Service. Many nations had conspired to plunder her country, but the British had been the worst. There had been a time when her friends had believed that things would change after the dreadful world war that had strained Britain’s resources to breaking point and squandered the blood of its young on the battlefields of France. There had been optimism in her university campus in Peking that the Versailles Peace Conference would create a new order in the world, restoring China’s lost territories – but the victors had merely apportioned the spoils. President Wilson and the others had spoken of the abolition of the extra-territoriality laws and the dismantling of colonial concessions; yet they acceded to Japan’s Twenty-one Demands, and approved this new colonial power’s seizure of vast tracts of territory in Manchuria and Shantung.

Fu-kuei had abandoned her studies and marched in protest with the other students to the Tiananmen Gate on May 4th 1919. It was there that she had met the young peasant trade unionist, Wang Yi, falling under the spell of his fiery oratory as he harangued the crowds. It had seemed that his denunciation of feudalism and complacency had been directed at her. Afterwards she had gone to him and asked how she could help, and he had looked her up and down insolently, laughing at her for her modest manners and her fine clothes. He had accused her of being a member of the privileged bourgeoisie, and asked what she knew or cared about the suffering proletariat. She had blushed with anger and shame but she had told him she would do anything. ‘Anything?’ he had questioned her, smiling. ‘It’s a hard road for dainty feet.’ And in her anger she had kicked him, to prove that her feet were anything but dainty. ‘Oh, you’ll do,’ he had said, and that had been the beginning of her education.

She remembered their wedding night, the wretched tea-house in a back alley in Hatamen, above which Wang had his lodgings, and how he had carried her up the rickety stairs while his friends shouted and banged their bowls of gaoliang on the tables, and how Wang, swaying at the top, had led them in a drunken rendering of the ‘Internationale’. Her arms round his broad shoulders, she had gazed into his shining face and thought he was god-like, unconquerable, and wondered what miracle had made him hers. Later, behind the thin hanging that separated their corner of the attic, she had lain on a straw mattress with this hero in her arms, and discovered that he was only a boy, as inexperienced as she, and from then on she had loved him the more.

Yes, she thought now, they had been children. They really had believed that they were immortal, and that anything was achievable simply through the power of their love. They had imagined they could refashion the world to their dreams. They saw themselves as the vanguard of a revolution that would bury capitalism and injustice in the dawn of a new age. They would dare each other to ever bolder deeds, drinking in the admiration of their fellow students and agitators, as if this was the aphrodisiac they needed when they returned to the little world of their attic. Their very lovemaking had been revolutionary. Angry and chipped like a granite statue when he was addressing a crowd, Wang’s rough manners would soften as he undressed her and she would see wonder in his eyes when he held her, tenderly, as if she were priceless porcelain, while she, fired by his touch, would lose all remaining vestiges of gentility, and violently pull him by his hair to her breast, moaning and biting his smooth skin. ‘Every time we fuck, you and I,’ he once joked with her, ‘we betray our class origins.’

She had rolled her head back and laughed. ‘Oh, how I love you,’ she had cried. ‘You’re so beautiful, so strong.’ And he had smiled and told her, hush, she would disturb their room-mates beyond the curtain. ‘I don’t care,’ she had shouted, for sheer joy. ‘I’m happy. We’re changing China. Changing the world!’

She wondered sometimes what had become of that innocence. In the distance, she saw the spire of Magdalen chapel fading behind the trees. No, she no longer believed in dreams. It would take more than love and idealism to change China.

Her colleagues at the university still spoke admiringly of Confucius’s ‘Golden Mean’ and the fair and impartial bureaucracy of scholar officials, of meritocracy chosen by Imperial Examination, of moderation and order that had lasted millennia. She had never contradicted them but she knew the reality: the Confucian system was at best an aesthetic misrepresentation of an order that did not exist, at worst a brocade gown veiling the bloated body of a corrupt, oppressive feudalism, stinking in its misuse of absolute power. It had been that corrupt system which Dr Sun Yat-sen had attempted to overthrow in 1911. All he had done, though, was to strip the covering from the patient, revealing the sores. Worse, every garrison commander had become a power in his own right. Warlords extorted taxes mercilessly at the point of a gun. There were the trappings of a government in Peking with a president and a prime minister, but it was immaterial which clique of gangsters happened to be in official power: they were all the same, worms crawling over each other in a tangle of greed. That was China now, and the only beneficiaries were the foreigners, whose gunboats prowled the inland waterways, giving them a free hand to conduct their all-important trade, using cheap Chinese labour in their sweatshops and factories.

She and Wang had believed they could do something about it. They had left Peking, and organised little sabotages of factory machinery in the Shanghai cotton mills, and strikes among the workers. They had returned, giggling and embracing, to their tenement hideaway, with triumph in their eyes, imagining they had brought the revolution a little nearer. All that they had accomplished was Wang’s death, her torture.

Once a week she was invited to drink sherry with Miss Murtry, her tutor, and some of her fellow students. Nice, blue-stocking girls, mostly from wealthy homes, with bobbed hair, spectacles and gleaming, curious eyes, who asked her questions about China. She answered as was expected of her, with descriptions of temples or on-the-spot translations of Tang poems. ‘Oh, I hope I have the chance to go there,’ they would squeal, pressing their hands together and lifting their shoulders in the girlish manner she had noticed that well-brought-up English girls affected. ‘Would you really like to see my country as it is?’ she sometimes thought of replying. ‘Then let me show you what it is like to be stripped naked in a basement cell, with your hands tied behind you to your ankles for three days, while a brute in uniform beats the soles of your feet with a bamboo rod. Or what about being raped in rotation by the prison guards? Would you like that? Ten of them, one after the other, round the clock. How would you like it if one of them afterwards forced open your mouth when you pleaded for water, and urinated down your throat?’ But instead she sipped her sherry and smiled her demure smile, murmuring that she would be pleased to escort any of them round the sights of Peking if ever the opportunity arose.

She was jolted out of her reverie when John Soo, who had misjudged one of the bends in the river, bumped the punt into the bank. He pushed it off with the pole, his boater over his eyes. Fu-kuei laughed. He looked comical, like Buster Keaton in one of the movies.

‘You looked far away just now,’ he said, when he had recovered his balance.

‘I was thinking of China,’ she answered.

‘Ah, China.’ He gave the boat a hard shove up the stream. ‘You’ll be going back, then?’

‘After I hand in my paper. I was only going to be here for a year to do my thesis.’

‘I was hoping you would stay on for a doctorate. Didn’t your professor offer you a place?’

‘A conditional one. But I have to go back to Shanghai. It’s my duty,’ she added.

‘Duty,’ said John. ‘Then you have no choice, have you?’

Poor Soo. He was so conservative. He probably thought she was returning for an arranged marriage. Well, she would marry Captain Yang if he insisted. She would do whatever was necessary. Her instructions were clear.

Was she fond of Captain Yang? She was grateful to him. He had saved her life. He had been the new commandant of the prison, taking up his post some five weeks after she had been arrested. He had come to the cells on a tour of inspection. She remembered the door crashing open, and his smart uniform, his shiny boots, his spurs. She had hunched with her arms clutching her knees, wondering what new torment was in store for her, and at first she thought he was shouting at her. It was some moments before she grasped that his anger was not directed at her but at the guards who stood cowed by the door. She could hardly believe her ears. ‘Are we animals?’ he was shrieking. ‘Do we keep women chained naked like beasts?’ He rounded on the corporal-in-charge, slapping his face. ‘Look at those bruises. This is the new China,’ he roared. ‘We do not treat our prisoners like animals. I want clothes for her, and I want a doctor to examine her. Now!’ Something about this had struck her as funny and, painfully, she had begun to laugh. The officer had stared at her in amazement. She moved a hand to her face expecting him to strike her, but instead he knelt down beside her, resting his gloves on her shoulders. She spat in his face. Even then he had not hit her. He shook his head and closed his eyes. ‘I want a doctor. Now,’ he had ordered. ‘If this woman is touched again, whoever is responsible will be on a charge.’ Then he had stamped out of the cell.

There had been no more beatings after that, no more rapes. In fact, the guards who had abused her now treated her with cautious respect; even, in some cases, with kindness. Slowly the bruises healed; she was given better food. One day she had been taken out of her cell to the captain’s office, which terrified her more than the beatings had done, and she sat nervously, waiting for a sentence of death – but the young officer had said, ‘Let us introduce ourselves properly. My name is Yang Yi-liang. We’re roughly the same age. You started studying at Pei Ta at about the same time as I was graduating from the Chiangnan Military Academy. You interest me. Listen, I serve my general because that is my duty, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t applaud the May 4th Movement or want to create a better country. I suspect that we come from similar backgrounds. Your father’s a rich merchant, isn’t he? So’s mine. What makes an educated, intelligent woman like you want to associate with firebrands like Wang Yi and destroy factories?’

Of course she had told him she had nothing to say. ‘I’m not interrogating you,’ he said. ‘This isn’t an attempt to disorient you in order to get information out of you. Soft treatment after hard. And I’m not seeking information to construct a case against you. We’re satisfied that you and Mr Wang were operating on your own, so we are not looking for the names of accomplices. I just want to understand why you did what you did.’

She had refused to answer him. ‘All right,’ he said, smiling kindly. ‘It’s probably too much to expect you to trust me immediately. But don’t go down to that cold cell yet. Sit for a while in the sunshine. Don’t mind me. I’ve plenty of work to do,’ and he had set to the papers on his desk, whistling to himself, ignoring her, which had disoriented her still further.

It had not been a normal friendship. Slowly, however, over the following weeks, she had relaxed enough to answer his questions, and engage in the debate he seemed to want. She found that he was well-read. He had even studied Marx, but he rejected the argument that capitalism had caused the world’s problems. ‘Yes, we must do more for the ordinary people,’ he told her, ‘but not by destroying everything first. I agree with you that China’s wealth should be controlled by the Chinese people, and when our own house is in order, we must do away with these extra-territoriality laws and the pseudo-colonialism of the concessions...’ There were times, she realized, when she enjoyed herself.

One afternoon he had told her she would not be returning to her cell. He had spoken to his leaders, he said, and persuaded them that she was not a dangerous criminal, only misguided. He had been given permission for her to move into his quarters. ‘You’ll have your own room, the amah’s room, but it will be more comfortable than the cell. Officially you are on housekeeper duty. You won’t try to escape, will you? You’re still a prisoner.’ She was staring at him in amazement. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘I have no intention of molesting you. I just thought that you’d like the chance to sit in more airy quarters and read books that are denied you at the moment.’

Ten days later they became lovers. She had slipped into his room one night when he was asleep. He had not resisted. Instead he had cried and told her he loved her.

Three months after that she was free. He had made her sign a self-criticism, stating that she regretted her actions and now abjured Communism and all other forms of revolutionary thought. ‘I have to give this to my general, who’s prepared to consider a pardon,’ he had told her. ‘He trusts me and has agreed to this favour. He believes you have seen the error of your ways but he needs something in writing from you. It’s the truth, isn’t it? After all our talks... By all means say that you believe in Nationalism. That’s fine. So do I... But revolution? That’s all in the past, isn’t it?’

‘No, it’s the truth,’ she had told him, looking him levelly in the eyes. ‘Thank you for saving me. I love you,’ she added, and had signed.

It had been his idea that she study abroad. He wanted her to finish her education, he told her; he wanted her to fulfil the potential of her life that had been cut off through her reckless flirtation with politics. He would be happy to pay. No Chinese university would take her now, he said, but she could find a college in America or Europe. She had chosen Oxford, applied and been accepted. The assessors had thought that her proposed comparison between sixteenth century English verse and the poems of the Tang would be interesting. Yang Yi-liang had seen her off at the International Pier, and there were tears in her eyes as well as his when the ship moved away from the dock, and the streamers parted.

That night, in the first-class dining room, she had met the German businessman, Mr Behrens, who, she later discovered, had asked to be seated at her table. It had been many deckside conversations later, when the ship had turned into the Red Sea on the way to Suez, that she discovered he was an agent of the Third International, the Comintern as he called it, Lenin’s organisation to spread revolution overseas, and that he had orders for her from Moscow. ‘We are pleased by your association. We have been watching your Captain Yang,’ he had told her. ‘He is a rising man. We want you to keep this relationship. One day it may be useful to us. For now you are to have a holiday. Pastoral poetry? It will be most pleasant for you, I think.’

She focused on what John Soo was saying. ‘We’re not going to have the river to ourselves, it seems,’ he was murmuring. ‘Navigation may become a bit tricky in a minute.’

Three punts were floating abreast down the river towards them, covering the width of the stream. The students at the poles were laughing and shouting, and their companions were having a party; she could see the champagne glasses in their hands. One young man, dressed like the others in white ducks and blazer, was strumming a banjo. Children, thought Fu-kuei. Spoiled, privileged children.

Her attention was caught by the one female in the group who was reclining in the seat of the middle punt. She was wearing a wide-skirted white dress with long cotton sleeves. Ripples of red hair framed her face, and on her head she wore a garland of dandelions and poppies. One of the young men was lying with his head in her lap. The others appeared to be paying court to her. She was the centre of this moving, laughing world. Fu-kuei was suddenly reminded of one of the illustrations in her copy of Tennyson’s Morte d’Arthur. If the woman had not been holding a glass in one hand and a cigarette in the other she might have been Guinevere surrounded by her knights a-Maying.

As the punts drew nearer Fu-kuei could see her face more clearly, pale but with touches of crimson in her cheeks. She had a delicate nose and her lips curved in an ironic smile. She was young, but there was a watchfulness in her green eyes, as if she were somehow detached from her companions. The faint lines on her forehead and mouth suggested that she had suffered, or at least been marked to some degree by hard experience. One of the young men said something to her and the woman laughed – rather harshly – but her eyes softened in humour as she delivered what was obviously a tart rejoinder, causing a burst of merriment from her admirers, and a dig in the ribs to the boy who had spoken.

There was something familiar about her. Fu-kuei was sure that she had seen her somewhere before.

The boats were upon them. John Soo had observed a narrow gap between the left-hand and middle punts, and made for it. Wood grated as he scraped past, and for a long moment all four punts were locked together. Fu-kuei ducked as the steersman on the woman’s boat staggered and his pole swung wide. Droplets of water showered her head.

There were good-humoured cries of ‘Whoa there!’ and ‘Boarders!’ and ‘Steady on!’

The boy with his head in the girl’s lap opened his eyes and raised himself on one elbow. ‘I say,’ he drawled, ‘am I dreaming? It’s a couple of Celestials. Where did they come from?’ He raised his boater in mock-politeness, narrowing his eyes in the manner of a music-hall Chinaman, and launched into a meaningless chatter consisting of ‘Haw! Ching chang chong.’ The banjo-player broke into a vaudeville song:


‘Chin Chin Chinaman muchee muchee sad,

Me aflaid all’a tlade velly velly bad.

No joke stony bloke, have to shuttee shop,

Chin Chin Chinaman chop chop chop!’



Fu-kuei glanced away from them, concerned about the effect this might be having on John Soo. His features were set in an impassive mask, so she could only guess at the depth of his anger. She turned back to look into the level green eyes of the girl, who was now beside her. She had not taken part in the antics and was frowning, apparently with displeasure. As Fu-kuei watched, the girl viciously slapped the young man who had started this jape on the side of his head. ‘Ow, that hurt,’ he yelped.

‘I meant it to,’ she said, in a strong voice that carried above the laughter.

With a heave John Soo broke his boat clear of the others, which drifted downstream. As the gap widened, the girl turned to keep her eyes on Fu-kuei. Before they had disappeared round a bend of the river, Fu-kuei had remembered where she had seen her before.

It had been at a lecture organised by the Fabian Society in a tea-room in New Inn Hall Street. An economist from London University was speaking on Russia’s New Economic Programme. John Soo had persuaded Fu-kuei to attend. ‘This is relevant to our country’s struggle,’ he had told her. She had been subjected to a lacklustre eulogy on the achievements of the Bolsheviks, a wordy paean on how they had created a new industrial society out of the feudalism of the past. She had been trying to conceal a yawn when the lecture had been disrupted by a group of rowdy hecklers jeering the speaker in that braying manner of upper-class English students, chanting ‘Go back to Moscow’ and ‘We don’t want Bolos here.’

The speaker, an earnest little man with an untidy moustache and spectacles, had attempted to handle the interruption humorously at first. ‘Oh, yes?’ he had shouted in his reedy voice. ‘And how many of you fine young ladies and gentlemen have actually been to the Soviet Republic, as I have? Or is your own eloquence on the subject derived entirely from the propaganda in Lord Beaverbrook’s Liberal Party rags?’ He had smiled smugly at his witticism, buoyed by the nods of approval from the faithful in the front row. The hecklers roared abuse, but rising out of the tumult came a clear female voice, ‘Well, I was there, Mr Know-it-all Speaker, right through the revolution. Does that count?’

Fu-kuei had turned her head and seen a girl with striking red hair. She was wearing a short, fashionable frock. She had an egret plume on her head and a fox fur draped over one shoulder. Her face was heavily made up. She was leaning on the arm of a smiling young man wearing white tie and tails. They looked as if they were dressed for a ball.

In the expectant silence that followed her outburst, the speaker smiled. ‘If you’ll forgive me, my dear, you look a little young to have been in Petrograd in ’seventeen.’

‘Old enough to have served for three years as a nurse on the eastern front. Did you serve in the war?’

He puffed himself up to his full five foot three inches. ‘I served honourably enough in one of His Majesty’s prisons, where they incarcerated those conscientious objectors brave enough to stand up and make known their horror of the slaughter of the working man for capitalist interests.’

‘Lucky you were in a capitalist gaol,’ said the girl. ‘I don’t think you’d have survived long in a Bolshevik one.’

‘Madam is speaking from experience, perhaps?’

‘As it happens I am. In Moscow just before Brest Litovsk. I was questioned when my train arrived from the front. I was still wearing my nurse’s uniform, you see, and that branded me with the officers. They were shooting officers in those days, your Bolsheviks.’ The room had stilled. ‘I wasn’t imprisoned then. Not immediately. They let me go on that occasion, allowing me to stay with a friend. I had a chance to see what life was like in the Workers’ Paradise. No food. No fuel. Hunger. Cold. More frozen bodies – just as dead as the ones I saw at the front but this time in the heart of the city – and nowhere to bury them because the graveyards were full and the crematoria didn’t work. You could say there was equality of treatment. Everybody starved. Well, that’s not quite right, is it? Because everybody didn’t starve, did they? The Cheka were well fed. The members of the Party had fires...’

‘Propaganda!’ cried the speaker.

The woman ignored him. She had the floor. ‘Of course they came for me. I was a foreigner and therefore a spy. The house in which we were keeping a beggar’s existence in the two servants’ rooms they allowed us to use was a mansion that had belonged to my friends, and therefore we were class enemies. We all had an idea what would be in store for us by the time we arrived at the Lubyanka. You surely know what the Lubyanka is, Mr Know-it-all-Speaker? Or perhaps it wasn’t on your tour. No, it wouldn’t have been, would it? A pity. You’d have been impressed. Their prisons are full of scientific techniques – torture as an industrial process. Very efficient. Quite in keeping with your New Economic Programme.’

There were a few nervous titters. ‘Luckily I managed to avoid the full treatment,’ she continued. ‘I was recognised by one of the Cheka commissars interrogating me. He’d served at the front and been wounded. Apparently I’d saved his leg. He remembered. I didn’t. I’d treated thousands of wounded legs, you see. Amputated most of them.’ She giggled. ‘Couldn’t remember his. Couldn’t remember much at all by that stage – hadn’t slept for days. Difficult to sleep in a six-man cell crammed with forty people. Ironic, isn’t it? The whole point of torture is to get information out of you. Hard to confess when you’ve forgotten who you are.’ She ran a hand over her forehead. ‘Anyway, Mr Cheka helped me, and later he even found me the papers to get me on a train across Siberia to Vladivostok. Wasn’t that a nice Bolsheviki kind of thing to do?’

‘An honest official,’ declared the speaker. ‘An example of the good Soviet citizen.’

‘No, a corrupt gangster,’ the girl had said, in a different, harsher tone. ‘Like all his kind. You don’t think he did this favour for me for free, do you? Do you?’ Her voice had suddenly become shrill. ‘And do you suppose that I had any choice but to give him what he wanted?’

In the horrified hush that followed, Fu-kuei had seen the anger in the girl’s green eyes, her shaking shoulders, the glint of a tear, and knew that she had been through experiences similar to her own. She was clearly implacably opposed to everything in which Fu-kuei believed, but she suddenly felt a bond with her beyond any ideology. They had graduated from the same school.

‘Come on, Catherine, that’s enough.’ The young man in the white tie took her by the arm. The fire had gone out of her, and she allowed herself to be led out of the room. A hush accompanied their departure. Then there had been a pandemonium of shouts over the speaker’s squeaking denunciations of ‘Lies. Propaganda of the rightist press. Don’t believe her, ladies and gentlemen.’

But Fu-kuei did. ‘Please take me home,’ she had asked John Soo. ‘I hate politics.’

‘That woman,’ she said now. ‘With the red hair. She was...’

‘The one at the meeting. I know,’ said John Soo, shortly. He was poling the punt quietly. There was no trace of anger in his expression but she could see that he was tense from his rigid shoulders.

‘I didn’t recognise her. The makeup she wore that night...’

‘I recognised her immediately,’ said John. ‘Look, I don’t feel like punting any more. Shall we go back?’

The punt had half turned in mid-stream when, on the bank, Fu-kuei saw the woman they had been speaking about. She was standing with her back to the sunshine, her arms hanging loosely by her sides. Fu-kuei could see her limbs and the contours of her body through the white light of her dress. Her dark red hair, with its crown of flowers, blazed in an aureola of colour. She was panting: she must have run back along the towpath after being let off her own punt. To Fu-kuei she looked like a spirit of the river, or a shepherdess who had strayed out of her sixteenth-century poems.

‘Here. You there,’ she heard the woman cry. ‘Do you speak English?’

‘Very well,’ said John Soo, acerbically.

‘I’m so glad. Listen, I want to apologise,’ called the woman. ‘We were unforgivably rude to you back there.’

‘You were not rude,’ Fu-kuei heard herself say.

‘Well, the others were.’

‘Children’s games,’ said Fu-kuei. ‘We understand.’ She could feel John Soo glaring at her.

‘Yes, they are children,’ the woman said. ‘A lost generation, really. Some of them were in the war, the last year of it, at least.’

‘As were you, I believe,’ said Fu-kuei. ‘For longer.’

‘So that was you. I thought I saw you in the audience. You heard my outburst, then. How embarrassing.’

‘I thought you were very brave to speak in that way. I was moved,’ said Fu-kuei.

‘Were you? Were you? Listen, I do want to make it up to you. Please let me make amends.’

‘There really is no need,’ said Fu-kuei.

‘Yes, there is,’ she said. ‘My name’s Catherine – Catherine Cabot. I’m at Somerville. It’s my last year. You will come and see me, won’t you? For tea or something?’ She laughed – the harsh laugh that was at odds with her smile. ‘Come on, you’re Chinese, aren’t you? You must drink tea. Oh, gosh, what a thing to say. Now you’ll think I’m laughing at you. I’m not, though. Please say yes.’

‘It really isn’t necessary.’

‘But it’ll be fun, won’t it? I’d love to know you better. Do say yes. Tomorrow or the day after. I won’t take no for an answer, you know. If your grumpy friend steers your punt away I’ll leap in and swim after you.’

Fu-kuei could not help but laugh. ‘All right, Miss Cabot. After I finish my thesis perhaps.’

‘That’s marvellous,’ she cried. Her brow furrowed as if she had something else to say and her eyes fixed on Fu-kuei, who thought she caught a look of fascination, uncertainty, a hint of vulnerability. The girl smiled. ‘I’d better run back and catch the others. Remember, it’s Catherine Cabot at Somerville.’ And she started off in the direction from which she had come, running lightly, a maenad among the flowers.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever understand the English,’ said John Soo, as he lifted the pole.

Fu-kuei did not hear him. She was considering the ironies and contradictions of her own life, the one she had chosen – or the one that had chosen her. A sudden breeze shivered the surface of the water and for the first time the thought of returning to China filled her with fear. She saw doors closing, options denied her. Wearily she reached for her poetry books, seeking – if only for a last fleeting moment – the illusory certainty of a green thought in a green shade.


PART ONE

The Parasol Wars1921–1926



1

Journey Through a War

From the journal of William Lampsett, Reuters correspondent, Shanhaikuan Front, 28 July 1922

1.00 p.m.

I find myself in a narrow strip of land between the mountains and the sea while two armies prepare for battle. A breeze ruffles the millet fields, and the grey tiles of a deserted village glint in the sunshine. It’s a pretty scene: the wild grass on the hillsides enclosing the small valley buzzes with the sound of crickets. To the west rise the escarpments of the Yanshan Mountains, jagged parapets that merge with the even higher battlements of cloud pavilions, which billow upwards until they in turn are lost in wisps and pennants against a clear blue sky. A careless white line of waterfall is scratched on a black cliff face in the far distance, and if one peers closely one can see that some of the rocky crags are sentinel towers of the Great Wall, which tumbles not far from here into the ocean. It’s certainly not the first time in China’s history that armies have faced each other in these passes, and neither is it likely to be the last.

Today it’s not the forces of civilisation facing barbarians. These are two Chinese armies, evenly matched. The warlord of the north-east, Marshal Chang Tso-lin, is challenging the warlord of the south, Marshal Wu Pei-fu.

I am with a group of officers, who are examining their enemies’ positions through field-glasses. They look as if they have been fitted out by a theatrical costumier. Spurs are de rigueur. One or two sport sabres with hanging gold tassels. The display of medals and stars is considered quite seemly on a battlefield. Feathers and plumes on caps and kepis wave in the breeze. They all wear tinted spectacles against the glare of the sun. The grey, bushy-moustached general is swathed in a cape. I could be among the chorus in an Offenbach farce.

2.20 p.m.

Ah, action at last. The general has shuffled his cloak. A gloved hand has emerged from its folds and flopped forward, the fingers pointing vaguely towards the enemy. The staff officer beside him snaps to attention and the order goes down the line to the most junior in rank, who summons a dispatch rider. A motorcycle bounces and growls across the hillside to where the officer in charge of the gun emplacements awaits his orders. There is a shouted command, a cheer that floats and fades like the croak of a faraway crow, and activity bustles round one of the cannons. A sharp retort follows, and moments later a flower of pink and black smoke mushrooms on the opposite hill. There is a long silence. The staff officers peer through their binoculars. After an interminable wait, there is another crack and smoke puff, a wail in the air, and the crash of an explosion on an unoccupied outcrop. With these formal exchanges, the battle for the railway has begun.

4.10 p.m.

I was premature. I should have realised that the manuals these officers have studied at their academies are specific that no battle should take place without an artillery bombardment first. So for the last two hours the air above the valley has whined with projectiles, which invariably explode harmlessly away from the actual ground on which the enemy forces are crouching.

But just now the general has checked his timepiece and cast an eye at the sun. It’s time to get on to the next stage if anything is to be decided today.

Company sergeants shout and the ranks deliver a dose of concentrated volley fire. If the intention of this display is to encourage the opposing force to capitulate it is clearly ineffective. The general consults with his staff officers. Apparently they have decided that an assault will have to be made.

There is a rattle down the lines as bayonets are fixed to rifles. A trumpet blares. A feeble cheer rises from the opposing hillsides, and the soldiers begin their descent. The steel of the bayonets flashes in the sunshine. Field officers shout encouragement. Some of the more enthusiastic raise their voices in the old Chinese battle cry: ‘Sha-a! Kii-iil!’

Suddenly both armies are halted in their tracks. A strange new sound is echoing in the valley. It comes from the east, a long-drawn-out bray, followed by the clatter of an approaching train. Its hooter sounds again, closer.

The officers press their binoculars to their eyes. Moustaches bristle. They swing their binoculars back to the battlefield, where the first echelons of the attack are approaching the railway line. After a long pause, the general’s glove rises into the air. The command to ‘Halt the advance’ is sounded.

Round the V of the hills marking the entrance to the valley a steam train pounds into view, dragging behind it a long procession of carriages. On the cylinder of the shiny black engine can be made out a label, in bright red lettering and characters, English and Chinese: ‘Mukden – Peking’. Two white flags flutter on either side. One of the officers looks at his watch. ‘It’s the twelve forty-five from Newchwang, Excellency,’ he tells his general.

The general’s face puffs a dark purple. ‘Foreigners!’ he snarls, in his vexation. Within moments the soldiers have sunk into the grass.

As the carriages rattle by, the men, knowing the way that armies work and that it will he some time before any further attack can be organised, fill their kettles from their billycans, and gather branches to make small fires. They settle into comfortable positions in the grass and pull their parasols out of their backpacks.

The bewildered foreign faces staring from the first-class carriages light up with wonder as the hillsides on either side of the track suddenly mushroom into a flower garden of pink, white and yellow paper umbrellas...

‘Did you see that, Catherine?’ The American girl turned from the dusty window. ‘There’s a battle going on out there.’

‘Looks more like a picnic to me,’ said Catherine.

‘Well, I haven’t had your experience, have I?’ said Martha, cheerfully, settling back into her seat. ‘Of wars, I mean.’

Catherine put down her magazine and observed her companion. There could not have been a greater contrast between the two women. One was tall and pale, the other dumpy and dark. While Catherine’s long red hair flowed naturally over her shoulders, Martha had tied hers into a frizzy bun. Catherine wore an elegant white dress, which highlighted the curves of her figure, and Martha’s black smock was draped sack-like over her heavy breasts and protuberant belly. They had met when Catherine had arrived at the door of the small cabin she had been allotted on the tramp steamer from Yokohama to Newchwang. She had been carrying her hatbox, the steward behind her straining with her trunk, and Martha had risen from her bunk. ‘Oh, my God, what do you know? A fashion queen! Are you really the Miss Cabot I’m going to be sharing with? There go my chances with the crew. They’ll be calling us Beauty and the Beast! Hi, I’m the Beast. Martha Cohen. Pleased to meet you.’ She had stretched out a slim hand that appeared incongruously delicate when compared to the rest of her robust figure. Close-set brown eyes above a fleshy nose and plump cheeks crinkled with merriment as her thick lips curved in a wide, toothy smile.

But the glimpse of soldiers through the window had stirred uncomfortable recollections in Catherine, and suddenly, with the dark-complexioned girl smiling opposite her, she recalled another dark, laughing face, one she had tried to burn from her memory, along with the blood-soaked blankets in the forest glade. Suddenly, she was annoyed with her new friend for displaying the same innocent curiosity, enthusiasm and foolish zest for experience that she associated with her long-dead Marya. ‘I think you should count yourself lucky you haven’t experienced a war,’ she said coldly.

‘Aw, Catherine, don’t you think it’s exciting? Scary? Funny, even! Those parasols.’ Martha giggled. ‘What do you think it’s all about? Who’s fighting whom?’

Catherine grunted and pretended to read her magazine.

‘You know, you can be very boring at times, Miss Oh-so-superior Cabot. For a humble Jewish teacher from the Bronx this is as exciting as it gets.’ Martha slumped in her seat, folding her arms. ‘You know what you are? You’re impossible.’ After a moment she added, ‘And you know what else you are? You’re a snob.’

Catherine hid a smile behind the glossy photographs. Martha always became grumpy when she did not react to her enthusiasm. Not that she felt over-sympathetic to her at this moment. It had been Martha’s idea that they travel in a second-class carriage from Newchwang (‘so we can be with the real people’) and an uncomfortable ride in these closely packed wooden seats it had been. Catherine’s back and neck were aching, and she was disturbingly aware of the proximity of the young Chinese gentleman squeezed next to her. She had deliberately avoided looking at him, although she was conscious of his interest in her. He must be a fashionable young man, she thought idly, glancing at his spats, shining brogues and the crisp trousers of his Western seersucker suit.

Most of the other Chinese passengers in the crowded coach were dressed in traditional clothes – the men in ankle-length cheongsams with embroidered silk waistcoats and pillbox black caps with a button on the top; many were smoking a foul tobacco in long, thin pipes. The air was heavy with stench and heat – her nostrils were still not used to the sweet pork scent of perspiring Chinese bodies, which underlay the spicier smells of garlic and vegetables emanating from the lunchboxes that every passenger had brought with them. Wherever she looked, somebody was biting into a mutton dumpling, pulling apart a chicken’s foot, or slicing a watermelon. The floor was sticky with rinds, bones and melon seeds. On the small table by the window cracked porcelain mugs were filled with sticks of tea, one for each passenger. Occasionally the monotony of the journey was broken when the steward came by with the kettle. Standing in the rocking aisle like a surefooted sailor on a pounding deck, the man would expertly pour a jet of boiling water through the long brass spout. Catherine was in terror of being scalded each time but he had perfected his technique to a fine art. Martha was thrilled by this performance and would bravely hold out her cup. Eventually Catherine had done the same – but she hated it. In fact, she hated everything about this journey.

Of course, this was sublime comfort if she compared the conditions to those of the train journeys she had made in Russia after the collapse of the front. Then she had been squeezed for days among lice-ridden soldiers, forcing herself to stay awake because she was afraid of their intentions towards her. And she preferred not to think of the journey across Siberia in the closed cattle truck... When she had arrived in Vladivostok and experienced the relief of seeing a British warship anchored in the harbour she vowed that she would never again travel in discomfort. It would be first class or not at all. And she had kept to that pledge, even during her student days. Until now.

There hardly seemed any point in meeting ‘the people’, she thought, since they could not communicate with them. Worse than the stench or the heat was the racket. It was like being locked into a cage full of crickets. A drinking game was going on behind her: intoxicated young men were extending their fingers in some complicated version of stones-scissors-paper, yelling at the top of their voices. Nobody else in the car seemed to mind. At least the Buddhist monks had stopped their interminable chanting. There was a knot of them by the door, in their yellow and red robes, clustered obsequiously round a bald young man, who seemed to be wishing he was somewhere else: there was a miserable droop to his mouth and his nervous eyes kept flitting towards the two exotic foreign ladies in the carriage, who clearly fascinated him far more than his acolytes’ prayers. At another time she might have been curious about why such reverence was being paid to a boy in his teens: he must be one of those reincarnated spirits whom Yu Fu-kuei had once told her about; rinpoches who had been born with the soul of a deceased sage and were brought up in monasteries to be divinities themselves. At this moment, sitting on an uncomfortable seat in a stuffy carriage, steaming through a dusty north China with a battle going on outside, she did not care.

She thought longingly of the first-class seats only a carriage away. She had passed through them to the lavatory, imperiously ignoring the guard who tried to block her way, and found a world of quiet and calm. Englishmen in tweeds reading the newspaper or smoking their pipes. Women in stoles settled comfortably on the plush seats watching their neatly attired children playing halma. A young woman, a redhead like herself, smoked a cigarette ostentatiously in a tortoiseshell holder, and laughed with a knickerbockered young man. They were her sort of people. That was where she belonged – if she belonged anywhere.

She thought back over the events of the last few months. The telegram from Nice containing the news of her mother’s death in a car accident. Her arrival among strangers in the South of France. Her interview with the young Venezuelan in hospital – her mother’s latest lover, who had survived the crash. He had been more than usually loathsome, with his effeminate good looks and his petulant whinings in deplorable English. She had paid him off with a cheque. She recalled the shabby funeral, and the uncomfortable meeting in the notary’s office. More debts. More cheques. She had gathered her mother’s personal effects from the tiny villa. A trunk of clothes: fluffy feather boas, shoes, and dresses of a style that would not have been appropriate on a woman of half her mother’s age. Poor Helen Frances. Catherine had kissed the cold forehead in the open coffin in the undertaker’s chapel of rest. The still beautiful features had been moulded into an unfamiliar expression of serene composure. It was if she had been making her farewell to a stranger. And when it came to it, her mother had been a stranger to her. Catherine realised that she had known little about her, or what had motivated her frenetic flight from one tawdry love affair to the next. Her end had been so sordid.

At the bottom of the trunk she had found a small valise containing letters, documents and photographs. At first she had been reluctant to look at them, but she had steeled herself on the train ride back to England. As the French countryside flitted past the window, she had opened the case and laid the papers on the table in the dining car. What she discovered was not the collection of love letters and billets doux she expected but a record of her own life. There was her birth certificate, stamped by the British consul in Peking. A photograph of herself in a perambulator. Drawings in a childish hand. Herself in fancy dress sitting at the head of a table at the smart tea-party her mother had held for her sixth birthday in Vienna, proud matrons standing behind their solemn children, a gorgeous Helen Frances gesturing to her to blow out the candles; later, older photos of herself making sandcastles on the beach at Leghorn; letters she had written to her mother on the many occasions when she had been left alone with a nanny while Helen Frances had travelled with her lovers round Europe (‘I miss you, Mama. When are you coming home?’). Her mother had kept every one. She had leafed through them, trying to hold back her tears.

She saw herself growing out of childhood to adulthood: the studio portrait of herself in her new nurse’s uniform before she left for the front; the cold letters she had written to her mother from the front (their long estrangement had started then); a photograph by the tent lines at Gorlitse, taken a few days before the Great Retreat – she recognised Pavel Alexandrovich, Mamasha, Marya, Natalya and herself. Then she had wept silently to herself, and for herself, only half conscious of the curious stares of the waiters and the other diners.

The last photo in this little pile was of her matriculation group at Oxford, which Helen Frances had clipped to the letter Catherine had received from her college accepting her into the university. She had kept even that, as well as Catherine’s cutting response to her mother’s rapturous letter of congratulation when the newspapers had published her first year’s results. Three neat lines, which must have broken Helen Frances’s heart. ‘Thank you for your interest.’ Could she have been so callous? There were no more letters. She had not written to her mother again, though she saw now that Helen Frances had never lost interest in her, and had kept the three cuttings from The Times, where Catherine’s name had been mentioned in the diary page among the list of bright young socialites who had attended the varsity balls.

For a long time Catherine had gazed out of the window at her reflection in the glass, unaware that evening had fallen or that she had smoked almost a whole packet of cigarettes. Listlessly she had gathered together the papers, and noticed a manila envelope she had not yet opened. She had poured the contents on to the table, and seen the photograph that had brought her to China. It was of a small wooden house with an Oriental tiled roof. In the distance, islands floated in an inland sea. In the foreground stood a slim young woman dressed in a striped blouse with puffed sleeves and a long black skirt, a ribboned boater balanced at a jaunty angle on top of her piled hair. She held a parasol in one hand and, in the other, the arm of a grumpy little girl aged three or four. A tall man wearing a white suit stood beside them. He had a black moustache, and was leaning on a walking-stick, though he held his shoulders erect as if he was standing to attention at a military parade. He was smiling, and there was a merry twinkle in his dark, pouched eyes. Her mother’s attention was fixed on him: there was a radiance in her expression and a softness in her eyes that Catherine could not remember having seen before. This was the face of a woman in love.

Sitting in the shaking dining car as the train trundled through France, Catherine looked at the fading, sepia-coloured photograph and felt all her childhood yearnings return to her. She knew who this man was. She recognised him immediately as the kindly uncle who had told her stories, the father she had yearned for, who had been taken from her. And her mother had kept his photograph all this time. There were none of any other lover. She could not take her eyes off his handsome face; suddenly, she remembered what he was called. Henry. Uncle Henry. In that moment she was a child again, looking up into his blue eyes as he bent over her cot.

There was another photograph of him, in a slim brown leather case that opened to reveal two framed portraits. It was a studio study in the style favoured in the 1890s. In it he was younger than he had been in the other photograph. He was wearing uniform and looking out at the photographer with a proud, almost supercilious stare. Catherine noticed a cruel downturn to his lips, but it did not repel her; rather, it fascinated her, as did his compelling, watchful eyes. There was a name printed under the portrait: ‘Lt the Hon. H. R. Manners, Coldstream Guards’. Henry Manners.

At first she thought the other portrait in the frame was of herself, but then she recognised that it was her mother, as a young woman of no more than eighteen or nineteen. Catherine was struck by the mischievousness of her expression, the eager, amused curiosity in her eyes. This, like the other picture, was of a Helen Frances she had never known.

There had been a bundle of letters tied with pink ribbon. The first was from a woman called Nellie, who appeared to be attached to a mission in the north of China. The embossed letter-heading read ‘Dr Edward Airton, Scottish Medical Mission, Shishan’. It was dated 11 January 1902, a gossipy letter about converts and gardens. Catherine’s eyes passed over it quickly, but her attention was caught by the postscript:

‘I should tell you that a mutual friend passed through our mission not so long ago. He was as well as could be expected, saturnine as ever – but I sensed a sadness in him, Helen Frances, a lack of his old confidence, and he changed the subject whenever I spoke of you and your child as if this were a matter too painful for him to contemplate. It is none of my business, of course, but as you know I am a tidy person by nature and I do not believe that loose ends should be left hanging. I realise that you are contemplating an engagement. Not knowing this Mr Belvedere, I can hardly comment on the suitability of the match; I am sure he is a fine, upstanding fellow, but since you ask me for my advice, I can only observe that you have hardly known him for very long. Of course, happiness can be found in Perivale as in any other place. On the other hand, I feel impelled to inform you that your other friend of longer standing will shortly be leaving for a new – and I fear a lonely – life in Japan. I attach the forwarding address he has given me. You must do whatever is in your best interests, and that of Catherine, whom I need not remind you is also his child, at least in the sight of God – but dare I say, nothing ventured, nothing gained? There. Edward will no doubt inform me that I am a busybody. In this case, my dear girl, I am not ashamed to be thought a busybody, or anything else for that matter. My only concern is for your happiness, and for that of a brave, lost man, who still loves you despite himself.

‘Child... in the sight of God?’ Quickly Catherine had read through the other letters, all of which had been from Henry Manners himself, most of them dated 1902. They were hardly love letters. The man’s style was brief to the point of asperity. The first, addressed to her mother in Sussex, had been almost hostile: ‘I thought that we had buried the past, and I was content with that... No, honestly, I don’t want you to come to Japan. You made clear to me what your feelings were before you left Peking... I probably sound selfish, but another rejection would be more than I could bear...’

The second expressed cautious assent: ‘Come then – although I fear we may both live to regret it, even on the terms you propose. And of course you must bring Catherine. I long to see her... Never mind what I hope or feel. You must ascertain for yourself whether this is wise. You must be sure, absolutely sure, for your own part. Have no fears on mine.’
	
The third letter contained comments on the P&O timetable, suggesting that a train across Russia and a boat from Vladivostok to Yokohama might save Helen Frances weeks of travel. It was signed ‘Written in haste, H.’ but there had been a postscript: ‘Thanks portrait C. An angel. Glad she inherited mother’s looks, not mine.’ That ‘not mine’ had sent a shiver down Catherine’s spine. Yet she still sought firm confirmation.

She read on. The next few letters had been addressed to various postes restantes in Aden, Colombo and Hong Kong. It was obvious that her mother had taken the P&O after all, and most of these missives contained contact addresses in the various ports, and recommendations for sightseeing. There had been one sardonic postscript, however: ‘I hope you don’t think I’m being impertinent offering these tourist guides. I nearly forgot, you came this way once before with Tom, didn’t you?’ Of course. Tom Cabot. Her father, whom her mother had told her that she had ‘met on a boat’. But had he been her father? The letters suggested something else. She had realised with a shock that she was already beginning to think of her true father as Henry Manners.

The letter to Hong Kong had been the first to reveal any real passion:

My darling Helen Frances, I can hardly believe that when you read this you will only be a strait’s distance away. You will see me on the pier in Yokohama. You will recognise me by my game leg. I will know you when I see a goddess descend the gangplank. Et vera incessu patuit dea. Do you remember, my Venus? That is how I still think of you. That is how I have always thought of you, and I always will. Yet I am afraid, for a goddess when she manifests can reveal a terrible beauty, which burns and blinds her supplicant. How I long for your presence despite my fears. By the way, when you are in Hong Kong, do stop in at Salvadors in Ice House Street. They serve an excellent roast pigeon there.

That had been the end of the 1902 correspondence. The next letter, one of only two more, was dated February 1904:

I am writing to your aunt’s address in the hope that this will reach you. I have had no news of you for months. I had not at first intended to write to you. You made yourself very clear before you left what you think of me, and what you expected of me, and how I had failed you. You are nothing if not forthright, my dear, dear girl. Yes, I still think of you with undiminished love, affection and pride. I blame you for nothing, though I still cannot understand why you should take me to task for an act of God, or of the Devil. In fact it was neither. A human tragedy, an ordinary human tragedy, although it broke our lives. I realise now that in my own grief and sorrow I withdrew from you at a time when you needed me. I did what weak men do when their grief is unbearable. I should have been at your bedside. Instead I abandoned you because I could not face accepting what we had lost. I left you and Catherine in your darkest hour, and when I had returned, when my drinking madness was over – although you said nothing then – it was already too late. I had lost you. I had thrown you away. Well, both of us are proud, my darling, and I am not crawling to you for forgiveness. Anyway, we’ve been through all of that. I cannot bear to think of that devastating month of quarrels and recriminations. And you are right. My loneliness, this empty house with its memories, like accusations, is what I deserve. I’ve reaped what I’ve sown. That sounds self-pitying, doesn’t it? But I state it as a fact and I accept it. We both of us know how to look reality in the eyes. It’s probably why we were attracted to each other in the first place. Well, don’t worry. I am looking reality in the eyes. By God I am. To my sorrow.

Do you know? I pass the churchyard every day and every day I stand by the little plot where our happiness is buried, sometimes for ten minutes, sometimes for an hour. I talk to him. I tell him about you, the wonderful mother he might have had. And about his sister. Sweet Catherine. Of course I never hear a reply, only the sound of the wind blowing through the cypress trees. But it comforts me to be by his grave. Knowing that a part of you is buried there with him, along with a part of me. The greater part of me.

I ask only one thing of you, Helen Frances. For we have another child in whom our blood and our love is mingled. You took her away from me once before. Even now she bears another man’s name. Yet for fifteen precious months I knew her as my daughter. I do not ask you to tell her about me. It is probably better that she grows up as a Cabot – spare her our squalid past – but please, Helen Frances, write to me, if only now and again, to let me know how she is getting on. She carries within her my heart. For all that we once meant to each other, promise me this. I find that I am pleading with you after all. My goddess.

From your eternal supplicant, Henry. [And in an untidy scrawl, a repetition of that Latin phrase:] Et vera incessu patuit dea.

The last letter, dated December 1904, read simply:

My goddess, it seems, has turned her dark face upon me. You have not answered any of my letters. So that is the way it is to be. I will not plead with you again. I am leaving for Manchuria. There is a war there, and my old masters think I might be useful. Kiss my daughter for me one last time. May you both be happy, wherever you are, whatever you do, Henry.

Catherine had launched herself on her quest. She had returned to Oxford and finished her exams, somehow scraping a second, which had disappointed her tutors, but she had not revised. Neither had she partied, although she found that she was spending increasing amounts of time with her strange new Chinese friend, Yu Fu-kuei. In her mind, Fu-kuei had become associated with her quest. Whatever was the secret of her birth it would be found in China, where Henry Manners and Helen Frances had met. It was a providential coincidence that Fu-kuei herself came from Shishan, a town that featured in her parents’ story. The Chinese woman was surprised, no doubt, by her curiosity but she patiently answered her questions in her quiet way.

Over the summer and autumn, Catherine had used the few clues in the correspondence to make her own search. She had looked up the addresses of every Scottish missionary society she could find, and one had replied that a Dr Edward Airton had indeed conducted a mission for them for many years in Shishan but that he had now retired from his proselytising activities. They were reliably informed, however, that he was still in China in private medical practice, in an association with the Kailan Mining Administration, which had its headquarters in Tientsin. The letter suggested that she write to him in China, through the company or the Tientsin Club. She had followed their advice, and a few weeks later had received a telegram from Dr Airton.

MY DEAR CATHERINE STOP DEVASTATED BY NEWS OF YOUR MOTHER’S DEATH STOP WE LOVED HER DEARLY STOP WILL ENQUIRE MANNERS’S WHEREABOUTS OUT OF TOUCH BUT BELIEVE HE STILL RESIDES MANCHURIA STOP MUCH TO TELL YOU AND DELIGHTED YOU INTEND TO VISIT CHINA AFTER JAPAN STOP OUR HOME IS YOURS STOP YOU ASK WHO IS NELLIE SHE IS MY WIFE AND YOUR GODMOTHER SENDS BUCKETS LOVE STOP OVERJOYED TO HEAR FROM YOU AFTER SILENCE OF MANY YEARS STOP E.A.

On a cold November morning she had taken a train to Oxford to say farewell to Fu-kuei. She had found her in her rooms at St Hugh’s. They walked for a while in the grounds, their footsteps crunching on the frost-covered lawn. A distant church bell rang, and above them they heard the flutter of crows leaving their nest in one of the bare oaks.

‘I’ll be glad to get away from England,’ Catherine had said suddenly. ‘I hate the winter.’

‘Do you?’ murmured Fu-kuei. ‘I will miss it. There is an honesty about winter.’

‘What on earth do you mean?’ Catherine had asked.

‘Look at those trees, beautiful in their nakedness. You see them for what they are – their age, their strength, the ravages of wind and weather on the bark. Don’t you think there is a deception when they hide themselves in summer clothes?’

‘You are a strange one,’ smiled Catherine. She rubbed her hands. ‘Give me summer any day.’

Fu-kuei appraised her, then urgently took her hands. ‘Yes, you are a creature of summer and light, Catherine. Do not change. Don’t let the cold winds of the world harm you.’

Catherine had been a little embarrassed. ‘They will, if we don’t get back to your warm study.’

Fu-kuei had watched as Catherine toasted crumpets on the grid of the small electric heater. ‘I’m determined to make an Englishwoman of you before I go,’ Catherine had said, over her shoulder.

‘You have already been successful,’ said Fu-kuei. ‘I don’t know what they will think of me when I return to Shanghai and pour milk into my tea.’

Catherine had turned her head. ‘You’re not going back for a while, are you? Your thesis is not to be handed in till January. I’m sure they’ll give you a viva and a distinction. You’re made for academic life.’

‘I’ve already finished my thesis,’ said Fu-kuei, quietly. ‘Catherine, there was something I wanted to tell you. When you telegraphed me last week telling me your departure date, I – I booked a berth on the same passage. Catherine, I’ll be travelling with you to China.’

Catherine had dropped the crumpet and stared at her, open-mouthed.

‘Have I offended you?’ asked Fu-kuei.

Catherine had bounded across the room and hugged her. ‘Oh, darling!’ she had cried. ‘I can’t think of anything I would like more in all the world.’

Two weeks later they had been at sea. During the long journey their friendship had matured, and Catherine had learned much about China, but strangely, despite the warmth of their friendship, little more about Fu-kuei. She had never known anybody who could be so intimate and so distant at the same time. She could sense the affection Fu-kuei felt for her in the warmth of her attention, and the concentration in those soft, Asiatic eyes, whose understanding seemed to penetrate her soul, and she was reminded of the Kirghiz tribesmen she had encountered in Russia on that terrible day. There was a sadness in Fu-kuei’s still face, however, which to Catherine indicated knowledge of terrible suffering – yet there had been nothing in Fu-kuei’s brief life story that could account for it. Catherine had pressed her, more than once, to tell her about the life she had lived in China, and Fu-kuei had told her about her family, her university days, her betrothal to a young officer in Shanghai whom she was returning to marry.

‘Do you love him?’ Catherine had blurted out.

‘Yes, very much,’ Fu-kuei had murmured, bowing her head modestly, but in those sphinx-like eyes, Catherine had seen pain, regret, sadness.

Usually Catherine ended up talking about herself, and this was unusual, because Catherine very rarely revealed herself to anyone. Those eyes, she decided, seemed to draw out her deepest secrets – and it was calming, cathartic, as if in telling Fu-kuei her troubles she was laying them to rest.

One night, sitting in Catherine’s cabin, they had consumed a bottle of wine. They had already had a few glasses over dinner, and were flushed and talkative. It seemed that neither wanted the evening to end. For the first time Fu-kuei had asked about her experiences in Russia, and Catherine spoke of the war. She even told her about Nicky, and later, about Marya. The alcohol numbed the pain. Fu-kuei listened attentively, her eyes never leaving Catherine’s face. ‘What really happened in the Lubyanka, Catherine? And afterwards?’ she asked gently, as she poured Catherine another glass. ‘I know about the man. How he used you. But what else did they demand from you?’ She paused. ‘Before they let you go.’ Fu-kuei had waited patiently, then she asked, ‘Did they make you sign a confession?’

Catherine looked into Fu-kuei’s eyes, so sympathetic, and nodded. ‘How – how did you know?’ she asked.

‘You told them what they wanted to hear about your friends,’ said Fu-kuei. It was a statement, a logical conclusion to her own question. ‘You’re not to blame. Really, you’re not to blame... But was that all, Catherine? Did they – did they ask you to do anything for them afterwards... after you returned to England perhaps?’

Catherine shook her head, confused. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘Nothing like that. What do you mean?’

‘Did you meet anybody from the Comintern?’ prodded Fu-kuei. ‘The Third International?’

‘No,’ said Catherine. ‘I told you what happened. It was only that man. From the Cheka. He took me to his apartment, and he – and he – he made me—’ She was shaking. ‘He was an animal,’ she hissed. ‘And I was grateful to him. Oh, God, help me,’ she wailed. ‘I was grateful to him. For five whole weeks, I was grateful to him...’ Tears were running freely down her cheeks.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Fu-kuei. ‘I had to ask. Quiet now. It’s all over. It’s all right.’ Catherine felt the delicate hands fold round her own, and when she looked up she had been surprised to see tears in her friend’s eyes. She felt the touch of a kiss on her forehead, and a slim arm round her shoulders. ‘It is good to unburden yourself of memories such as these if you have a friend who understands,’ Fu-kuei had said, when Catherine was calmer.

‘You understand what I just described? How could you?’

Fu-kuei had smiled, and gently smoothed Catherine’s hair. ‘Don’t think that my life is any less complicated than yours,’ she said. ‘Perhaps I, too, have a quest ahead of me.’

Catherine had looked at her quizzically. She was very drunk. ‘I thought you were returning to Shanghai to get married. What sort of a quest is marriage?’

Fu-kuei gave a tinkling laugh. ‘Marriage is a sort of quest,’ she said. ‘Only in fairy stories or in one of your Western medieval romances is it a happy ending. In life it is all too often the beginning of a long journey.’

‘That’s very romantic.’ Catherine smiled sleepily.

Fu-kuei’s eyes hardened. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It is not romantic in any way.’

She had looked at her watch and made an excuse that it was late; Catherine, left alone in her cabin, wondered about her friend’s strange questions. Had she finally revealed something of the mystery behind the mask? Even if she had, Catherine did not understand remotely what it signified. What on earth could Fu-kuei possibly know about the Third International? As she stumbled about the room, looking for her nightgown, she saw Fu-kuei’s full glass of wine, and tried to remember when, during the evening, she had seen her put it to her lips.

Next morning, while they shared a late breakfast, Fu-kuei had been her demure, polite, self, only she was paler than usual and claimed to have a headache.

‘You too?’ Catherine had been sick in the night. ‘I thought I was the one who overdid it.’

‘I think we matched each other glass for glass,’ said Fu-kuei. ‘I don’t remember how many bottles we finished, or even what we talked about.’

‘I think I was telling you about Russia,’ said Catherine, carefully, a warning bell thudding in her mind.

‘Were you?’ said Fu-kuei, and sipped her tea. ‘I can’t remember what you said. Can you?’

Catherine had remembered every word, but something urged her to be cautious. ‘No,’ she replied. ‘Not a thing. What a pair we are.’

And they had laughed. But for the first time in their relationship, Catherine had detected a note of falsehood in her friend. And in herself.

The incident had cast a shadow over their last few days on the ship, yet they had continued their promenades on deck, dined together, and made excruciatingly polite conversation. For all that, Catherine had felt a pang of regret when she parted from Fu-kuei in Hong Kong (Catherine was changing ships for Yokohama, while Fu-kuei was continuing to Shanghai). They had exchanged addresses – Catherine gave as her contact the Airtons’ – and she had promised to visit Fu-kuei in Shanghai at the first opportunity. Nevertheless, much remained unsaid.

In Japan she had completed the first part of her quest. It had taken some sleuthing but eventually she had found a man in the British consulate in Yokohama who had recognised the seashore in the old photograph. It had been an easy journey to Kyoto and from there by stages to the Inland Sea. She had stood for a long time on the shore, thinking of her mother, her childhood, the strange course of her life. She could not identify the house in which they had lived – there were many wooden bungalows, each one prettier than the next. She had found the graveyard, though, where she had been received by a bowed Japanese attendant who spoke a little English. ‘This is probably a waste of your time,’ she had said. ‘I don’t know even if he’s here. His surname would probably be Manners if he is.’

The old man had smiled at her. ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘you talk of the little English boy nobody visits. Oh, yes. Oh, yes. I look after that one for nearly twenty years. He lonely little soul. Must be very happy you come today. Oh yes. Come, come with me.’ He had hobbled away down the neat footpaths between the graves, beckoning her to follow. He led her up the hill to a small grave, strewn with freshly cut chrysanthemums.

There was a simple wooden cross, which bore the name TOMAS MA RES and some characters in Japanese script. Catherine’s eyes misted with tears. ‘Who – who put these flowers here?’ she managed.

‘Oh, very sorry,’ said the old man. ‘Hope you not angry. But I think this is sad little boy. So I put flowers, and make cross. Sorry, cannot afford stone one.’

Catherine had fallen to her knees and wept – for her parents, her brother, herself, and for the unexpected kindness of this ancient attendant, who wrung his hands in confusion at her distress while a fragrant breeze rustled through the cypress trees.

That had been ten days ago. She had not lingered in Japan, although it was a pretty country full of courteous people. She had negotiated a ticket on the first packet boat to China and on board she had met Martha. She had enjoyed having a travelling companion again – although Martha was very different from Fu-kuei, with her mysterious secrets. She had never met anybody as frank or forthright. Catherine had been delighted to discover that she was also going to Tientsin, where she had secured a teaching post attached to one of the city’s synagogues. ‘You don’t look very Orthodox to me,’ Catherine had said, and smiled.

‘Yeah, well, my uncle’s a cantor and he fixed it.’ Martha had sighed. ‘A job’s a job. At least it gets me out of the Bronx. And who knows? Maybe I’ll meet some rich China trader who’ll buy me diamonds and all, and I’ll become a lady like you.’

‘I’m no lady,’ laughed Catherine.

‘Sure you are,’ said Martha. ‘You have a hatbox, for God’s sakes. Who do I know who travels with a hatbox?’

Sitting now in the Chinese railway carriage, Catherine recalled this and many other jokes they had shared. Suddenly she felt a surge of happiness. Shortly she would arrive in Tientsin, where she felt certain she would find the answers she was looking for. For once in her life, things were working out as she had planned. She giggled. Martha, still pouting, shot her a glance. ‘What are you laughing at all of a sudden?’ she asked.

Catherine poked her with her toe. ‘You,’ she said.

‘There’s a nerve. I thought you’d gone into a coma. Well, now you’ve decided to become a human being again, come on, Catherine, tell me – you know about these things. What’s this war that’s going on? And why’d they stop fighting when we appeared?’

‘Be-be-be-because nobody dares to upset you f-foreigners. Be-be-because in China you f-f-foreigners have the economic power.’

Both women turned in astonishment. The young man in the seersucker suit had spoken. He was blinking rapidly behind his round spectacles.

‘Hey, whoever you are,’ Martha reacted first, ‘what do you mean by us foreigners having economic power? Not this foreigner, pal. Want to see my purse? I got zilch.’

The broadside put the young man into an agony of confusion. His face reddened.

‘Calm down.’ Martha was smiling broadly. ‘I was only joking. Hey, you speak English. That’s terrific. Listen, I’m Martha Cohen, from New York City. And this is my friend, Catherine, from Oxford, England. She’s not as arrogant as she looks, believe me. And we want to talk to you, because you’re the first person we’ve met in this country who speaks a known language. So, why don’t you take it slowly, and tell us your name?’

It took him several attempts, but under Martha’s coaching, they established that he was Lei Ming and that he was returning to his family in Tientsin after studying abroad, in Hawaii.

‘Well, Mr Lei, that’s great,’ said Martha, clapping. ‘So you’ve lived in the US of A? And you obviously know more than we do about what’s going on in China, so why don’t you just tell us slowly now about these wars and economic powers and all, whatever it was you were saying before I interrupted you? First of all, who were those soldiers we saw out there? Which were the good guys and which were the bad?’

The young man was relaxing now and his speech became more fluent. ‘G-good guys and bad guys? Like in the cowboy westerns, yes? T-Tom Mix!’

‘Sure. Tom Mix,’ said Martha, smiling with him.

‘No, Miss Cohen, we have no g-good guys here. They are all b-bad guys. W-warlords. It is terrible the way our country has descended into civil war. But in the battle we have just witnessed I support the n-northern troops belonging to Marshal Chang Tso-lin.’

‘Yeah? Thought you said they were all warlords?’

‘He is one of the w-w-worst of them. Originally a b-bandit, and very ambitious. I think he wants to make himself emperor, and return our country to f-f-feudalism.’

‘Is that right?’ Martha rested her plump chin in her hands. ‘What makes you support him, then?’

‘B-because the w-warlord he is fighting, Marshal Wu Pei-fu, is even worse. He s-supports the c-corrupt government in Peking. He is a – a – C-Confucianist.’

‘That’s bad?’

‘Very bad,’ smiled Lei. ‘Though my father is a C-Confucianist too. We must get away from all of that b-backwardness of thinking if our country is to p-progress.’

‘I get it. So this other warlord, Marshal Chang, he’s not a Confucianist – but he wants feudalism. Isn’t that worse?’

‘It is the same thing. Chang Tso-lin is also C-Confucianist, although he is no s-scholar like Wu Pei-fu. He is uneducated. A bandit, as I told you.’

‘I’m lost.’

‘Marshal Chang who was a b-bandit, and still is in his heart, wants power only, and that is g-good because with his l-limitless ambition he will unite the country. He is so unscrupulous that he is prepared to acc-acc-accommodate the forces of p-progress if he thinks it will get him what he w-wants, and in this war he is in alliance with Dr Sun Yat-sen in the south.’

‘Who’s he?’

‘You do not know Dr Sun Yat-sen?’ Lei’s mouth fell open in wonder, and in his excitement his stammer all but disappeared. ‘It was Dr Sun who led the revolution against the Manchus. He is the father of our republic – but he was b-betrayed by the m-militarists who took power. Now he has established a power base in Canton, where he is building a coalition that will one day create a Nationalist government to unite the country. Dr Sun is a great man.’

‘He’s not a Confucianist, then?’ asked Martha.

‘No.’ Lei’s eyes gleamed. ‘Like any statesman, he will make compromises – with the militarists, capitalists, foreigners, the bourgeoisie – but I b-believe that in his heart, he is like me – a s-socialist!’

‘Wow,’ exclaimed Martha. She appeared impressed. ‘Is that some kind of revolutionary or something?’

‘Not n-necessarily, Miss Cohen,’ beamed Lei Ming, proudly, ‘but we do believe in the equality of m-mankind, and the creation of a b-better, fairer society free of abuses. It is what China needs. And I believe that Dr Sun and the Nationalists will bring us that.’

‘Equality of mankind, and a fair society,’ Martha repeated thoughtfully. ‘I go along with that. Sounds like good old American values.’

‘Oh, God, spare me.’ It was Catherine’s first contribution to the conversation, to which she had listened with mounting impatience.

‘Catherine!’ growled Martha. ‘Be nice.’

‘I’m sorry, Martha, and – what’s your name? – Mr Lei, but I’m just not interested. I’m afraid I’ve had my fill of politics and wars, and I probably know more about socialism than you do, Mr Lei. I’ve seen the sort of paradise on earth it creates. Go on, both of you, plan your Utopias, but I’m going back to my fashion magazine.’

‘B-but M-Miss C-C-Catherine,’ he was stammering badly again. ‘D-don’t you believe in s-struggling for a b-better life for ordinary p-people? I kn-know that G-Great Britain is a c-colonial power, but Eng-Eng-England was a c-cradle of s-socialism. John S-Stuart Mill. B-Bernard Shaw. R-Ramsay MacDonald...’

‘Don’t bother, Mr Lei. She’s lived through the Great War, and the Russian revolution,’ said Martha, acidly. ‘She thinks she knows all about it.’

‘The R-Russian revolution?’ exclaimed Lei, his eyes widening. ‘You were – you were th-there? You saw it? Oh – but that is wonderful. Please tell me...’

‘Some other time, perhaps,’ muttered Catherine, and reached for her magazine, but as she opened the pages she was propelled forward, as was everybody else in the carriage, by a sudden halt. Immediately they had recovered from this, they were jolted backwards as the train began to reverse. After a moment she realised they were being shunted off the main line into a siding. The brick buildings indicated that they were on the outskirts of a town. Over a wall they could see grey roofs and in the distance some cranes against a blue line of sea, as well as some ships at anchor including a small grey-clad destroyer or frigate.

‘Where are we? What’s happening?’ Martha asked Lei.

‘This is the port of Chinwangtao,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why we have s-stopped here. There is the attendant. I’ll ask him.’

The steward was in a hurry to get through the carriage. It was not only Lei who wanted to know what was going on and he was pulled and shouted at from dozens of directions. Eventually he raised his arms above his head and yelled something at the top of his voice. There was a great collective sigh from the passengers, then they rushed towards the windows on the other side of the carriage, clambering over each other in their excitement.

Lei came back breathlessly to the women, his face pink with exhilaration. ‘C-come,’ he said. ‘Come quick to see. In a minute M-Marshal W-Wu Pei-fu himself will be going by in his special train.’

Martha leaped to her feet, and made to follow him, then noticed that Catherine had not moved. ‘Come on, Catherine. Don’t you want to see a warlord?’

Catherine was staring intently at something she had noticed outside her window. A grubby tent had been set up beside the railway line, with a large red swastika painted on the canvas. Through the flaps she could see men in white doctors’ coats with little white caps on their heads smoking and playing mah-jongg on a wooden table. They were ignoring the activities around them – but it was these activities that had so fixed Catherine’s attention. She had witnessed similar scenes during the war, but never had she seen such inhuman callousness.

A cattle wagon was parked on the next siding and soldiers were unloading wounded men. Two men stood by the open doors lifting them off bloodstained straw and passing them down to more soldiers waiting in a chain. Some were stretched out on the muddy ground in a row beside the tent, where they twitched and groaned in pain. Catherine saw head, leg and stomach wounds, some extremely serious. They had obviously received treatment at a front-line first-aid station, for she noticed rudimentary bandages and primitive tourniquets – but whoever had given it had been disgracefully lax. She watched in mounting horror as more men were unloaded. The soldiers were handling them with the sensitivity of longshoremen swinging sacks of grain on to a wharf. She knew that if she had been able to hear anything through the thick glass window and above the noise in the carriage it would have been screams of pain. Meanwhile, unbelievably, the doctors played on, oblivious to the misery outside.

‘Oh, my God,’ she heard Martha’s whisper behind her. ‘Looks like a butcher’s yard.’

‘They’re not being very professional, are they?’ said Catherine, in clipped, angry tones. ‘Aren’t you going off to have a look at your warlord?’

Martha silently shook her head. The two women stared through the window.

As they watched, one of the men on the wagon lost his footing as he lifted a body. For a second he wobbled in the doorway, trying to right his balance. The soldier who had the head and shoulders of the wounded man tottered – then all three fell to the ground. The two soldiers were unhurt. They stumbled to their feet, then simultaneously exploded into laughter. The others in the chain had put down their own loads and, leaving the wounded men where they were lying, sidled up to see what was going on. Catherine tried to make out what had become of the one they had been lifting. Clearly, they had forgotten him. Finally she saw him protruding from under the wagon where he had rolled. The tourniquet had slipped from his wounded leg, and she knew that his life-blood was pumping out over the rocks on the track.

‘Hey, where are you going?’ Martha cried, but Catherine was opening the door of the carriage, and jumping on to the sleepers. Ignoring a twisted ankle, she raced to the wagon on the other siding. She heard someone running behind her, thought a guard must be trying to stop her, and was startled to hear an English voice, panting with exertion: ‘Steady on there. Where are you going in such a hurry?’

‘I’m a nurse. Who are you?’ she shouted back.

The running man beside her was wearing a brown fedora and a trench coat. His heavy brown shoes crunched on the stones. He had an untrimmed moustache and unshaven cheeks, and warm eyes that smiled at her from a tanned face. ‘A nurse?’ he puffed. ‘You’re rather elegant for the average nurse. Where did you appear from?’

‘Second class,’ she retorted. ‘Where do you think?’

‘Then at least the proprieties are being observed. I’m a doctor, from first class.’

The soldiers stood aside, bewildered by the appearance of two foreigners. They knelt by the wounded man. ‘We can’t lift him on our own,’ muttered the doctor, then, in fluent Chinese, ordered the soldiers to help him. The tone of authority seemed to restore a sense of responsibility in them. Carefully they lifted the wounded man on to the embankment. He was unconscious, but alive. The doctor reached into his black bag, which he had brought with him, and passed Catherine some scissors and a clean roll of bandage. ‘Cut off those rags,’ he said curtly, ‘while I prepare a new tourniquet. That’s right. Press the artery to stop the bleeding.’ Her hands were already red with blood: she was acting automatically, as she had a thousand times before in a previous life.

At one point the man looked up at her. ‘You’ve treated wounds like this before. Where were you?’

‘Galicia. Eastern front,’ she muttered, dabbing iodine on the wound. ‘Look, they haven’t even bothered to remove the bullet from the leg. You can feel it. Here.’

‘Pass me the forceps, then, and the scalpel from the bag. There we go. Easy now. Salve. Gently does it. Were you with a British unit?’

‘Russian,’ she said.

‘I was in Flanders,’ he said. ‘There. He’ll do for now, though I don’t see much hope in the long run of saving his leg. Should have been treated within half an hour of tying on that hopeless tourniquet. Can you finish off here while I look at some of the others?’

As he spoke the train’s whistle blew. Beyond the knot of soldiers surrounding them they could see a station guard gesticulating at them to get back on. They looked at each other.

‘I’m staying,’ said the man. ‘What about you?’

Catherine nodded and continued bandaging.

‘Good girl,’ he said, getting to his feet. ‘I spotted a rather nasty stomach wound back there. Bring the bag, will you, when you’re done?’ The soldiers stepped aside to let him pass. Catherine knotted the bandage, rinsed the instruments in the doctor’s antiseptic, then rolled them hurriedly into their cloth case. The soldiers stared at her with amusement and wonder. For a long moment she looked into their fresh faces. Boys, she thought. It’s always boys. ‘Will you please let me pass?’ she said quietly. Nobody moved. Finally she had to shoulder her way through them, stepping briskly towards the tent.

She found the English doctor standing by the body of the stomach patient, but he was not treating him. He was confronting the Chinese doctors, who were shouting at him angrily. He was replying, quietly but firmly, in his fluent Chinese.

‘What’s the matter?’ she asked, when she reached him.

‘Apparently they don’t need us,’ he answered. ‘The devil with them. At least two have been smoking opium. Look at their dilated pupils.’

‘They should be glad of our help.’

‘You’d have thought so, wouldn’t you? Look, here comes trouble. Don’t say anything. Let me do the talking.’

‘I’m only a nurse from second class, Doctor,’ said Catherine, sweetly. ‘Trained to be quiet until spoken to.’

A squat, moustached officer had pushed his way to the front of the group of doctors, a squad of soldiers behind him with fixed bayonets. He screamed at the Englishman in a high-pitched voice, and at one point prodded his chest with his gloved finger. The Englishman responded calmly, occasionally pointing at the Chinese doctors and the row of wounded, and once at his medical bag in Catherine’s hands. Catherine thought he had carried the argument. The officer stepped back, glaring at him, then barked an order at his men. The soldiers with the bayonets stepped forward. Catherine found herself looking at a line of steel, levelled at her chest.

‘Well, that’s emphatic enough,’ said the man. ‘We’d better get back to the train.’

‘But the wounded, Doctor? Many will die without treatment.’ Catherine was outraged.

‘Most of them will die. But in China life’s cheap. Come on. Let’s retreat with what dignity remains.’

‘Dignity!’ snorted Catherine, as she followed him across the tracks. ‘They don’t know the meaning of the word.’

‘I share your feelings.’ He turned towards her. Catherine estimated that he was in his early thirties: the rough moustache and the slight furrow on his brow had made him look older. ‘I don’t know what to call you,’ he said.

‘Nurse,’ said Catherine, smiling, despite her anger.

He lifted his hat to wipe away a bead of sweat and she observed a shock of untidy brown hair. He was obviously careless about his appearance. Nevertheless he had a trim body, and when he had been running earlier, it had been with an athlete’s ease. He had the self-contained look of a man who knew how to handle himself in rough situations and whose natural element was the outdoors. He had beautiful hands, but the fingers were hard and calloused. She remembered the brisk efficiency with which he had used his scalpel. The kindly, intelligent eyes that frankly held her gaze were relaxed now, but when he had been facing the officer, they had burned. There was a quiet formidability about him that was in itself attractive.

‘Ah? From second class?’ He was also smiling. ‘Well – Nurse – I’m grateful to you. If I may say so, at the risk of sounding patronising, you handled yourself magnificently. You know, we first-class doctors can always do with some expert help, wherever it comes from. And you were very professional.’

‘Thank you,’ said Catherine. ‘You didn’t do badly yourself. Excuse me, I’m going this way.’

‘And I that. Goodbye. I hope we meet again. Perhaps next time it will be in more equitable circumstances. Enjoy slumming it for the rest of the journey.’

Catherine was still laughing as she climbed into her carriage, but the stench of bodies and food in the crowded compartment, and the curious eyes upon her as she walked slowly down the aisle, made her feel faint. She edged to her seat and slumped down on the wooden board. She was conscious of Lei Ming grinning at her, as Martha’s hands clasped hers. ‘You were great, Catherine. You were just great.’

‘Yes, Miss C-Catherine, what you did was noble and brave.’

She passed a hand over her forehead. She was tired, and still bitter about her experience. ‘Oh, Lord,’ she said. ‘I’m still covered with blood. No matter. I suppose the tea man will come by soon with some hot water. Luckily I’ve got a coat to cover this dress. Did you see your marshal go by? Was it a grand spectacle?’

‘Hey, sister, you were the spectacle,’ said Martha. ‘I don’t think anybody was even aware of the marshal after you started your performance.’

‘Miss C-Catherine,’ Lei was stuttering. ‘The c-care you showed for the ordinary p-people, I – I think that you, too, are a s-socialist, w-whatever you s-say.’

‘Who was the guy you were with?’ Martha was asking. ‘He looked kind of cute – well, in a hunky sort of way.’

There were no more interruptions to their journey, and within two hours they had reached the ugly brick suburbs of Tientsin. Catherine had been locked in her thoughts, attempting to control the turbulent and conflicting emotions that the incident in the railway yard had stirred in her. For Martha and Lei Ming, however, the excitement had deepened their intimacy, and they had chattered without stop.

Catherine, half listening to their conversation, had discovered that Lei came from a wealthy banker’s family in Tientsin. He had told Martha he wanted to be a teacher because he believed that education was the answer to China’s problems. He urged her to meet his younger sister, Lan-hua, who was a student and a radical like himself, and invited them both to visit his family mansion. By the end of the journey he had Martha’s promise that she and Catherine would come regularly to take lessons in Chinese, to which Catherine had assented because she was too tired to resist. As the train clanked over the points on the way in to the station, Lei was writing his address on pages torn from his pocketbook.

Their arrival was chaotic. Everybody in the carriage rose as one to get their bags, then shuffled and pushed towards the exit. Catherine found herself squeezed up to the delighted young priest, who was pulled away angrily by his acolytes. Eventually they reached the platform, loudspeakers blaring the times of departures. It was a busy, crowded terminus, reminding Catherine of a miniature Victoria station, where she had begun her journey with Fu-kuei.

She saw Lei bowing to an elderly couple in traditional dress. Behind them was a girl, with bobbed hair and a long red scarf round her neck, who flung her arms round his neck. This must be the sister he had mentioned, Lan-hua. She was a pretty, doll-like creature, thought Catherine. She did not look like a radical. Beaming, Lei waved and departed with his family.

Two elderly bearded men, in black hats and frock coats, with ringlets in front of their ears, were waiting patiently for Martha. She hugged Catherine goodbye, then picked up her bag, and Catherine found herself alone on the platform, in a circle of her luggage. For a moment she felt relief that she was on her own, but an elderly European couple were approaching her: a bent man with a thick white moustache and spectacles, and a tall, dignified lady with a severe expression and keen, rather intimidating eyes.

Suddenly the woman ran forward, and the next thing Catherine knew she was clutched in a fierce embrace. She was startled to feel dry lips pressing kisses on her cheek. Then the woman held her at arm’s length, observing her features penetratingly. The eyes widened and, in an attractive Scottish brogue, she made a remark to her husband: ‘Look at her, Edward. She’s the image of Helen Frances as we first knew her. Catherine, my sweet darling godchild. I’d have recognised you anywhere. Yet it’s been so many – so many years.’

Vaguely she became aware of Dr Airton fussing over her baggage and calling to someone for help. She turned and saw that a man in a trench coat was holding her hatbox, and grinning at her. ‘You won’t be offended, will you, Nurse, if a first class doctor takes the liberty of carrying your luggage for you? Perhaps now’s an appropriate time for us to be properly introduced. I’m Edmund Airton, and that’s my mother, who can’t seem to take her hands off you. Welcome to Tientsin.’
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