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PART One



1

A mouse scurried along the thick wooden beams and Chen Mu’s gaze followed its silhouette until it disappeared behind the bunches of onions and garlic hanging from the ceiling. Beside him his mother slept, and the anger that had been festering in his belly ignited into hate. In the pre-dawn grey he could make out the shape of her cheekbones, the pale skin stretched dry and tight over bone before it darkened in the hollows beneath her eyes. She snored, her mouth open, and her stale breath sickened him. He wanted to kick her. Shake her awake and demand to know why she was sending him away to live amongst the barbarians. He was only seven, had never even been outside his village, and now she was sending him to the other side of the world.
She mumbled and turned, moaning and clutching her belly protectively even in sleep. A strand of saliva slid out of the corner of her mouth onto her hair, and pity replaced Chen Mu’s anger as he remembered the blood and putrid mucus he’d seen in their shit-pot, and the way she moved, bent almost double, when she thought him asleep. Gently, he pulled up the quilt and tucked it snug over her shoulders.
In the main front room the silkworms’ munching sounded like the pattering of rain on a roof. A papier-mâché box stood in a corner, on top of which lay the quilt his mother was making for his journey. She’d ripped open her own winter clothes to use the wadding within, and this worried Chen Mu – he knew wadding was expensive and he’d seen how each spring, when she unpicked their padded winter clothes in search of lice, she always painstakingly gathered every scrap of it after it had aired. He mulled over this as he watched the fat white bodies of the silkworms sway like tiny ghost-snakes in their trays. What would she use this winter if all her wadding went into his quilt?
He sighed. The silkworms needed more leaves and Chen Mu decided he’d go to the mulberry tree to pick some, even though this was women’s work. It would be a small favour – he’d even make her a bowl of hot water on his return, in which he’d float a few slivers of garlic to help ease the pain in her belly.
A rooster crowed and a dog barked an answer, and he knew he must hurry if he didn’t want the villagers to see him gathering the leaves. He rekindled the fire in the mouth of the oven, re-plaited his hair into a long queue then went to the back of the house to relieve himself.
Outside the whole village was so cloaked in mist that even stone walls seemed no more than shadows. He heard the throbbing of wings over the river and the soft lowing of the village buffalo. As he squatted over the pit he thought of the events that had brought him to this day.
He’d been barely four when his father and older brothers had followed the great Tso Tsung-t’ang to the northwest provinces to help fight the Nien Fei. They hadn’t returned, and in the drought and famine that followed, during months so hot and dry that men killed animals to drink their blood, his mother had sold his eldest sister to a brothel, and the younger ones as slaves to a rich landlord, even as they cried and begged for this not to happen. Chen Mu had been sent to work in the fields, and for three years now his mother had awakened him at dawn and he’d worked till sunset every single day, and though just a boy he worked as hard as a full-grown man so that the rice and small coins he was paid, together with the money his mother earned from the silk, enabled them to survive. And though his life had not been easy, still he’d been happy, secretly proud to now be the man of the household, to know that his mother didn’t have to remarry, thanks to his contributions.
Then last winter everything changed – a teacher called Yung Wing had come to his village to tell the people of the golden prospects the Imperial Government was offering their sons. He’d reminded them of China’s defeat in the two Opium Wars, a defeat caused not from of lack of courage, but because of the superior power of the foreigners’ weapons. But now their sons could learn the secrets of that power; the government was willing to send them to a place called Connecticut, and for the next twenty years they’d be given a stipend to study and be dressed in the satin gowns of scholars, and on their return they’d receive the same official rank and prestige as those who had entered the Imperial Service.
But none believed him. They didn’t want their sons to go to America, even if what Teacher Yung said was true. They were all simple villagers – had been for generations – and they didn’t care for their sons to leave the village. No one had even heard of this place called Connecticut, so they’d listened politely and nodded in agreement to all he’d said, until he asked who would be the first to send his son. No one had stepped forward, but as each villager returned to his work his mother had lingered and asked the teacher for permission to speak. When Chen Mu returned from the rice fields that evening, he already knew that the Widow Chen had pledged her son.
She was sending him away, knowing he wouldn’t return until fully-grown, and since that evening the thought that she could not love him had festered like a cancer in his belly.
He heard the squeak of the shit-collector’s barrow and pulled up his cotton trousers. Back in the kitchen he added a few more twigs to the fire and picked up the bamboo basket for the mulberry leaves.

The sun was barely up and the mist had not started to evaporate when Chen Mu returned home, his basket full of fresh leaves glistening with dew. He was proud of having thought of this surprise for his mother, of starting the day’s routine before her. It would be a small gift, something she may remember when he was no longer here – maybe even something that would make her miss him. He ripped the leaves into pieces and scattered them on the trays of silkworms.

Chen Mu carefully carried the small bowl of hot water and garlic to the bedroom. ‘Mā?’ His mother opened her eyes and looked around, confused. She sat up and brushed her hair out her eyes. ‘Here. For you. I fed the silkworms as well, so you won’t—’
‘You did what?’ She thrust the bowl back into his hands and struggled out of bed. She slipped her bound feet into shoes and, clutching her gown around her thin body, tottered to the front room. Puzzled, Chen Mu followed.
She was frantically picking each piece of leaf out of the trays, brushing each silkworm off. Her long hair hung down the side of her face, and as she stumbled around the frame her whole body shook.
‘Help me!’ she snapped, but Chen Mu could only stare. ‘You stupid boy, help me. How often have I told you to wait until the sun has dried the leaves? You know they’ll die if they eat damp leaves. You stupid, stupid boy! Did you want to kill them all?’
Chen Mu let the bowl drop out of his hand and ran out of the house. Out past the beans climbing the bamboo poles, down the slippery cobbled street leading to the river. Of course he knew about the leaves – his mother had explained it again and again – yet he’d forgotten it all in order to make himself more important in her eyes. On the other side of the river a dog darted out of a courtyard and snapped at his heels, and he thought this fitting for it showed how unworthy he was – he didn’t even deserve the respect of a dog. He knew now why he was the only boy out of the whole village to be sent to America – why his mother was sending him away. It was because he was stupid. Too stupid even for women’s work.
Across the suspension bridge a man laden with woven straw shoes strung to a bamboo pole blocked his way but Chen Mu pushed on, wanting to escape this new-found insight that enfolded him just as the silk of the cocoon enfolded the worm.

When he could run no more he lay on the side of the hill to catch his breath. Below him the village was still shrouded in mist, so that he felt he could be the only one alive in the world. He sat up and hugged his knees. Was he really so stupid? These past months his mother had sent him to the village schoolmaster so that he wouldn’t shame her in Shanghai, where he was to attend school prior to leaving for America. Day after day he’d met with the schoolmaster, and he’d recited from the Trimetrical Classic and the Thousand-words Classic, then applied himself to his writing; he’d only practised small calligraphy used for every day, for large calligraphy was an art which the schoolmaster thought him too ignorant to attempt. Even so he often struggled, and the schoolmaster constantly found fault where Chen Mu could see none, and he’d hit Chen Mu on the head with a wooden ruler to help the lesson sink in.
‘Look, Chen Mu. Look at this stroke. It’s meant to be as sharp as the blade of a knife, but you’ve made it as soft as a maiden’s blush. Start again – from the beginning.’
And even when he thought he’d done well, still the schoolmaster found cause to complain.
‘Your work has no music, Chen Mu. Hold your brush thus. Can you sense the pressure of the hairs on the paper through your fingers? The changing speed as you move it to form this character?’
But Chen Mu only felt the lifeless handle of the brush.
In the valley below the mist was evaporating and Chen Mu realised that if he didn’t head back he’d be late for his last meeting with the schoolmaster. He was leaving for Shanghai this very morning, and he knew it would be considered rude if he didn’t first bid the man farewell.

He found the old man already in the schoolroom. He knelt and bowed his head to the ground four times, as was the custom. The schoolmaster acknowledged Chen Mu, then picked up a small box from his table.
‘I wish you a safe journey, Chen Mu. You’ll do well, if you fight against laziness.’ He held out the box with both hands. ‘Remember – without being worked, jade cannot be shaped into a vessel; without being educated, people cannot be shaped into virtuous citizens.’
Chen Mu was surprised to receive a gift, and was embarrassed, for courtesy required reciprocity. But before he could say anything, the teacher waved him away. Outside, Chen Mu carefully opened the box. Nestled amongst folds of red silk was a brush-rest made of apple-green jade, carved into the shape of the sacred lotus plant. Carefully he took it out of its box and rested it on the palm of his hand. It was about seven centimetres long and four wide. On one side of the curved leaf, attached to the stem, was the conical seedpod on whose surface the tiny round pointed heads of the seeds could be seen. On the other side of the leaf was a lotus flower bud, its petals just barely peeking from the bud scales. The sculpted edges of the leaf were made to provide support for three thin brushes. He knew the meaning of the lotus, for he’d seen it in temples and paintings – it meant rebirth and enlightenment.
Chen Mu held it up to the light and admired its translucency. He felt awed. With a brush-rest like this, he could become a true scholar – an artist even.
The high-pitched trill of a sparrowhawk jolted him out of his daydream. Time was passing and he must hurry. Carefully he put the little jade brush-rest back into its silken bed and closed the box.
He hurried through narrow streets flanked with blank walls, their monotony broken only by doorways into the courtyards beyond. From apertures in rooftops, smoke from cooking fires curled upwards to the sky. In the short time he’d been with the schoolmaster the village had come alive. Men and servant girls hurried back from market, their wicker baskets filled with eels or vegetables, whilst others haggled with merchants as he zigzagged past incense shops, fish stalls and grocery stores.
When Chen Mu arrived home friends and relations had gathered outside with his mother to say goodbye. His bag was at her feet.
‘What’s this?’ she asked, putting out her hand for the box. Like Chen Mu she rested the brush-rest on the palm of her hand. Everyone exclaimed over the beauty of the gift.
‘It has a bud,’ Wang, the oldest man in the village, pointed out. ‘That means potential. The schoolmaster must see something in you that we don’t!’ He rubbed his chin thoughtfully, and his eyes crinkled in silent laughter. ‘Potential’s good … if you can survive being skinned alive by the barbarians! They do that, you know, to boys like you!’ Then he laughed his dry crackly laugh and pushed his way through the crowd.
The widow Chen placed the brush-rest back into its box and gave it back to her son. She handed him a small pouch tied with red string.
‘Give me reason to be proud. And write often.’
Chen Mu guessed the pouch contained a few coins, but they had no coins to spare. It was then he noticed her short hair – she must have cut and sold it that very morning for the contents of that pouch, to be made into the padding rich women used for their elaborate hairstyles. Chen Mu was shocked – his mother was proud of her hair and had once told him his father always commented on its thickness and shine. And now she’d sold it for him. He knelt and bowed his head to the ground – never would he have imagined her doing such a thing.
Then the silence was broken by the faint call of the bell of the double-mast junk that would take him on the first leg of his journey, announcing its imminent departure. Chen Mu rose and, with the good wishes of the villagers ringing in his ears, picked up his bag and made his way to the river.
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When Chen Mu first came into close contact with the Westerners of Shanghai, he thought their skin pale and their noses shaped like beaks. Then he saw a woman approach a group of men and link her arms through theirs, and Chen Mu felt his face flush at her shamelessness, but around him people hurried by, unperturbed by her behaviour. Workmen pulled barrows laden with bricks or river weeds and coolies unloaded cargo. A funeral procession went past, its numbers swelled by beggars hired as mourners for the day. They held high long poles on which strings of firecrackers sizzled and sputtered, filling the air with smoke. Hard-faced old women shouted the pleasures that could be had for a price from the small girls at their sides, and men with bamboo poles arched across their backs carried huge bales and scurried by, giving short sharp shouts to warn others in their way. In all this colourful, noisy confusion Chen Mu forgot the brazen woman, and it wasn’t long before the two-storey building of the Government School seemed like the only home he’d ever known. And though at first he missed his mother and his village terribly, and wondered if indeed he’d ever see either again, there came a time when he’d suddenly realise he hadn’t thought of his mother for a week or more, and then he’d feel ashamed. But there was a lot to be learned before leaving for America, and his days had never been so full.
Each day he rose early to begin with English lessons. The teacher was a Chinese gentleman who’d learned English in Hong Kong, and he taught the boys the characters he called ‘the alphabet’. Chen Mu recited the combination of characters as the schoolmaster said, not understanding any of them, sure he would fail the forthcoming examinations. It was the ‘r’ character that gave him the most trouble, and the fact that the language had no emphasis – no tone. Trying to understand the sameness of the language was like trying to differentiate between two grains of rice.
‘How can they understand each other,’ he once asked the teacher, ‘when they barely open their mouths to speak?’ But the teacher just smiled.
English lessons were followed with classes on how things were done in the West, and Chen Mu learned how to use a knife and fork, and how their position on a plate indicated whether or not you’d finished your meal. He learned that making a noise when eating was not – as in China – a sign that one was enjoying a meal, but a sign of being uncouth and rude. But what amazed him most was the way Western men treated their women, and he wondered how his mother would react if a man ever allowed her to go through a doorway before him.
He was the youngest of the boys destined for America – most being three or four years older – but he soon befriended Xi Tang, a boy from a neighbouring village, and the two became inseparable. ‘You’re no bigger than a mouse,’ Xi Tang had said on that first day, and from then on this became Chen Mu’s nickname.
When school was out Xi Tang and Chen Mu would explore Shanghai. Sometimes the boys went to Frenchtown, as the French Concession was called, where there were more Chinese than foreigners and where the air was pungent with the smell of opium, and they hunted for brothels in the hope of seeing one of the girls, but they never succeeded.
‘Aiyah! These are not worth our attention anyway,’ Xi Tang would say each time, forgetting that he’d been the one to suggest the hunt. ‘You want the ones in the British section – so exclusive that you can even find First Night Virgins. No older than twelve, every one of them.’
‘Have you ever gone there?’ Chen Mu always asked.
‘Their feet are perfect three-inch Golden Lilies,’ Xi Tang continued, always ignoring the question, ‘with an aroma so rich that a man can come from that alone.’
Chen Mu remembered the smell of his mother’s feet when she unbound them at night to soak in water, before cutting away the dead skin and rebinding them, and he didn’t think he’d come from such a smell, but then concluded the feet of twelve-year-old virgins probably smelt differently.
Some days they preferred the Huangpu and the Bund, which once had been no more than a muddy towing path but was now a wide, magnificent thoroughfare. They’d wander streets teeming with energy and noise, where the air always smelt of smoke and decomposing rubbish, and they’d watch boats unloading cargo. Other times they searched for streetwalkers known as ‘pheasants’ because of their elaborate, gaudy dress, and xianrou zhuang, or ‘salt pork shops’. Unlike the higher-class changsan brothels, where the women specialised in singing songs from operas and hosted elaborate banquets for rich merchants and officials, and where patrons had to undergo long courtships and pay exorbitant fees before gaining any sexual favour, these lower grade brothels were devoted to instant sexual gratification. And though everyone knew that salt pork was no longer fresh meat, these premises still enjoyed a brisk business catering to the needs of labourers and rickshaw drivers, and sometimes Xi Tang and Chen Mu sneaked into their courtyards only to be chased straight out again.
But it was the Chinese City, hidden behind its high circular wall pierced by narrow gateways and surrounded by a moat, that Chen Mu loved most because it reminded him of home. Along its dark crowded streets that smelt of rotting rubbish, cooking meats and fried onion pancakes they roamed, exploring alleyways made even narrower by restaurants and tea houses, shops and stalls selling porcelains and bronzes, brocades and embroideries, and stands displaying cooked and raw meats.
And so days blended into weeks and months, and Chen Mu lost his fear of the barbarians. He understood that their women were not barrel-bodies, but that it was simply the shape of their dress, though he did wonder if the strange shape of their shoe meant that they too practised a type of foot-binding. He was relieved no one seemed interested in skinning him alive, and slowly – ever so slowly – he learned a few words of English.
And then it was the eve of the examinations.
Chen Mu barely slept that night. He was sure he would fail English and be sent back to his village in shame. He imagined himself walking back to the schoolmaster’s house, giving back the lotus leaf brush-rest, because someone so stupid would not be worthy of such a gift. But when morning finally arrived he had no trouble with questions on China’s history, nor with recitation. Next came English. The commissioner asked him to translate a sentence, and Chen Mu answered, sure he was wrong. The commissioner looked at the teacher, the teacher looked back, blank-faced. The commissioner asked him for another sentence, then another, and though Chen Mu again did not know the exact words, he answered as best he could.
‘That will do,’ the commissioner finally said, and Chen Mu left the room, but before the door closed he thought he heard the commissioner ask the teacher, ‘Was he correct?’
He waited in the classroom until all the other boys had been tested. Never had a day passed so slowly. Finally the commissioner and the teacher came in. One by one each boy was called to the front of the room and given the much-coveted button of the cadet. The boys bowed, then returned to their seats, proud and confident.
Soon there was only Chen Mu without a button. He’d been right – he had failed the English examination. They’d left him till last so that he would see what success he could have achieved if he’d applied himself more.
‘Chen Mu,’ the commissioner called.
He rose and walked to the front of the room, fighting tears, head bowed in shame.
‘Well done, Chen Mu,’ and the commissioner presented him with the button.
For a moment Chen Mu stared at the commissioner, not understanding. He looked at the teacher, who smiled and nodded.
He walked back to his seat, past the smiling faces of his friends. I passed, he thought. I passed! Now Mā won’t think me stupid.
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Chen Mu was thirteen years old when, on the 24th of February 1875, Teacher Yung Wing married Mary Kellogg, a young American woman who had taught some of the boys in her home when they had first arrived in America. From the Chinese Education Mission only two teachers attended the wedding, but late in the afternoon Yung Wing and his bride returned to the college, so that he could formally introduce her as his wife to the boys.
There was much congratulation and formality at first, but Mary Kellogg was already a favourite with the students, well loved for her cheerfulness and gentle manner, and it didn’t take long for decorum to be replaced by laughter, teasing and games. There were many at the college who disapproved of the union, but the boys thought it a wonderful thing.
That night, after Yung Wing and his new bride had left, the boys ate supper and retired to their dormitories, still full of excitement. Chen Mu was undressing when Xi Tang crept up behind him and grabbed his queue.
‘Your turn, Mouse!’ he said, brandishing scissors. Chen Mu pulled back, anxious. Though some had been quick to cut their queues and discard their Chinese robes for Western-style clothes, others, like Chen Mu, were reluctant – Director Ngen had lectured them on the importance of remaining Chinese in every way.
‘Cutting your queue,’ he’d said, ‘is a sign you are no longer loyal to Confucian ideals.’
‘I don’t know …’ Chen Mu said, but Xi Tang laughed.
‘Come on! If it’s okay for Yung Wing to marry Miss Kellogg, why do we have to still wear our hair in a queue? Why do you love this mouse’s tail so much, hey?’
‘Cut the tail!’ one of the boys called out. The others in the room took up the chant: Cut the tail! Cut the tail!
‘Alright,’ Chen Mu laughed, ‘cut the tail.’

He sat late into the night copying the historical text that was his punishment for cutting his queue. He didn’t mind – his punishment was mild, and he liked his hair short. It was the same with the Western clothes Xi Tang had lent him until he could buy his own – they too had felt strange for the first couple of days, but now he liked the way trousers gave his legs more freedom than the robes. He chewed on the end of his pen and wondered what his mother would say if she saw him now – would she even recognise him? When he thought back to the boy he had been, there were times when even he didn’t recognise himself …
The door of the classroom opened and a tutor came in. Chen Mu rose and bowed.
‘Sit down, Chen Mu, sit down …’ he said as he pulled a chair to Chen Mu’s desk.
Chen Mu frowned – this was not normal protocol.
‘Have you nearly finished this task?’
Chen Mu nodded.
‘Good. Good. You are a good student, Chen Mu. Director Ngen – well, all of us, really – we’re pleased with your progress …’
‘Thank you.’
‘Yes, very pleased. Your mother would have been proud …’
‘She says she is. I received a letter last week—’
‘Yes, yes, we know. Chen Mu, about your mother – I believe she hadn’t been well for some time …’
Chen Mu stared at the tutor. Hadn’t been well? Would have been proud?
‘My mother is dead?’
The tutor looked away, and the silence between them grew. Then Chen Mu remembered the pus and blood in the shit-pot, and knew that deep inside he had been expecting this news for some time.
‘I need to go home. I have to perform my duties as her son.’
The tutor shook his head. ‘Young Chen, such a trip would cost a lot of money. I don’t think it possible …’
Under the desk Chen Mu clenched his fists in an attempt to control his growing anger and frustration. They couldn’t stop him. They had to let him go; there was no question about it.
‘And who would accompany you? You cannot travel alone.’
‘Yes I can. I’m thirteen – a man already. I have to go.’
‘I don’t think—’
‘I have to!’ Chen Mu stood, knocking his chair backwards. The tutor raised a hand to calm him but Chen Mu felt tears forming and knew he couldn’t let the tutor see these. He ran out of the room.
He curled up beneath the blankets of his bed and cried, as much from frustration as from grief, but when the tutor came to check on him he pretended to be asleep so as not to lose face.
When the tutor left he pulled the blankets off his head and stared at the shadows on the ceiling. He hadn’t even been told if the Imperial Almanac had been consulted – if his mother had died on a lucky or unlucky day. Had her soul been brought back from the temple of T’u-ti Lao-yeh? Who had burnt the papers to the ten kings of Hades, and to the god of the dragon chariot to help her soul on its journey through the nether world? Without these pieces of yellow paper from the priests, how could her soul find safe passage to the gates of Paradise?
Then he had another thought which frightened him even as it shamed him – tradition had it that the children of a deceased person should not cut their hair for forty-nine days after the death. He hadn’t been told the exact day his mother died, but he had to have cut his queue after his mother’s death. So now it was more important than ever that he perform his duties for her soul.
But even as he thought this he knew that there was nothing he could do. Xi Tang had nicknamed him well – he felt like a mouse in a trap, and slowly grief turned to anger. He swore never to forgive the Mission for not allowing him to return home.
When he woke next morning he found someone had placed the white clothes of mourning at the foot of his bed. He threw them across the room – if he couldn’t go home, he wouldn’t wear them. He put on his American clothes.
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Chen Mu stared through the train window at the vastness of the prairies. He knew he was in trouble, but no matter what the consequences, he didn’t regret his decision. If they had to go back to China after just nine years instead of the promised twenty, he would only do so after seeing the Venus flytrap. Otherwise, he would be no better than that scared and helpless little mouse that had arrived here so many years ago. He thought of the small boy who had been so afraid to leave his village, yet who now, at seventeen, felt more American than Chinese. How different had he really become?
Outside, the late afternoon sunlight contrasted with the cool dimness of the wagon, and the monotony of the landscape combined with the rocking of the steam train to create a hypnotic effect. He leaned back and closed his eyes, and images of these past years flickered across his memory. The faces of his many tutors. His schoolmates, and their awe at discovering the workings of machines and Mr Bell’s telephone. But Chen Mu had never been interested in machines, and though he studied what was required, his one love was botany, and he had borrowed every book he could find to educate himself in this subject. He had been lucky that Teacher Yung had encouraged him in this, and had even introduced him to the writer Samuel Clemens, whose wife also loved plants. It was at her suggestion that he had started a notebook where he would draw the plants he learned about, then detail their growing requirements and how to propagate and cultivate them. He now had two such notebooks, which he took everywhere with him.
Teacher Yung Wing – how disapproving the other Chinese tutors had been when he married an American woman! Would Teacher Yung now be just as disapproving of what Chen Mu had done? He knew he would not be given permission for this trip, just as he had never been given permission to attend his mother’s funeral, so he hadn’t bothered asking. He’d simply decided that before heading back to China he would see for himself the plant Charles Darwin described as ‘the most wonderful in the world’.
He was going to the Green Swamps of North Carolina – the only place, according to Darwin, that the Venus flytrap grew – where the bog was so thick thorny vines were said to grow to the size of broom handles, and give shelter to rattlesnakes, copperheads and alligators. But the dangers of the Green Swamps didn’t worry Chen Mu. The thought of a plant that actually ate insects was too extraordinary to dismiss, no matter what the dangers, no matter what the penalty. Though he’d left a note at the College, he knew the tutors would be angry, but this too didn’t matter – he’d deal with the consequences when the time came.

It was almost dark when Chen Mu finally reached his destination, too late to look for the flytrap. He had to find lodgings for the night, but first he needed to eat. Carrying his small case in which he’d packed, along with a change of clothes, his notebooks, the jade brush-rest, and his signed copy of The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, he headed for the centre of town. These items were his most prized possessions and always the first thing he packed, even if only for an overnight trip.
The night air was moisture laden, hot and sticky. Mosquitoes hovered around his face and his stiff cellulose collar chafed. He wished he could remove his jacket, but being a stranger here he didn’t want to offend by being incorrectly dressed. He walked along the main street lost in thought, unaware of the chorus of frogs-calls filling the air, of the moonlight so bright it cast long shadows in the street; unaware of people glancing at him suspiciously as he passed.
He came to a tavern. At a long table by the window men sat talking amongst themselves, drinks in hand, waiting for their supper. On the bar was a hogshead of rum, and behind it were shelves stocked with Lisbon wine and decanters of brandy and Holland Gin. The walls of the room were covered with a profusion of messages, advertisements and legal notices. A placard of stagecoach routes, a woodcut of an enormous stallion rearing, and directly beside the bar the front page of that week’s broadsheet lamented the shooting of President Garfield in Washington. By barrels of strong beer and hard cider, four men sat at a smaller table playing poker. The tavern keeper stood behind the bar, watching Chen Mu.
Chen Mu approached him.
‘You’d best just turn around and get out of here, boy.’
Chen Mu looked at the tavern keeper, confused. Had he offended in some way? He noticed for the first time the uncomfortable silence in the room. No one looked his way, except for the poker-playing men who stared and smirked.
‘Did you hear me, boy? I said go. Now.’
‘I’d like a meal first, if you please.’ He spoke formally – English was not his language and he was conscious of the need to be polite. ‘I’ve been travelling for two days and I’m hungry. I’d like a meal. I do have money to pay …’ and he dug into his pocket, but the tavern keeper grabbed his arm and led him outside.
‘Just go, lad. It’s for the best,’ he said quietly before turning away.
Chen Mu felt embarrassed, yet didn’t understand why he’d been told to leave. His manner had been modest and polite, so why should he be refused service?
Well, so be it. He’d come this far and had no intention of leaving without seeing the plant. He’d find lodgings and at first light hire a guide, and insist they leave for the swamps there and then. He’d sketch in his notebook the plant in minute detail, then pick a number of flowers and leaves in different stages of development to press. When back in China he intended making a painting of them, to send to the Clemens of Connecticut, as a ‘thank you’ for the friendship they had shown towards him.
He was so immersed in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the two men and the woman following him, whispering and laughing, careful to keep a safe distance.
In the window of a house he saw the sign ‘Rooms’ and knocked on the door. A woman answered, but when she saw Chen Mu she simply closed the door without asking him his business.
Suddenly it all made sense. The sudden silence in the tavern, the tavern keeper’s refusal to serve him, and now this woman – he was not welcome in this town. He’d heard, of course, that Chinese people often met with prejudice and even violence, especially in the South, but as he’d never encountered such treatment in Connecticut he’d dismissed these stories as rumours. Anger replaced embarrassment and he considered returning to the tavern to demand service the same as any man, but then he remembered the smirk on the poker players’ faces, and that the tavern had been packed, whereas he was here alone.
Behind him the two men gave the woman a small push forward, snickered and waved her on. She giggled, then straightened to her full height and raised her nose into what she believed to be an aristocratic expression. She patted her bonnet into place and removed her drawstring bag from the chatelaine at her waist. As she walked toward Chen Mu she swung her hips provocatively, the ruffles and bows above her bustle bouncing, the tassels on her bag swaying to and fro. She came abreast of Chen Mu and bumped into him, dropping her bag.
‘I beg your pardon,’ Chen Mu said as he picked up the bag and tried to hand it to her, but the woman stepped back.
‘Help! Thief! He stole my bag!’
Chen Mu looked at her, bewildered. Saw the two men running towards him.
‘I—’ but he saw the expression on the woman’s face and instantly understood. He threw the bag at her and ran. Others joined the chase and Chen Mu could hear calls of Stop the thief! Stop the Chink! and he forced his legs to pump faster. His small leather case beat against his leg as he ran, bruising his leg, but he wasn’t about to drop his treasures. His ears roared and he ran faster still, not knowing where to go. He heard a gunshot and panic overtook reason. He dived into an alleyway, crawled into an empty crate and curled up. He strained to hear the mob not far behind, but all he could hear was the rush of blood in his ears and his heavy breathing. He forced himself to breathe slowly, quietly. The pounding of running feet drew closer. Passed the alley. Grew weaker and died away. He crawled out of the crate and stood up.
The first punch hit him squarely in the face and broke his nose, followed by a second that split his lip. He fell back against the crates, dazed. Gagged at the blood trickling down the back of his throat. But the man who had followed him here and waited in this alley for his prey was on him before he could react. He fought back but the fighting he knew was the boxing they had been taught at the College – gentlemen’s boxing – and of no use in an alley. The man’s hands encircled his throat and his celluloid collar crackled as he felt consciousness ebbing and he knew he had to do something now or die. He groped the ground around him, hoping for something – anything – to help him defend himself. Fighting for breath, fighting the ringing in his ears. His hand gripped something long and hard. With all his strength he pounded his attacker’s temple.
Chen Mu rolled his attacker off and gulped great lungfuls of air. He carefully felt his face. His cheeks were swollen and his nose and mouth bled, and his whole ribcage hurt when he breathed. He sat up.
In his hand he still gripped his weapon – a broken table leg, thick and solid and turned, with a brass claw and ball at one end, now stained with blood. He raised it to the man, ready to strike again if he moved, but the bloody skull showing large shards of bone impelled into brain tissue told Chen Mu this man would never move again. Bile filled his mouth and he vomited, and when he had no more to vomit still he retched in fear and confusion and panic.
He heard voices close by and froze, sure he would be found. Thrown in jail. Hung. A woman laughed and a man responded, passing the alley without a glance. Chen Mu knew he had to get away from here. From this town. Now. He found his small leather case and crept into the street, keeping to the shadows. When he reached the train station he hid for what seemed like hours until at last a goods train slowly pulled into the station and stopped. He watched the train driver unload a crate. Slowly, painfully, he made his way to a gondola stacked with shipping containers. Finding a gap between two, he climbed on and crawled between them just as the train started to move. He lost consciousness.

He came to sometime during the night. He tried to sit up but his body was too sore, and the space between the containers too tight. So he lay staring at the small gap of sky above as fragments of memory flashed through his mind. Sounds and smells and sights of long ago. Early mornings back in China, his village cloaked in mist. The throbbing of wings over the river. The soft lowing of the village buffalo. His mother ripping open her winter clothes to harvest the soft wadding from within.
Chen Mu lifted himself onto his elbows to ease the pain of his ribs. He didn’t want to think of his village, because to think of his village meant thinking of his mother, thinking of how he had let her down. He hadn’t understood, back then, why she was sending him away – he’d been too young. It was only years later that he’d realised what a sacrifice she’d made, what honours his Western education would bring to his mother, and indeed to the whole village. Yet in spite of this awareness he had shamed her memory by not performing his duties on her death, and now, by killing a man. And he could never undo that, no matter how much he wished otherwise. A murderer at seventeen. All for the sake of a plant.
He had no idea where this train was heading, but it didn’t really matter. He knew he couldn’t go back to Connecticut – no one there would help him. He had shamed the Chinese Educational Mission. Shamed Teacher Yung Wing. Even shamed the Clemens, who had taken such an interest in the Mission, and who’d opened their house and their library to him without restraint. And he couldn’t go back to China, for most of all he had shamed China. He would have to lose himself. Perhaps head west. But he dismissed this idea instantly – after his reception down in the South, he didn’t want more of the same. He tried to think of where he’d be safe. Perhaps he could head for Canada. He tried to plan further but was too sore, too tired. He slept.

Chen Mu woke to the shriek of seagulls. The train was stationary, the sun low in the sky and the air thick, sticky, smelling of decayed seaweed and brine. Around him men shouted and engines clanked. A steamboat blew its whistle. He tried to sit up but his body had stiffened and every muscle ached. His head pounded. He crawled to the edge of the gondola and slid off, then stumbled across the tracks to the warehouses beside them. Someone called out to him but he ignored them and kept going until he found sanctuary between two buildings, in an alleyway filled with discarded boxes and rubbish.
From a muddy puddle Chen Mu scooped water into his mouth. It tasted gritty but quenched his thirst. He soaked his handkerchief and cleaned the dried blood off his face and hands, then tried to clean his torn jacket and shirtfront. He removed the crumpled collar.
He rested in the late afternoon shadows until he felt more in control. He had to make plans. The tutors would have discovered his note by now. Would they simply wait, hoping for his return, or would they search for him until they could no longer delay their departure? No matter – he could never go back. But what if they went to the police?
Chen Mu thought again of the man he had killed – never had he imagined he could do such a thing. He was a scholar. A peaceful person. More interested in books and plants than in violence.
A peaceful person who had killed a man.
Brutally.
The thought was almost too big to hold on to.
Had they found the body yet? Many in the small Southern town had seen him – the tavern keeper, the woman with rooms to let. Then there was the woman who had set him up as a thief. How long would it be before the police put all these pieces together? He must go further – somewhere where there was no chance of being found. But where? He only had the few items in his case and what money he’d saved from the Chinese Government’s stipend in his wallet. He didn’t even know where, exactly, he was right now.
From his vantage point he observed the waterfront. Commission offices, boarding houses and brothels vied for space with warehouses and bars, and gangs of longshoremen ran to and fro, loading and unloading cargo as they dodged drays pulled by massive draught horses. On the water boats followed pilot ships, while fishing vessels, low in the water with their wells full of live herring, wallowed beside the wharves.
He watched the constantly changing swarm of dockworkers, the families waiting for passengers, the small boys looking for the opportunity to sneak on board and explore from bow to stern. These boys reminded him of himself and Xi Tang so many years ago. They too had stood staring at ships on the banks of the Huangpu, waiting for such an opportunity. What would Xi Tang now think of his disappearance? He remembered how once, standing on the banks of the Huangpu, they’d overheard men say that in the Chinese City a prisoner had been sentenced to die by the cage. Also known as ‘the slow death’, it was a punishment rarely used, and this news had so excited the boys that they’d forgotten all about sneaking onboard ships, and had run instead to the City.
When they’d learned that the criminal had already been exhibited at two of the six gates, the boys had gone to the third gate where a crowd had gathered, and they’d pushed their way through the throng. They’d found the prisoner standing in a four-sided structure made of vertical wooden poles, taller than a man. At the top of the structure, or ‘cage’, were planks of wood made fast to the frame, positioned so as to hold the prisoner firmly up by the neck. There was no base to the structure. Instead, flat stones were stacked on top of each other so that, on the first day, the prisoner was able to stand normally, his hands tied behind his back. But then each day one of the flat stones was removed, until the prisoner slowly strangle himself by the weight of his body. Near the cage a guard collected money from those who wanted to take photographs, which he’d share later with the prisoner’s family. The boys had watched for a while but quickly become bored, and decided to return when more stones were being removed. But two days later they learned the prisoner was dead; a friend had smuggled him a poisonous draught.
Chen Mu shook his head, trying to dispel thoughts of executions; he didn’t want to imagine what they’d do to him if – when – they caught him.
The afternoon turned to dusk and still Chen Mu stayed in the shadows, watching. As the sun set daytime activity slowed, then stopped. An hour or so of calm, then the wharves’ nocturnal population emerged.
He saw sailors drunk and brawling fall into the arms of prostitutes hunting for ‘pigeons’. Heard captains curse as they scoured the bars and docks for crew, while those they had left on watch broke into the rum rations. Chen Mu worried he would be discovered. Soon, before daylight, he’d have to move on. He thought he should buy something to eat to keep up his strength, but the very thought of food sickened him.
In the early hours of the morning, just as the night sky turned to bruise, Chen Mu picked up an empty bottle from the ground and staggered towards a ship he’d been observing for some time, one whose watch had vanished below deck hours ago, accompanied by froufroued ladies bearing gifts. He lurched up the gangplank, swigging from the empty bottle as if drunk, until no longer in sight of the docks.
When he reached the stern he climbed the guardrail and tried to loosen the rope holding a tarpaulin over a lifeboat. The knot took a long time to undo and he expected to be discovered at any moment. As he slid under the tarpaulin and dropped into the lifeboat he banged his already damaged ribs on the edge of the seat and heard the bone scrape. He fought not to lose consciousness as he leant back, trying to find a more comfortable spot, but the bottom of the boat was littered with ropes, an anchor, a metal bucket. As he reached for the bucket a dark shape darted out and bit his hand, and Chen Mu saw the tail end of a rat scamper out of the lifeboat. He tugged the tarpaulin back into place and pulled the loose end of the rope into the boat to hide his interference. He lay dizzy and nauseated, not caring about the rat bite, nor where he was or what would happen when they found him. He just wanted to lose himself to that feeling of falling into an endless void. He closed his eyes and let go.
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They found him when the ship was two days out to sea. Dehydrated and running a fever – for the rat bite had become infected and his hand was twice its normal size – Chen Mu was barely conscious. His clothes stank of urine and sweat, he shivered uncontrollably and when they tried to make him stand his legs gave way beneath him.
The captain ordered that he be taken to a cell below, intending to hand him over to the authorities at their first port of call. Stowaways were not entirely new to Captain Wainwright, and he had little sympathy for those who ran from their problems. There had been a time, early in his career, when he would have spoken to the man, tried to find out what he was running from, but he’d soon learned it was better not to ask. He considered himself a fair and just man, unlike those captains who ordered stowaways thrown overboard. Better, he thought, to leave justice to those trained in such things. So he simply added a note to his log dated Wednesday, 17th of August 1881 – 0800: Stowaway discovered in lifeboat. Chinese. Then promptly forgot all about him.

In his cell in the bowels of the ship Chen Mu examined his swollen palm and fingers, which looked more like a cow’s udder than a hand. He couldn’t tell how long he’d been here – he fluctuated between consciousness and oblivion, immersed in hallucinatory dreams of his village or his time in Shanghai, or nightmares of men with crushed skulls chasing him down narrow alleyways. He knew someone brought water and helped him drink, and he had a vague impression of someone trying to feed him ship’s biscuits, but the rest of the time he’d been left alone. He’d welcomed the water but had been unable to eat. He turned his hand and examined the palm – it was so swollen that it had lost all its creases. With difficulty he sat up and gently, painfully, took off his jacket. He rolled up the sleeve of his shirt.
An angry red line ran from his wrist halfway up his forearm, and he knew he had to release this foulness that even now spread further into his body. He could see the outline of a sack of pus the size of a walnut around the wound, purple and shiny, hot to touch. He picked at the scab, lifting the dried blood with his nail, but this didn’t release the pus. So he pressed against the flesh till a yellow head rose to the surface. The pain made him light-headed and his breath shallow so that he had to rest until the dizziness passed. Once more he pressed around the lump then, knowing he wouldn’t be able to stand the pain for much longer, bit the yellow head and pulled. Thick creamy pus flecked with blood spewed from the wound and Chen Mu lost consciousness.
When he came to his hand was covered with the sticky, stinking mess but he could move his fingers a little. He forced himself to clench and open his hand over and over again so that more pus spurted out. Sweat drenched his body and trickled into his eyes and plastered his hair to his scalp, but still he clenched until only blood oozed forth and then he stopped. He rested a while then wiped the mess as best he could with his handkerchief, retching at the putrid rotting-fish stench. He knew from herbal remedies he’d studied that he had to purify the wound or it would fester again, but there were no plants in these cells so he undid the buttons of his trousers and struggled to the side of the bunk. He urinated on the open wound, and though it burnt he knew it had to be done and so did not stop till his bladder was empty.
Twice a day he treated his wound in this way, first pressing to expel any build-up of pus, then washing it away with his urine, and slowly he came to feel better and was able to eat the ship’s biscuits. He noticed for the first time the thump–thump–thump of the screw propeller, and wondered where the ship was heading. Then one day no matter how hard he pressed no more pus came out of his hand, and the red line up his arm had disappeared.

It was one of those hot afternoons when the sea was so calm and the air so still that if they had not been under steam they would not have made any progress. Wainwright was in his cabin, resting after a pleasant meal with the few passengers that had chosen to travel on this cargo ship rather than the more luxurious passenger vessels. He allowed his gaze to travel from his book to the far corners of his cabin as he contemplated the poem he’d just read. It was then that he noticed the stowaway’s case. He’d had it be brought to his cabin the day the stowaway had been found, and had been about to examine its contents when a boiler had exploded below and a man killed as a result, so that the case had been put aside and he’d forgotten about it until now. Carefully placing an embroidered bookmark in his book, he rose from his bunk.
From the small leather case he removed the shirt, knee length underwear and spare celluloid collar that were the only items of clothing, and placed them on his desk. He picked up one of two notebooks and flipped through the pages, surprised. He hadn’t expected to find such a thing in a stowaway’s case. Perhaps they were stolen. The handwritten text and delicate plant illustrations suggested the work of a learned man – a botanist, maybe? But why would a Chinaman steal such a thing?
He next took a small box from the case and opened its lid. From within folds of red silk he pulled out a small apple-green jade carving in the shape of a plant. Wainwright couldn’t identify its use, nor the plant, but he recognised its beauty. Perhaps this was the real treasure – the reason for the theft of this case. He laid the jade carving back in its box, convinced now that he knew the reason behind the stowaway’s flight, and picked up the last item in the case – a book in red leather binding with gold leaf lettering.
The captain ran his fingers over the embossed design and lettering on the cover: The Adventures of Tom Sawyer, by Mark Twain. He opened to the first page. Again the title and the name, then in brackets (Samuel Langhorne Clemens). He turned to the next page. Directly under a dedication, handwritten in an elegant script: To Chen Mu, in friendship. Signed S.L. Clemens. Wainwright frowned. Was the stowaway this Chen Mu? If so, then he wasn’t the sort of Chinaman the captain was used to. Perhaps he’d be wise to find out more, before handing him over to the authorities. He summoned the ship’s doctor and instructed him to examine the man.
The doctor reported that the stowaway would survive. He was badly bruised and weak, but he was able to eat and his broken nose was healing, as was the wound on his hand. His ribcage was very bruised, but nothing was broken.
‘But did you speak to him?’
The doctor nodded.
‘And?’
‘He’s reluctant to talk, but he speaks English well and sounds like an educated man. And I doubt he’s ever done much physical work – his hands aren’t calloused and his skin’s not sunburnt.’
‘Could these be his?’ Wainwright handed over the notebooks.
The doctor turned the pages of one, reading a little from one page, then another. He put it down and read sections of the other notebook.
‘I think so. I doubt all this plant information is the result of his own research – he’s probably copied it from a text. But he’s added comments. Here in English … and here, look. And here, in Chinese …’
‘Did you find out his name? Where he’s from?’
‘Not where he came from. But his name’s Chen Mu.’
Wainwright dismissed the doctor and picked up the copy of Tom Sawyer. He was intrigued – he’d never come across an educated Chinese. Those he knew were the coolies who worked on the waterfront or below deck, shovelling coal into the ever-hungry furnaces of his ship. These men understood little English, or pretended not to. To him, they were little more than beasts of burden – thieves and ingrates. Maybe he could use this Chen Mu, who apparently associated with the likes of Mark Twain, as a go-between with the Chinese crew. He would return his case, then offer him the opportunity to work for his passage – at least until he found out more about the man.

They had been at sea for just over eight weeks. Wainwright had put Chen Mu to work the galley and cleaning the passengers’ cabins, as well as generally helping wherever help was required. This had irked Chen Mu, who considered it women’s work, but the doctor had called him lucky, explaining he could have been sent to shovel coal into the furnaces instead, each and every day – work that could have killed him. Now that he’d regained his strength, Chen Mu wished he’d taken his chance with the furnaces. He felt he had energy to burn and he wasn’t afraid of hard work.
He could see the coast of Australia to starboard and the Barrier Reef to port. The ship moved so slowly through these reefs that Chen Mu felt he’d probably get to land quicker by jumping over the side and swimming. He knew nothing of Australia, but it was as far from Carolina as he could get, and that was all that mattered. He yearned to be back on land.
When first released from his cell, Chen Mu had tried to get to know the other Chinese on board, craving companionship and hoping to learn about this new country, but these men were always exhausted, and suspicious of his educated speech and manners. They’d barely acknowledged his presence, and rather than being ignored Chen Mu had left his bunk that was no larger than a coffin, and its cockroach-infested mattress, and gone to sleep on deck. He thought it ironic that these nine years of Western education, years that were meant to elevate him from peasant to mandarin, had in fact resulted in him being a fugitive – a murderer. So when Wainwright questioned him about his past he’d answered in monosyllables, not trusting the captain – he expected to see the police waiting for him at every port. Chen Mu knew he’d developed a reputation on this ship as being brooding and uncommunicative, but so be it. It was safer this way.
And now he’d made it to the other side of the world. So many journeys! From his village to Shanghai. Then Shanghai to Connecticut, Connecticut to Carolina, Carolina to Australia. He wondered what his mother would have thought of all this travelling, had she still been alive.

The ship sailed into Cooktown Harbour and dropped anchor. An offshore breeze blew heavy with the sickly, pungent odour of molasses. The captain ordered the ship’s gun fired, signalling for smaller boats to come from shore to unload cargo and take anyone going ashore. Their next stop would be Townsville, and then the ship would begin its return journey.
Chen Mu looked at the trees and hills in the distance, and the feeling of panic he’d only just managed to contain during their slow navigation through the reefs grew stronger by the minute. He didn’t want to sail on to Townsville – he couldn’t shake the feeling that danger awaited him there. What was there to stop the captain using his free labour for the whole journey, then at the end of the journey sent word ahead that he had a stowaway? The police could be waiting to arrest him as soon as they docked. He watched the small boats reach the steamer and make fast, the crew begin to unload cargo. He came to a decision.
From his case he removed his copy of Tom Sawyer and pushed it down the front of his trousers. He opened the box with the jade brush-rest and laid the carving on the palm of his hand; it still was the most beautiful thing he had ever owned. He ran his finger along the sculpted edge of the leaf and remembered the words of the old schoolmaster: Remember, Chen Mu. Without being worked, jade cannot be shaped into a vessel; without being educated, people cannot be shaped into virtuous citizens. With a wry smile he tucked the brush-rest back in its box and put it down the front of his shirt. He would have liked to take his notebooks as well, but they were already becoming mouldy from the damp air. He checked his pocket for his wallet. He didn’t need anything else.
He heaved a bag of shell intended for the mainland onto his back, pulling it forward to hide his face, and climbed down the Jacob’s ladder to one of the waiting boats, already almost full. Stacking the sack onto the others already there, he sat down beside them as he’d seen others do who would go onshore to help unload. The boat disengaged itself from the steamer and headed for shore.
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‘Barmy, the lot of them! They’ll all be dead by the time they’re forty.’
Chen Mu fished a fly out of his mug of tea and watched the bullock driver stir the stew simmering on the campfire. He’d been travelling for weeks, mostly on foot, stopping at a town or property for never more than a day or so, when casual work was available. He didn’t know where he was going – only aware that he had to get as far from Queensland as possible, to a place where he’d feel safe. He’d crossed into the colony of New South Wales some time back and had just kept heading south. Then, this evening, he’d come upon a bullocky setting up camp, and the man had offered to share a cup of tea and a meal.
‘It’s the lead, you know, gets in the dust. Saw it in the old country. My father was a miner, back in Cornwall. Then he got that blue line, on his gums like, and he knew he was a dead man. Killed him in no time, it did …’
But Chen Mu didn’t want to know about the lead. He wanted to know about the silver that the bullocky told him had been discovered recently on the other side of the Barrier Ranges. Silver that could make a man rich.
‘I’ll get work in the mines,’ he said, staring into the campfire.
‘Nah lad, you can’t and that’s a fact.’
‘Why not?’
‘On account of you being a Chinaman and all, you see. Gov’ment won’t let you.’ He quickly dipped a finger into the pot on the fire. ‘Here, that’s hot enough. Pass us that bowl.’
The bullocky piled a ladleful of chunky mutton stew into the metal bowl that was his only dish, in which he’d previously mixed flour and water to make a damper. He pulled a spoon and a fork out of his kit, wiped them on the leg of his trousers and handed Chen Mu the spoon.
‘There’s been trouble with you lot in the goldfields, you see. So they passed a law – said you could work if you got permission from the mines minister, but he ain’t about to let you, now is he? Not if he wants to keep in good with the miners and the Trade Union he won’t.’ He held the bowl between them and took a forkful. ‘Well come on lad, eat up.’ He chewed his mutton, nodding, then pointed his fork at Chen Mu. ‘Now if you really want to work, old Yu Ping can probably do with some help.’
‘Who’s he?’
‘One of you lot. Mad as a hatter, they say.’ He broke off a piece of the damper cooling on the log between them, and passed the rest to Chen Mu. Dunked his piece in the stew and ate in silence, then continued talking as if there had been no break in the conversation. ‘But he’s all right, Yu Ping. Reckons he can grow vegetables out there, in the rocks and the sand. Reckons he’ll get richer selling that to the miners than the miners will with all their silver.’
‘Will he?’
‘Dunno. They all think he’s barmy. But you know, I reckon he will. I reckon old Yu Ping knows what he’s doing.’ He put his fork back in the bowl, pulled out his tobacco pouch and rolled a cigarette that he lit from the end of a stick from the fire. When he finished his smoke he kicked dirt over the campfire to smother it, and went to check his cattle.
Chen Mu sat up long into the night, thinking. For the first time in a long while, here in the middle of the bush, listening to the sounds of night creatures and looking up through the silhouettes of trees to a sky so filled with stars, he felt something resembling peace. Not true peace, like when he was a very little boy, safe in the belief that his mother would always be there. Nor the kind of peace he’d experienced in Hartford, visiting the Clemens, surrounded by books and plants and people who were interested in his thoughts and ideas. No, he didn’t think he’d ever have that kind of peace again, but for a moment – just a fleeting moment – he could simply be, and feel a brief instant of calm.
But soon questions that had plagued him these past months shattered this fragile illusion, and he could no more ignore them than he could reach out and catch one of those stars above. Because he didn’t know what he was anymore – not truly Chinese, for he had spent too long in the West, adopted too many Western ideas, but neither did he feel truly Westernised. There had been times when he had thought himself so, but a glimpse at his reflection quickly showed him the impossibility of such thoughts. No, rather, he felt suspended between two worlds, never to truly belong to either. And maybe that was what he had to accept – that he would never again be part of what he’d known, that he would always be scurrying on the outer edges, careful not draw attention to himself, not to get caught. They had nicknamed him well. ‘Mouse’. And like a mouse, he would live forever within proximity of people, but never truly belong, doomed to scuttle away into a hole at the first sign of danger. So maybe the bullocky was right – maybe he should go and work for this Yu Ping. At least, in the middle of a desert, he should be safe …
Chen Mu lay back and stared at the sky for a long time, until at last sleep overcame him. In the morning he joined the bullocky on his journey west to deliver supplies to the silver mines of Umberumberka, and each was glad of the other’s company, though neither would have admitted it.

The afternoon sun beat down onto the barren and desolate land, giving the dust-filled air a light purple hue. Chen Mu lowered the buckets of water onto the ground and eased the yoke from his back. He straightened and stretched his aching muscles, then shaded his eyes and looked towards the horizon, still mesmerised by this surreal landscape. The red desert seemed to stretch to the end of the earth, except for the humped-backed ridge in the distance that the miners had nicknamed ‘the broken hill’.
Chen Mu thought of Wang, the oldest man in his village – was he even still alive? If he were, and happened upon this place, Wang would argue that the myths were wrong – Zhù Róng, the fire god, could not possibly live on Kunlun Mountain. Zhù Róng must live right here, in this very desert. He would say it was his fire reflected upon these rocks, his hot breath scorching the air. It would make sense, for was not Zhù Róng also the god of the southern hemisphere?
Chen Mu smiled to himself, thinking of Wang. Up above, two square-tailed kites silently rode the thermals on splay-tipped wings. Yes, Wang would probably be right, for Zhù Róng was also responsible for making sure men stayed in their appointed position, in the universal order of things, and since coming to work for Yu Ping in his market garden nearly two years ago, Chen Mu had discovered a sense of inner peace – he’d lost that feeling of danger that had stalked him in Queensland. Out here, in the middle of nowhere, he felt safe. And if, sometimes, he felt there should be more to his life, he quickly reminded himself that he had no right to ask for more. Yes, he should be grateful – he had work, savings, and more importantly, he had Yu Ping’s respect. This was his place in the universal order of things. But did he really believe this? Would he really be happy doing this work, digging this rock-hard ground, rationing out water to plants, one ladle at the time, for the next five years? Ten years? Twenty years? Until he was as old as Yu Ping? And even if he chose to go on like this – what if circumstances changed? Already things were changing …
Shortly after his arrival, the miners had moved their tents closer to Umberumberka Creek, and had built huts out of iron and canvas. There was even a store and a hotel there now, as well as two boarding houses. They’d change the name of the place to Silverton, and more and more miners had arrived, so that the initial population had doubled then doubled again, until now there were more than a thousand people here.
‘Too many people,’ Yu Ping had told Chen Mu. ‘Too much trouble.’ And he’d refused to move with the others. He’d positioned his garden to capture the storm-water flow as it ran along eroded gullies, channelling it into the two dams he’d built at either end of it. During the dry he’d dug soakage wells, and between both of these water sources he’d managed to persuade the red desert soil to produce fruit and vegetables. Over the years he’d expanded his garden, and taken on three more Chinese men to work for him, so that now he grew enough to sell to the whole Silverton community. But recently they’d heard that seven mineral leases had been pegged on the broken hill thirteen miles to the east, and Chen Mu knew Yu Ping was worried in case a new township established itself there, and with it more market gardens.
‘I’m getting old, Chen Mu. Too tired for competition.’ He even needed a cane to get about now, and it happened more and more often that he would ask Chen Mu to take his chair to the corner of the field where the men were working, and from there call out his instructions.
Every day Chen Mu worked alongside the other men, digging and planting and harvesting, and in the late afternoons they watered the garden with long-handled wooden ladles dipped in the buckets they carried on either end of yokes. He’d go to bed at sundown, then wake in the early hours of the morning to harness Yu Ping’s horse to the cart, and drive the mile to Silverton where he’d collect night soil from the houses and cesspits in town, and horse and cow manure from the stables. He’d bring it all back to the garden and they would spread it on the ground before covering it with loose soil, and they had to do this before dawn because there were some who questioned this method of fertilising the ground. It was a job Chen Mu despised. Though it had never bothered him in his own village, now the stench of human excrement lingered in his nostrils long after he’d finished for the day, and sometimes he felt that the thin veneer of Western civilization he had cultivated in Connecticut was being washed away in the slops of night soil. But Yu Ping paid him well for this job, and trusted only him with the horse, so he didn’t complain.
The muffled belch of an explosion reached Chen Mu from the direction of the mines, indicating another lode loosened from the rock face. Soon, he knew, pickeyboys as young as eight would make their way down the shaft to sort the ore from the rocks; it would be dark in less than an hour, but 190 feet below the surface daylight had no meaning. As Chen Mu lifted the yoke back onto his shoulders the wail of a siren bemoaned an accident at the mines. He looked towards Yu Ping sitting at the edge of the field, who signalled for him to go but for the others to keep watering. Chen Mu ran for the horse and buggy.

The air around the mines smelt of rotten egg. Dust particles floated in the late afternoon light, and human figures rushed to and fro, hardly distinguishable from the ground they worked, their clothes coated with earth, their faces and beards spattered with clay. Chen Mu arrived just as they were hauling someone to the pithead – a haggard looking man covered in mud. They sat him on a nearby log and handed him a pannikin of whisky. He took a long swallow, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and shook his head.
‘The slabs gave out,’ he said. ‘So did the uprights. The whole roof’s come down. Ted didn’t ‘ave a hope.’ He held out his cup and his whole arm shook. Someone refilled it and he downed it in one go.
At the pithead Ted’s body was pulled out then carried unceremoniously to the jail where he’d be put in the undertaker’s bathtub until morning.
Poor Ted – God rest his soul, and the crowd melted towards the grog-shop. They would drink to Ted’s memory, silently thankful it wasn’t them that ended with their faces pressed in the sticky mud below. Tomorrow they would bury him, and pass around a hat for his wife, if he had one. Accidents were too common here to spend more time than that on anyone.
Chen Mu didn’t go with the others to the grog-shop. He sat in the buggy watching the man on the log stare at nothing with eyes as glassy as marbles. He was secretly relieved the fall-in had only resulted in one death. He knew that if there had been more men below, they’d have worked all night if need be, and all day too, until they’d reached every one of them. He’d helped before and he hated the musty, slippery slopes, the constant smell of sulphur, the narrow passages through which he’d had to wriggle like a snake, which would suddenly open up to massive chambers so intensely dark that he would have lost his sense of balance if not for the dim glow of candles attached to the men’s hats. He was about to pick up the reins when the man spoke.
‘It’s ‘ell – that’s what it is.’
Chen Mu nodded, not knowing what to answer.
‘ ‘ell’s own backyard, that’s what this place is …’ The man roughly wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and looked into his cup. Finding it empty he let it fall to the ground. He looked up and noticed Chen Mu. ‘I was a lamplighter, you know, back ‘ome. Ted too. We was mates since we was little tackers, me and Ted. Then we heard about this country. They said you only had to stoop down to pick up nuggets of gold with your bare hands, and me and Ted decided. We left our missus and came here. We’ll come back rich, we told them, then you old women can take it easy.’ The man shook his head and shrugged. ‘Well, we didn’t find any gold. Then we heard about the silver …’ He picked up the cup from the ground and looked into it, as if he expected it to have refilled itself. Finding it still empty he dropped it back to the ground, stood up, and headed towards the grog-shop.
Chen Mu held the reins loosely, allowing the horse to make its way back home at its own pace. He normally couldn’t get out of there quickly enough – the cesspit odour and the stink of garbage thrown in the streets sickened him, as did the decomposing carcasses of animals thrown in the now dry creeks, but tonight he wanted time to think about his future. The last time he’d brought vegetables to the boarding houses, he’d been told a Mr Matthew Dawson wanted to speak to him. The man was a rich pastoralist who also had interests in the mines.
‘They tell me you’re not afraid of hard work, and that you know your plants,’ Dawson had said. ‘They also say you don’t touch the grog.’ And he’d offered Chen Mu a job as an undergardener on Walpinya Station, his property further east at the foot of the Snowy Mountains, just a few miles from the small township of Macoomba. ‘Think about it. I’ll be back this time next month. Be here if you want the job.’
And ‘this time next month’ was tomorrow.
If he was honest with himself, Chen Mu did want that job. Silverton was a harsh and uncompromising place, and he wanted more than a life of night soil, desert heat and ground so rocky it could break a man’s back. He wanted more than dust storms and saltbush. He missed the life he’d known in Connecticut – the nice clothes, the books, the deep frequent baths and plentiful water. He wanted a home somewhere green, where plants had a chance to thrive. He wanted to thrive. To make friends. To know a woman. Maybe even to marry, have children. Instead, he was nearly twenty and still a virgin.
In Connecticut, under the sharp supervision of the tutors, the young women he’d met were ‘proper’ young ladies who were not above flirtations, but who’d pretend to be shocked if anyone ever made further advances. Xi Tang had told him it was only a game – that if he persisted they would eventually allow him further liberties – but he’d been too unsure of himself to persist.
Here in Silverton there were only two kinds of women: the few wives who had followed their men to the mines, worn weary women old before their time, and the prostitutes. The Irish, French, and English prostitutes were out of bounds to him, and disinclined to damage their fragile relationship with the police by associating with Chinese men. Unlike most of the other Chinese here, Chen Mu was able to read the few newspapers that found their way into Silverton, and he’d seethed at the articles describing the ‘moral pollution’ that their writers expected would be the result, should any white woman come in contact with ‘Chinese immorality’. To the Australian population, the Chinese were pests, sons of rapists and murderers.
There was one Aboriginal woman, who everyone knew to be diseased, and three Karayuki-san, Japanese girls brought to this country specifically to cater for the ‘sexual passions of the coloured aliens’. Chen Mu had seen their camp on the outskirts of town – a huddle of gin cases, each providing a fragile illusion of privacy in which to ply their trade. They charged 7s 6d, and very early one morning Chen Mu had been tempted to go there before starting his round collecting night soil, but as he reached their camp he saw the police wagon already there. He’d turned the cart around and had not gone back since.
But to leave here would be to let down Yu Ping and he couldn’t do that. The old man had given him work, had never asked where he came from or how he came to be in such a place. Now that Yu Ping was too old to work Chen Mu couldn’t leave him; he owed him his loyalty. And besides, he liked the old man. So he lived the life of a monk, and sometimes he felt so restless that he thought he could just run into that red wasteland and keep on running. He would go instead into the vegetable field and dig, no matter what time of day, and the sweat would mix with the dust on his body to form great splodges of red mud, and old Yu Ping would totter after him calling him crazy to work in this heat, but still he would dig. When the sun set he’d stagger back to their camp and the other men would offer him a pipe of opium to ease his mind and his body, but he’d always refuse, eager for the sleep that brought him dusky-skinned maidens swimming naked in a crystal-clear pond, in the cool shadows of massive green ferns.
‘So? What mine?’ Yu Ping asked as soon as Chen Mu returned.
‘Day Dream.’
‘How many dead?’
‘One.’ Chen Mu unharnessed the horse.
‘Hm. Lucky.’ Yu Ping leaned on his cane and watched Chen Mu brush down the horse.
The silence between them grew, but it was a comfortable silence with each man in his own thoughts. Chen Mu gave the horse a bucket of water. The old man smiled and nodded to himself.
‘So,’ he said at last. ‘Tomorrow, you go.’
‘Go where?’
‘Go! Anywhere! But not here. I don’t want you here no more.’ And he turned his back to Chen Mu.
‘You’re dismissing me?’
‘Yes, I dismiss you. You go. Tomorrow!’
‘But why?’
Yu Ping turned back to face Chen Mu, smiling broadly.
‘Hey, Chen Mu! You think you’re very clever. But not as clever as old Yu Ping. I tricked you!’ He gave a soft chuckle. ‘No, Chen Mu, I don’t dismiss you. Not like you mean. But I know about that rich man. He offered you a job – better than this – but you don’t tell Yu Ping. Why?’
Chen Mu shrugged and lowered his gaze.
‘You don’t tell Yu Ping because you think Yu Ping’s an old man. You think you have to look after me. Well, I’m not going to be here no more. So who are you going to look after, hey?’
‘Where are you going?’
‘Upon the roots of the tree rests falling leaves, Chen Mu. I’m going home. Back to my village. I want my bones placed next to those of my ancestors. If I stay here, no one will remember me after I’m dead – there’ll be no one to dig up my bones.’
‘I’d do it.’
‘Yes, I know you would. But I’m a tired old man, Chen Mu. I want to go home. And I watch you. All the time I watch you and I see you’re not happy. More and more you look out towards the desert. You want to run, but you stay. You stay because of old Yu Ping. But Yu Ping thinks it’s time you left.’
Chen Mu nodded. He knew the old man to be right.
‘What about your gardens? And the others? Do they know?’
‘They know. They buy everything. I don’t want.’
Chen Mu nodded once more – there was nothing more to be said.
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Chen Mu sat on the front steps of his one-room hut, cradling a mug of hot water in his hands, listening to the sounds of barking dogs and lowing cattle. He heard the crack of a stock whip and the men yelling, and guessed one of the herd must have broken away into the thick undergrowth. It was barely dawn and the air was crisp, the valley thick with mist from the river, and he knew sounds could be deceiving but he judged them to be just on the crest of the hill. The boss and the men were driving the mob to the better areas of feed further up the mountain, and Chen Mu had risen earlier than usual to watch them go.
It had been a dry summer, and though Walpinya Station lay deep in a rich valley surrounded on three sides by mountains, with a river forming the fourth boundary, still the grasses had gone to seed early and until the rains came no growth could be expected. Only the healthiest cows and calves were making the journey – those too old or about to calve would stay in the valley. Matthew Dawson and his men would be back in a couple of weeks, but the cattle would stay in the high country until the end of autumn.
The sound of barking dogs weakened. An old kelpie, too old to accompany them and chained to the veranda post so he could not follow, barked sporadically. The bark turned to a whimper, then stopped. Fingers of soft sunlight filtered through the mist, slowly evaporating it. Soon it would be all gone and another hot day would begin. In a nearby tree magpies warbled.
Up ahead the soft glow of gaslights shone through the kitchen window of the homestead. Chen Mu imagined Mrs Hannigan, the cook, and Sahira, the Indian maid, bustling about the kitchen, cleaning up after the early breakfast they’d dished up for the stockmen. The kitchen screen door opened and Chen Mu hoped it would be Sahira, but it was only Mrs Hannigan – a gaunt, dried-up-looking woman with a sharp eye and even sharper tongue, but with a sense of humour Chen Mu was only now getting used to. He watched her take wood for the kitchen range from under the veranda and go back inside. He waited a while longer, willing Sahira to come out.
Upstairs, only Mrs Dawson’s bedroom showed a light. Barely two days ago Rose Dawson had given birth to a stillborn child, and had since developed a fever. Chen Mu had seen the small graves in the family plot up on the hill, and he knew this wasn’t the first time this family had lost a child. There was only Miss Victoria, a girl of twelve, currently asleep in the nursery.
The screen door slammed again and he watched Nora, the girl from the workhouse who they were training as skivvy, head towards the chicken coop, humming tunelessly. In the tiny hut next to his, Hans, the other under-gardener, snored. It was much too early for them to be starting work, but he could go and see if Mrs Hannigan had made the list of vegetables she’d need for the day.
‘And what time’s this to be coming in?’ she asked, arms akimbo. ‘Don’t you think you can be taking on airs, just because the Master’s gone.’
Chen Mu hesitated, then realised she was only teasing. She poured water into the teapot from the huge kettle kept permanently simmering on the range.
‘You’re too early, lad. I haven’t done it yet. But you might as well sit yourself down. We’ll have a cuppa while I make my list.’
She poured out two cups of tea, then cut thick slices of bread that she fried in the pan that still held the fat from that morning’s bacon. When the bread was crisp and golden she flipped it onto a plate and put it in front of Chen Mu.
‘Eat up, lad. It’s still an hour till our breakfast and you’re all skin and bones.’
Sitting opposite him she began writing her list, based on the menu she’d planned for the day. She would be a while.
He was on his second slice of bread when Sahira came into the kitchen, carrying a tray with the remains of Rose Dawson’s morning cup of tea and toast.
‘Did she eat?’
Sahira shook her head. ‘No, just a bit of tea.’
‘Well, that’s something, I suppose …’
Chen Mu watched Sahira empty the dishes into the sink, and Mrs Hannigan watched Chen Mu. When Sahira left the room, she took a sip of tea and cleared her throat.
‘Beautiful woman, that …’ she said at last. Chen Mu concentrated on his bread but it was obvious to her he was attracted to the girl, though as far as she could tell he never did anything about it. ‘Plenty around here keen on her, I’d say … Wouldn’t be surprised if they made their move when they got back from the high country.’
‘Who? What have you heard?’
‘Oh, this and that … Couple of the new jackaroos’ve been hanging around more than they need to. More reasons to come to the house than a horse has flies, those two.’ Chen Mu continued eating, but she noticed his scowl. ‘Then again, you got to expect that with a woman like her.’ She pretended to check her list but was thinking of Chen Mu. She liked this quiet young man, and if the rumours that came her way were true, Chinese men made good husbands. Sahira could do a lot worse. ‘Tell me, d’you still go for a swim every evening?’
‘Yes, why?’
‘Just wondering. A body can wonder, can’t she?’
Chen Mu shrugged. He was used to Mrs Hannigan’s random questions. He took the list she handed him and drained his cup. If he hurried, he could pick the vegetables she needed before breakfast.

All day as he worked, Chen Mu thought of Sahira. He was told to prepare a bed for planting the asparagus crowns that had been ordered for this winter’s planting, and it was only when the head gardener McBain yelled at him that he realised he’d dug much more than was needed. He helped Hans repair the trellises, and twice didn’t hear what was said to him, so busy was he trying to work out who else on this property had his eye on Sahira. He could think of nothing but Sahira. He imagined her swimming in the river, naked in the clear water, her long dark hair freed from the pins that kept it tucked under her maid’s cap, floating behind her like a length of rich silk undulating in the wind. Then the thought would come – as it always did – that it was all useless. What would a woman as beautiful as Sahira want with someone like him? He was a nobody – no, worse than a nobody. He had an education that he couldn’t use, a motherland he could never return to, a new country that would never see him as anything more than alien, never to be trusted and forever viewed with suspicion. And they were right, for he was also a murderer. He remembered how old Wang had warned him about the barbarians, as he’d called all Westerners. What would the old man say if he knew that Chen Mu was now the barbarian?
That evening he went as usual to the river, to swim and wash off the dust of the day. But neither the sounds of the bush nor the coolness of the water on his naked body could lift his mood. He floated on his back, letting the water carry him downstream to where the river became shallow. He imagined Sahira back at the house, helping prepare the servants’ dinner – with the Master gone and the Mistress ill in bed, Miss Victoria’s governess would eat in the nursery with her charge, so Sahira wouldn’t have to set up the dining room nor wait on anyone.
He swam back against the gentle current to the deeper hole. There he trod water for a while and watched the banks. Dragonflies and mosquitoes hovered, and a rainbow trout jumped to feed, its scales a momentary flash of colour reflecting the evening sun. A brown snake slithered into the water and he watched it as it swam to the opposite bank, its head just breaking the surface. The gleam of its still wet body as it disappeared into the bush reminded Chen Mu of Sahira, on those hot afternoons when perspiration polished her skin to a soft burnt umber glow. But who was he kidding? Even if she were interested in him, could he ever have a serious relationship, knowing that at any time he could be arrested? Sahira was so pure, so innocent. So honest. Could he live the lie with her?
With a groan of frustration he dived below the surface and swam until it felt as if his lungs would burst. He surfaced then dived once more until he reached the bottom, kicked off and let himself glide through the swirls of muddy water and weeds. He broke the surface and turned onto his back, closed his eyes and floated, this time allowing his mind to be soothed by the gentle lapping of the water on his body as he drifted downstream once more.
He felt her presence and denied its possibility, but it insisted. Still he refused to open his eyes, unwilling to face the disappointment of reality. For just a moment he wanted to imagine her here, floating beside him.
Her fingers trailed burning patterns on his belly and he felt himself swell in spite of the cold water, but still he didn’t open his eyes. He wanted this moment to last forever. He knew he must be dreaming. Her fingers traced little snail-trails on his belly, slowly working down towards his groin, and instinctively he thrust his hips slowly back and forth.
Sahira laughed and pushed his head under water.
Chen Mu kicked to the surface and spluttered, flaccid and angry, his fantasy shattered. She laughed once more. Anger turned to embarrassment. He swam towards the bank.
‘Mu, wait! I’m sorry, Mu! Please wait …’
Chen Mu looked around for his clothes. He had to get away from her, from her laughter, from his shame. She came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his chest. He could feel her breasts, her belly pressing against his back through her thin chemise.
‘Mu, I’m sorry … I shouldn’t have laughed. But it did look funny …’
He could still hear the laughter in her voice and so denied the warmth of her wet skin against his.
‘What did?’
‘Your … well, it looked like a little fish trying to catch insects, bobbing in and out of the water like that.’
Above them a kookaburra laughed and Sahira suppressed a giggle.
He tensed even further, pulling away from her body. She was laughing at him. Shattering every dream he’d ever had. Even the birds were laughing at him. If he were not a man he would cry. He tried to move away but she held him tighter.
‘Mu?’ Sahira stroked his chest, his belly. Her hands moved down the front of his thighs. Teased him by moving back up to his chest then down again. ‘Mu?’ Her hand moved slowly to his groin. Soft butterfly-wing caresses. ‘It was a very nice little fish …’ His stomach muscles tightened and he felt himself growing, swelling beneath her fingers. ‘… a very, very nice fish,’ she mumbled, kissing his back. Chen Mu groaned with pleasure and reached back, his fingers grasping her buttocks, pulling her closer still. ‘… and not so little a fish, after all …’
She pulled him down to the ground and sat astride of him. Took off her chemise. Leaning forwards so that her breasts brushed his lips, she swayed gently from side to side to tease him as his mouth sought to grasp them. He breathed deep her scent. Twigs and rocks dug into his back but he ignored them. She felt his breath come faster and guessed he would not last much longer, so she lowered herself onto him and he gasped at the moist warmth of her. He wanted to go deeper, to crawl right inside of her, to never come out. He arched up against her, lost in a vortex of ecstasy as she rose and sank above him. The ground beneath him no longer existed, the river no longer existed, even Sahira no longer existed as he exploded inside her in a series of spasms that left him trembling.
She lay curled beside him with her head on his chest as he stroked her still damp hair. He felt sleepy. Content. Happy even. Wounded pride forgotten, the vision of his erect penis as a fish jumping for insects brought forth a smile, and he kissed the top of her head. She shivered and he realised it would soon be dark. Time to go back.

Next morning, even before sunrise, Chen Mu was awakened by the kelpie’s bark and the sound of a horse and sulky approaching the homestead at a fast pace. He rose and looked out. The whole house was lit up, and he recognised the doctor hurrying into the house. He dressed and crossed the yard to the kitchen.
He found Mrs Hannigan and Sahira at the kitchen table, gazing into their tea, sombre looks on their faces. Nora was sitting on the floor in a corner of the kitchen, sobbing, her apron over her head. Sahira looked up as he walked in and gave him a weak smile.
‘What’s wrong?’
‘It’s the Mistress,’ Mrs Hannigan answered. ‘She’s real poorly. Turned bad during the night.’
The housekeeper came into the kitchen. ‘Doctor says its childbed fever, poor woman. And the Master up the high country and all ….’ She shook her head and sighed. ‘I suppose you’d better make her some broth,’ she told Mrs Hannigan, ‘though she won’t even be wanting that before too long …’ She left, mumbling something about having to send someone to fetch the Master back.
That evening when Chen Mu went to the river to swim, he expected Sahira to join him but she didn’t come. He went to the kitchen for his evening meal with the other servants, expecting to see her, only to find she was relieving Mrs Dawson’s personal maid. The talk around the servants’ table centred on Mrs Dawson’s rapid decline. He went back to his hut and sat on the front step, waiting. Willing Sahira to come. And though he waited till well after nightfall still she did not come.
He lay in his bed listening to the sounds of the night, tormenting himself. To him, their lovemaking had been more than just a joining of two bodies, but did Sahira feel the same? He remembered her laughter at his penis bobbing in and out of the water. Maybe that was how she saw him – a joke, something to make fun of. She had probably told Mrs Hannigan all about it. They would have laughed together, and now every time they saw him they would smile, and though they wouldn’t say anything he’d know they were remembering. He’d been a fool. He should have saved face. Insisted she leave the river. Turn around while he dressed. He should have kept his dignity. Reprimanded her for behaving in such a shameless manner. But now it was too late. He would become a laughing stock and had no options but to leave as soon as possible. He heard footsteps outside his hut. The door opened.
‘Mu?’ Sahira whispered.
Chen Mu lay still. Quiet. Should he tell her to leave? Pretend to sleep? She came into the hut, bumped into the table that was the only other piece of furniture beside his bed, and swore quietly. He felt her hand on the corner of his bed, over his feet as she felt her way around, but still he didn’t move. A rustle of fabric, then no sound.
She slipped into his bed and lay still. Now Chen Mu wished he’d spoken earlier – if he spoke now, she’d know he’d been pretending to sleep. But he couldn’t pretend for much longer. Already he could feel himself grow hard against her warm skin.
‘I couldn’t come earlier,’ she whispered.
Still Chen Mu didn’t answer, unsure of how to react.
‘I had to.…’ she kissed his chest, dozens of little soft kisses barely touching his skin, then put her lips around a nipple and played with it with her tongue ‘… take my turn …’ she moved down to his belly and Chen Mu groaned and arched with pleasure ‘… looking after Mrs Dawson … ‘ and she wriggled further down the bed and licked the inside of each thigh. Chen Mu forgot about losing face, and gave himself up instead to the heightened sensations of moist lips on hot flesh, and the musky odour of passion mingled with sweat.

Each night, as Matthew Dawson sat beside his wife’s bed, watching her fight for breath and slide into delirium, Sahira slipped into Chen Mu’s bed and guided him through the mysteries of her sex. Then they would talk, often till dawn, and she told him of her life as a child in India and on the goldfields, where both her parents died of typhoid, and how she entered service when barely ten years old in order to survive.
‘I didn’t cry, you know, when my father died. And I didn’t cry when my mother died, either … Do you think I’m heartless?’
Chen Mu shook his head and continued stroking her hair.
‘So many were dying, you see. You could tell the tents that had typhoid – that horrid pea-soup smell of the diarrhoea … And when someone close to you got it, well, you knew what was coming. But you were too busy looking after them, trying to cool their fever, changing their bedclothes … No, I didn’t cry then. And I didn’t cry when the missionary women came and took some of us to Sydney – to the Randwick Asylum for orphans. Do you know when I cried?’
‘When?’
‘When they cut my hair, that very first day. They said we had lice. I never had lice! They sat us on a stool and they hacked away at it and I looked at my long plait lying on the floor, and all the extra hair beside it, and that’s when I finally realised my mother was dead. Does that sound silly? But you see, my mother used to spend hours brushing my hair in the evenings, and as she brushed she would tell me stories, and tell me what her dreams were for me. It was always a special time, her brushing my hair. And if she’d been alive, she would have never allowed them to cut it off like they did …’
‘My mother cut her hair. For me. To sell so that she could give me money for my journey.’
‘She must have loved you very much …’
Chen Mu nodded. ‘I think that’s when I first realised that she must. She wasn’t an affectionate woman, my mother. Not like your mother. She was always very strict – cold, almost. I didn’t understand, then, that she had to be.’ And Chen Mu told her about his life in China. He told about his village, and about his father and brothers following the great Tso Tsungt’ang to the northwest provinces, never to return. He told her of the famine that followed and his sisters being sold as slaves, and he – only four years old – sent to work in the fields until that fateful day three years later when he had been chosen for the Mission.
‘I can still remember that trip down the river. It took three days from my village to Shanghai, and they were the most miserable three days I ever spent. I’d never been outside of my village before, so I should have been excited, but I wasn’t. I remember soon after we left, a river dolphin started swimming by the junk. The snows had started to melt further west, making the water turbulent, but the dolphin still gambolled beside the junk. It made me angry – I didn’t want anyone, anything, enjoying themselves when I felt so miserable!’
‘Poor boy! Seven isn’t very old …’
‘Oh, it’s not so young for people like you and me …’ Chen Mu said, smiling gently at Sahira and stroking her cheek. ‘But this was the very first time ever I was on my own. And though I’d never have admitted it, I was scared. Then thunder began to rumble, and rain covered the river like a grey curtain, and the dolphin disappeared. The rain continued, so thick you couldn’t see the banks, and still I sat there in my misery, wet and shivering. When the rain finally stopped we were passing a village, and the sight of the market stalls, the pigs and the chickens in bamboo cages and people going about their business – it reminded me of my own village, and made me feel so lost and alone that I crept to the back of the junk where no one would see me, to the rows of fish drying on bamboo poles, and there I finally cried.’
Then he told her of his anger and frustration in Connecticut, when he’d found out his mother had died. And he told her about old Yu Ping and of the backbreaking work in the heat of the desert, and the stench of night soil that seemed to ooze from his very pores. He even told her of his resentment that no matter what he thought, what he learned, all people would ever see were his Chinese features, so that he felt he had two faces: a private one and a public one. But he never told her of the man he had killed.
By the time they buried the Mistress next to those small graves on the hill, Chen Mu could not imagine living without Sahira. He would gladly have done anything for her. He decided to leave his fate to the gods – the universal order of things. After the funeral he waylaid the Baptist pastor and asked that he marry them, the next time the pastor came this way.
When Sahira came to his bed that night, he told her what he had done. Then he sat on the edge of the bed, his back to her, and pulled from under his bed a large Chinese tea caddy he’d rescued from Silverton, which he used to protect his most valued possessions from the mice and the rats. He took the lid off and withdrew the little brush-rest made of translucent apple-green jade
‘What’s that?’ Sahira asked, but Chen Mu didn’t answer.
Cradled in the palm of his hand, shadowed by his fingers from the candlelight, it was difficult to see the intricate carvings, but he didn’t need light – he knew them as well as he knew the contours of Sahira’s body. He closed his eyes and ran his finger over the conical seedpod, feeling each tiny round pointed seedhead, each curve of the leaf, remembering that day so long ago. He knew he would never return to his village, but now, with Sahira at his side, it no longer seemed important.
Sahira sat up and swung her legs to the side of the bed. ‘Show me …’
Chen Mu flattened his palm and held the brush-rest close to the candle’s flame.
‘Oh Mu! It’s so beautiful!’ Like him she gently ran her fingers across the seed head. ‘What’s it for? Where did you get it?’
Chen Mu explained to her the use of a brush-rest, then told her the meaning of the lotus. ‘It means rebirth and enlightenment,’ he said, suddenly feeling shy. He placed the brush-rest in her hands then cupped his own around hers. ‘I want you to have it …’
‘Mu, are you sure?’
‘I want you to have it,’ he repeated, ‘because without you, it has no meaning.’
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Four years after the Mistress’ death Miss Victoria, who had been sent to finishing school for the last year of her education, returned home. She married James Billings, a banker from Sydney, just before the financial crash in Argentina. When the ripples of that crash reached Australia, resulting in half the banks and building societies in the colonies closing their doors forever, and the wool prices dropping by half, Victoria Billings and her husband returned to Walpinya Station, she heavy with child. While the rest of the nation went on strike and starved, Matthew Dawson, with his cattle and mining interests, supported his family and survived.
For Chen Mu, however, it was a worrying time.
‘Listen to this,’ he told Sahira one evening, reading from The Argus, ‘here’s another union that’s blacklisting us:
‘The Furniture Trade Union, alarmed at the competition of the Chinese tradesmen, intends taking action to secure the sympathies of the public against them. The chief cause of complaint is that the Chinese work on Sundays, and that many of them toil in their gardens during daylight, and make furniture at night.
‘Of course they’re going to work day and night! Most came here with nothing, and send money home to their families in China, as well as trying to survive here! Is it against the law to work hard now? But listen …
‘The unions have appointed a vigilance committee to bring the matter under the notice of the authorities … it proposes to start a blacklist of manufacturers who purchase goods made by Chinese, and to advocate that all furniture shall have a mark showing the factory where it is made.
‘Cooks and gardeners in Queensland last month, now furniture makers. They’re slowly squeezing us out of every possible occupation!’
‘It may settle down …’
‘No, it won’t. Listen …’ Chen Mu reached for a pile of newspapers stacked on the table and flipped through them until he found the one he wanted. ‘Here, only last week: “The Australians point out the high level of comfort, culture, and morality which has been reached among the working classes in Australia and ask if they are not justified in keeping out those who would lower it …
‘We are going to lower their culture and morality?! Our culture is thousands of years older than theirs, and we’re going to—’
‘Calm down, Mu. Getting angry won’t change things.’
‘No, it won’t.’ But he’d read of the legislations being put in force throughout the country to stop further Chinese immigration, and he knew only too well the effects of prejudice. He feared this would soon spread to include Indians as well.
‘I really think it’s going to get worse, Sahira. Please, for my sake – don’t do anything to upset anyone. And when there are guests, try not to show yourself …’
And he followed his own advice.
By 1894 the depression slowly ended and Victoria returned to Sydney with her husband and two children, the youngest just born.

On a warm early summer evening some twelve months later, Chen Mu was walking past the side of the homestead on his way back to his hut. On the broad veranda, settled in large wicker chairs, sat Matthew Dawson and a guest. Chen Mu quickly lowered his gaze and hurried past, aware that he needed to remain invisible to the Master and his guest, but as he walked past he heard Dawson’s guest say:
‘Went to that Mark Twain fellow’s lecture when I was in Sydney a couple of months ago.’
‘Yes, I heard he was touring the colonies,’ Dawson answered. ‘Very amusing fellow, I believe …’
Chen Mu forced himself to continue walking at the same pace, fighting panic. Where was Samuel Clemens touring, exactly? Chen Mu knew Matthew Dawson to be an avid reader – what was the likelihood that he may invite the writer to Walpinya station for supper? But even as he thought this, he realised how improbable this was. No, Samuel Clemens wasn’t about to come to Walpinya, but it was possible for Chen Mu to be sent to town for supplies, and there come across the man. And he couldn’t take the chance of being recognised. When he came to the end of the veranda he circled the homestead until he was once again within hearing distance of the two men, but unseen.
‘… you’ll never get the sugar industry to agree,’ he heard Dawson’s guest say, ‘they’re too worried about losing their Kanaka labour. They say it’ll be the end of the sugar industry.’
‘I don’t think it’ll be the end,’ Dawson argued. ‘But don’t they realise how powerless we are if we don’t unite? We wouldn’t have lost New Guinea to the Germans if we’d become a federation before now …’
But Chen Mu had already heard and read the arguments for and against Federation; he didn’t need to hear more. All he wanted to know was how long Samuel Clemens would be in Australia. He hurried back to his hut and pulled the newspapers from under his bed. He flipped through the papers, page after page, scanning the ‘Lectures, Sermons and Soirées’ sections – sections he never normally read. At last he found an article about Samuel Clemens – it advertised Clemens’ last lecture, stating the man would leave Australia for New Zealand on the 31st of October. He was still safe. He put the papers away and sat on the steps of his hut.
He watched huge cumulus clouds glow rose and gold as the sun sunk behind the mountain ridge. Somewhere in the distance a koala growled. A flutter of wings, a bird chirped, then silence. Across at the homestead, the windows of each room glowed, one room after the next, as the gaslights were lit.
Calmer now, Chen Mu re-evaluated his reaction to hearing that Clemens was in Australia. He was being foolish. A gut reaction. He was 33 years old and had worked for the same man for more than a decade, even been promoted to senior kitchen-gardener. No one was looking for him – if they had been, they would have found him by now. No, he was a lucky man, and sometimes it seemed to him that all his ancestors and all the gods in the heavens, approving of his union to Sahira, had woven an impenetrable cocoon around them, to shield them from the misfortunes of the world. And although Chen Mu knew he would never feel completely safe, he also realised now that no one from his past was after him.
In the quiet of the evening a cicada began its click-click-clickclicking song, to be joined by another, then a dozen more, until the whole night was filled with their distinctive song. Chen Mu smiled, remembering the Journey to the West, one of the Four Great Classical Novels of Chinese literature he’d studied in Connecticut. In it, Hsuan Tsang, the Priest of Tang, is named the Golden Cicada, and is sent with his four disciples to travel west to India in search of Buddhist Sutras. In this story, the symbolic shedding of the cicada skin represents the transformation he goes through as he evolves to enlightenment. Chen Mu wondered how many skins he still had to shed …
If he were honest with himself, there was only one thing that he didn’t have that would have made his life complete – children of his own. He’d married Sahira on a cool, soft grey day in the last week of autumn, even though the Dawson family was still in mourning. Matthew Dawson had insisted – It’ll do everyone good. A bit of happiness for a change. So Matthew Dawson had given the staff a couple of hours off, and they’d had a simple ceremony under the big mountain ash by the river, then everyone enjoyed the wedding luncheon, set up on long trestle tables at the side of the homestead. Mrs Hannigan had outdone herself in the kitchen, and even Dawson joined them for a while, bringing bottles of wine from his cellar with which to toast the happy couple.
‘I wish to make an announcement,’ he’d then said, ‘regarding the employment of this happy couple. I realise that they are now expected to leave my employ – and if she were alive, Mrs Dawson would surely point out the reasons for such rules where I can see none.’ The housekeeper gasped in horror, guessing what was coming, whilst Mrs Hannigan grinned. ‘But sadly, Mrs Dawson is not here to advise me, so I have decided to continue their employ.’ Not waiting to see their reaction, Dawson placed his glass on the table and left.
‘I can see your hand in this!’ the housekeeper snapped to Mrs Hannigan before following Dawson back to the homestead, but Mrs Hannigan had already turned her back and was wishing Sahira every happiness.
During those early years of marriage, after a night of particularly fiery passion, Chen Mu would think surely tonight my seed will take root. But it never did. Sometimes he’d wait until Sahira had fallen asleep, and he’d lift the sheet and gently feel her belly, hoping to find a soft swelling to indicate that his longyearned-for son was indeed growing there. One night Sahira woke and when she realised what he was doing she cried, calling herself a useless barren woman, but he knew it wasn’t her fault. Deep down, he knew it was his punishment for the life he’d taken. He’d felt ashamed, then, of making her cry, and he’d comforted her, telling her he didn’t need children to make his life complete, and when she finally fell asleep he swore he would never again feel her belly for the child he would never have.

Chen Mu watched Sahira finish hanging out the wash, then returned to his planting. They’d had a very dry summer, and though it was April already still no rains had come. Many predicted a drought, and Chen Mu agreed with them; he’d seen the level of the river drop, and the water run slower and slower. He wondered if it had ever dried up completely, and what they would do if this was to happen. He looked across at the vegetable beds, already discarding in his mind those that required too much water and would be left to die, should he need to make that decision.
A movement close by caught his eye – a kangaroo, thin with lacklustre fur, stood on the other side of the vegetable paddock fence, staring at him. Everywhere the grass grew brown then dried, so that wild animals overcame their fear of humans to come close to the homestead where they fed on his crops, and only last week Mrs Hannigan had been frightened first thing in the morning by an emu near the woodheap.
‘Waaaa!’ he yelled, waving his arms, and the roo turned and slowly hopped away. Chen Mu looked at the sky. It would soon be night and clouds were sweeping down from the mountains, but no rain would fall. He went to the laundry to collect the last rinse-water for his crops.

A new century dawned, but with the country in its second year of drought there was nothing to celebrate. One hot February day, Chen Mu was working near the kitchen when he saw a postal officer come galloping to the homestead. What now? he thought as he watched the man dismount, hurry into the house, then leave again at a gallop, his horse kicking up a cloud of dust. The sun beat remorselessly on the shrivelled land, and hot winds blew from the very furnaces of hell. The sound of the horse’s gallop died away, to be replaced by the ever-present drone of blowflies.
With the dams dried up and the river now no more than a stagnant waterhole, Matthew Dawson had ridden out with his men each morning, and rifle shots had silenced the pitiful lowing of thirst-crazed cattle. Those remaining – the breeding stock – he’d taken to graze the long paddocks. Now the air stank of rotting carcasses, and each evening great rolling clouds descended from the mountains, and though the air crackled with electricity no rain ever fell.
From the house came the raised voice of the housekeeper. Chen Mu put down his spade and went to investigate.
‘Well, I’m not staying and that’s a fact,’ she said as he entered the kitchen. ‘My sister in Adelaide’s been on at me to join her, ever since her husband died. That’s where I’m going. Miss Victoria or the little ones could be carrying it, and you can’t tell me otherwise.’ She turned and pushed past Chen Mu.
Mrs Hannigan was sitting at the table, tears rolling down her face, the thin pale yellow paper of a telegram just visible in her clenched hand. Sahira stood behind her, comforting the old woman.
‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.
Sahira took the telegram from Mrs Hannigan’s hand, smoothed it flat and handed it to Chen Mu.
‘Miss Victoria … Mrs Billings I mean – she’s coming back. With the children. They’ve got the plague up in Sydney.’
‘Those poor babies!’ Mrs Hannigan cried. ‘The plague!’
‘But they haven’t got it, have they?’
Sahira shook her head. ‘That’s why they’re coming.’ She put more wood in the stove and put on the kettle. ‘Come on, Mrs Hannigan. They’ll be here tomorrow, and those little ones will have hollow bellies.’
The cook nodded and dried her eyes. If those little ones got sick, it wouldn’t be through lack of food.

Victoria returned to her father’s property with her children – Robert, now nine years old, and Rose, three years younger. She also brought her personal maid and Winnie, the children’s nurse. James Billings had recently been made manager of his bank, and so felt it important he stay in Sydney.
With the housekeeper gone, Sahira was promoted and Nora took over Sahira’s role. Lizzie, a young girl from Melbourne, was taken on as skivvy. These extra people and her new responsibilities gave Sahira much extra work, and she would often come home pale and exhausted.
Chen Mu too found his workload increased. Hans had disappeared without warning the day after Victoria’s return, and McBain, the head gardener, was getting old and senile – more a hindrance than a help. There was more wood needed for the stove than before, more rabbits to shoot for meat, and there were times Chen Mu wondered if the crops in the kitchen garden and glasshouses would last the season, and memories of the famine he’d experienced in China haunted his mind. Mrs Hannigan, however, was in her element. All day she cooked, and spoiled the children to her heart’s content, while in Sydney rats spread the bubonic plague first through The Rocks then on towards Darling Harbour, and outwards towards Woolloomooloo and Paddington, Redfern and Manly.
And with the plague came renewed presumptions that the Chinese were at the root of it all. Chen Mu read with trepidation newspaper articles approving Honolulu’s way of dealing with the problem – they had simply burnt the whole Chinese quarter to the ground. But eventually the plague was contained, and local residents were employed to disinfect, burn or demolish the infected areas. When the city was once more declared safe, Victoria Billings and her children returned to Sydney.
On the first day of the next year a new country was born when Australia became a federation, and barely three weeks later, on the other side of the world in the Old Country, an old queen died. But for the people of Walpinya, this news had little effect, for still the drought continued.
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‘Why do you want to scare the birds?’
Chen Mu looked at the small boy standing before him with hands on hips, frowning fiercely.
‘Because, Master Edward, they eat your strawberries.’
‘Oh.’
Chen Mu buttoned the jacket of the scarecrow he was making. Edward Billings was nearly four years old and Victoria’s youngest. He was also expert at escaping Winnie, his nursemaid, to find Chen Mu, whom he’d follow all day long if allowed. Sahira believed Edward to be lonely.
Edward Billings was born two years after The Great Drought – or the Federation Drought, as some called it. It had lasted until 1903 – seven years of heatwaves, bushfires and dust storms that spread through the eastern part of Australia, from Queensland to Victoria and even to South Australia and Tasmania. Then, a further two years after that, when Victoria Billings’ husband died in his sleep, she’d placed her two older children in boarding school and returned with Edward to her father’s homestead. Matthew Dawson was now sixty and had never remarried, but he still loved to entertain – he appreciated having his daughter as hostess to his guests. For young Edward, however, it was a lonely world populated only by adults.
The first time Edward had realised Chen Mu was not a Westerner, he’d asked him why he looked different, and Chen Mu had explained that he came from a country far away, where everyone looked like him. The child had nodded and accepted Chen Mu’s answer, but it had led to more and more questions so that Chen Mu told him about life in his village and the way people did things there, though he wondered at times if the boy understood any of it. But Edward still wanted to know why people looked different in other parts of the world. At a loss for an acceptable explanation, Chen Mu had told him instead the story of Creation, as his mother had told him when he’d been no older than Edward.
‘The Great Potter, he went to a lot of trouble to make the world a beautiful place, to make everything just right. And he was happy with what he had done – all the beautiful trees and flowers, the mountains and valleys and deserts, the birds and the fish. Even the tiniest insect was beautifully done.’ He’d picked a ladybird from a rose and put it in the boy’s hand. ‘Don’t you think so?’ and Edward had nodded eagerly as he watched the ladybird crawl up his arm.
‘Then he decided it was time to make people, because what’s a world without people? So he took some clay and moulded it, and as he was the Greatest Potter of all, that too was perfect. So he placed it in the Celestial Kiln to bake.
‘But while the clay was baking he was called away to attend to something. He was away for a long time, and when he came back he found the clay burned to a dark brown.’
‘Mrs Hannigan burned the bread once. She gave it to the pigs.’
Chen Mu smiled. ‘Well, the Great Potter didn’t throw those away, or give them to any pig – they were dark brown and he thought they were beautiful, so he polished them up and found a place on earth where he knew they would be happy. Then he took some more clay and started again.
‘This time, when he came to take them out of the kiln, he found that someone had let the fires go out, so that the clay was still white – just like you.’
‘Like me!’
‘Yes, like you. He didn’t want to waste that clay either, so he found a place for them too.’
‘You forgot to say we were beautiful too!’
‘Of course the white clay was beautiful – everything the Great Potter made was always beautiful. But he decided to make one more lot, and this time he watched the kiln closely and fed the fires carefully, and he refused to leave, until at last he took the clay out and saw it was a beautiful golden colour. He was so pleased with that lot that he decided to place them in the most beautiful place he’d made on earth. And so he placed them in China.’
‘That’s not fair! Why didn’t he put us there?’
Chen Mu hadn’t known what to answer. He hadn’t thought of how Edward would view the end of the story. ‘Because …’
‘Because,’ Sahira’d answered, coming up behind them to cut flowers for the house, ‘Chen Mu didn’t tell you the whole story. Every place was equally beautiful. It’s just that the people thought theirs was the most beautiful of all.’
Edward had run off then, satisfied with her answer and excited at having a new story to tell Winnie.
One day Edward found the dairy cat had given birth to kittens, one of which was stillborn. He’d taken it to Chen Mu, who had buried the tiny body and told Edward about funerals in China.
‘Funerals last a long time in China,’ he’d explained. ‘Forty-nine days, if you can afford it. But the first thing you must do is cover all the statues of deities with red paper, then hide all the mirrors.’
‘Why?’
‘Ahh! Because it’s very bad luck to see the coffin in the mirror.’
‘Why?’
‘Because whoever see the reflection of the coffin will soon have a death in his family. And no one wants that …’
‘No! You don’t want that!’
‘No, you don’t. And then you have to look after the person who died.’
‘But they’re dead already!’
‘Yes, they are. But we want to make it easy for them to get into heaven, so we clean them, and dress them in their best clothes. We even bring them food.’
‘That’s silly!’
‘You might think it’s silly, Master Edward, but we don’t. We also say prayers, and play music on flutes and gongs and trumpets. Yes, there’s a lot to do when somebody dies …’
‘What else do you do?’
‘Well, we burn incense, and then there’re the petitions to the Gods—’
‘What’s a pepition?’
‘Pe-ti-tions. They’re like letters to the gods that the priests write on pieces of yellow paper. There are a whole lot of different ones, depending on how old the person who died was, how he died, whether he was a good man or not – all sorts of different letters. And the very first one you burn is the one before the person has died, to let the king of Hades know that a new soul will soon be coming to him.’
‘You burn them?’
‘Yes, of course! Think about it, Master Edward – what happens to the smoke when you burn a piece of paper?’
‘It goes up.’
Chen Mu did not comment, but kept looking at Edward, waiting. Edward frowned, thinking, then ‘Ohhh! That’s how they get the letters!’, and the small boy had then insisted they burn scraps of yellow paper on which he’d scribbled his own meaningless signs, so that this kitten, too, would reach Heaven with ease.
And still the boy had wanted to know more, so that Chen Mu dug deep in his memory and told him stories and myths he remembered from so long ago.
Chen Mu finished making the scarecrow then stood it up to face the boy.
‘Shall we paint a face on him?’
Edward nodded. ‘A monkey’s face!’
Chen Mu hid a smile. A week earlier Edward had thrown a rock at the hothouse in a fit of temper, and Chen Mu had told him the story of Sūn Wùkōng, the Monkey King – one of Hsuan Tsang’s four disciples who accompanied him on his journey to the West. When Chen Mu told Edward how Buddha had pinned Sūn Wùkōng under a mountain for five centuries as a punishment for his bad behaviour, the small boy had run screaming to Winnie, convinced Chen Mu would do the same to him. So Chen Mu then told him the rest of the story, and since then Edward brought up monkeys at every opportunity.
‘And “a monkey” is …?’
‘Yìzhï hizi’
‘Yìzhï hóuzi’
‘Yìzhï hóuzi then.’
Chen Mu nodded and went to the shed for paint and a brush.
‘How’s that, Master Edward?’ he asked when he’d finished painting the face. Edward nodded seriously. ‘You know,’ Chen Mu added as he carried the scarecrow to the strawberry patch, ‘there are those in my village who believe the monkey can keep witches and goblins away.’
Not hearing a response, he stopped and looked back. Edward was staring at him round-eyed, his mouth forming an ‘o’ of astonishment. Chen Mu continued walking and Edward ran to catch up.
‘Winnie will be looking for you, Master Edward,’ he said when the scarecrow was finally positioned, ‘and I have to get cleaned up for lunch.’ The boy shrugged and made no move to return to the homestead.
As he made his way to the cottage he and Sahira had occupied since he’d replaced McBain as head-gardener, Chen Mu took in the changes that had occurred since the Great Drought. He would never forget the sound of shrivelled grass crunching under his feet, the cracked flaking clay sucked dry by the sun. Australia’s wheat crop had been all but lost, and everywhere dust heaps that had once been pastures had blown away to reveal the tangled roots of trees.
Stock numbers had fallen drastically as only the best of the breeders were kept, and butchers around the country went out of business through lack of meat. Those with cash bought up leaseholds in different regions to reduce risk – they said the Kidman brothers now had land all the way from the Barkly tableland near the Gulf of Carpentaria right through to Maree in South Australia – but for most there was just hopelessness.
Then one day by the creek banks Chen Mu noticed long armies of ants carrying their eggs to higher ground, and the air smelt strongly of eucalyptus oil as the leaves of trees opened their pores and looked to the sky to quench their thirst. Back at the homestead chickens oiled their feathers and cattle bellowed with renewed energy. That night thunder rumbled in the distance for hours on end. Chen Mu and Sahira had sat outside watching the stars disappear behind ever-growing clouds that rolled and billowed until the sky seemed an angry sea. Lightning ripped the sky and great fat drops of rain fell, slowly at first then with more and more intensity until they’d had to shelter inside the cottage.
The rains, however, didn’t bring relief. There was still no feed for livestock and many of the animals left simply starved to death. Men cut down leafy branches from trees as well as prickly pear to use as fodder. Now the prickly pear had so infected some properties that they could no longer be used for grazing. But the men had learned their lessons. They realised provision had to be made in these times of plenty, so they’d built fences to restrict access and conserve feed, and they cut and stored hay, and built extra dams to collect runoff. Now Walpinya Station looked green and prosperous once more.
‘Chen Mu! Wait for me!’
Chen Mu pretended not to hear the boy – this had become a daily routine. Edward would lag behind, stopping to watch a beetle crawl by or a bird overhead, then expect Chen Mu to wait. Chen Mu never did. He reached his cottage and poured water into the bowl outside the door, and washed his hands and face, then put the bowl on the ground and washed his feet.
‘You didn’t stop.’ This wasn’t a complaint – simply a statement of fact.
Chen Mu entered the cottage and the boy followed.
‘Wait here, Master Edward.’ He went into the bedroom to change his shirt.
When he came back to the front room he saw the boy sitting on the floor, looking up at the objects on the shelf above the fireplace. This too was routine. Chen Mu made a show of deciding which objects to pick up this time – a pottery jar, two small bowls, a Chinese coin. Then his hand made to reach for the little brush-rest. Withdrew. Reached again. He heard a whispered yes! and smiled.
‘What is this?’ he asked, sitting cross-legged on the floor opposite the boy, and pointing at the jar now on the floor between them.
‘A jar,’ Edward mumbled, looking at the brush-rest.
‘What sort of jar?’
‘A clay one.’
Chen Mu waited. He knew the boy was not interested in the Chinese pickling jar, and only slightly more so in the rice crockery and coin – it was always the brush-rest that held his attention. But to get to the brush-rest, he would first have to go through the other items. At last Edward looked away. He gave an exaggerated sigh, then took a deep breath and pointed to the objects in front of him.
‘That’s-made-of-clay-you-put-vegetables-in-it-with-salt-or-they’ll-go-bad-the-drawing-is-bamboos-and-that’s-a-yíge-wăn-and-that’s-a-yíge-wăn-too-to-eat-rice-in-and-that-drawing-is-double-happiness-and-that-one-is-four-flowers-oh-yes-I-forgot-and-that’s-made-of-porcelain-and-that’s-made-of-porcelain-too.’
Chen Mu stared out of the cottage doorway, keeping a straight face. ‘He who knows all the answers has not been asked all the questions,’ he reminded himself, quoting Confucius. He heard Winnie near the homestead calling for her charge. Edward heard her too and looked at Chen Mu, alarmed – he hadn’t held the brush-rest yet.
‘We have time,’ Chen Mu said, choosing to ignore the fact that Edward had said nothing about the Chinese coin. ‘Tell me quickly, what does the Daodejing say about clay vessels?’
Edward looked at Chen Mu, horrified. He didn’t want to quote this classic Chinese text; he simple wanted to hold the brush-rest. He heard Winnie calling again, but Chen Mu simply sat calmly on the floor, his hands resting on his lap. Edward breathed a long sigh of surrender.
‘We turn clay to make a vessel; but it is … it is … nothing?’
‘But it is on the space where there is—’
‘… on the space where there is nothing that depends!’
‘… on the space where there is nothing that the usefulness of the vessel depends. Now say it properly with me all the way through.’
‘We turn clay to make a vessel; but it is on the space where there is nothing that the usefulness of the vessel depends,’ Edward recited with Chen Mu.
‘And what does that mean?’
‘Things that aren’t there are important too.’
‘That will have to do, for now …’ Chen Mu knew that the boy was probably too young to be learning from this ancient philosophical text that dated back to the 4th Century BC, and he doubted Edward understood much of its meaning – to Edward, Chen Mu realised, these sayings were nothing more than words to be learned and regurgitated, parrot fashion, so as to be allowed to hold the brush-rest as a reward. But he hoped that if he quoted and explained these saying often enough, Edward would absorb them by osmosis, and they would be there for him later in life.
He picked up the jade brush-rest and gently placed it in Edward’s cupped hands. The boy spent a moment just staring at it, then carefully lifted it to the light of the open window, smiling.
He lowered his hand and with one small finger gently stroked each segment, each individual seed head, then traced the edge of the leaf.
‘One day,’ he whispered, ‘I’m going to have lots of these …’
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Edward stopped his car outside the tiny cottage Chen Mu had bought with a small bequest from Matthew Dawson, and turned off the engine. It coughed once, twice, and not for the first time Edward wished he could buy the car of his dreams. He was driving a brand new, just released 1929 Model A Ford, but the car of his dreams was a Stutz Black Hawk Speedster, from the US. It reportedly had the ability to reach speeds of over 100 miles per hour, as opposed to the Ford, which had a top speed of just over sixty. How he would love to experience that speed! But with the Stutz priced at over six thousand US dollars, the Ford, priced at just over a hundred pounds – about the equivalent of two hundred US dollars – was deemed more acceptable. He’d never hear the end of it, from both Julia and his mother, were he to spend so much on the Black Hawk.
Edward got out of the car and, leaning against the bonnet, lit a cigarette. Though nearly the end of spring, it had snowed again during the night, and the whole township of Macoomba was hushed. A timid sun glowed white in a grey sky, and deep in a valley beside the road plumes of fog rose and twirled and shrouded snow gums and massive tree ferns. The air was crisp, smelling of eucalypt, rich wet soil and burning wood from smoke escaping chimneys. In the sudden quiet, from deep in a misty glade of the forest surrounding the township came the distinctive pilick pilick call of a lyrebird.
This was the part of the country Edward loved most – this little township cradled by the Snowy Mountains, surrounded by deep orange cliffs and lush green foliage. It had a peaceful, almost mythical feel, and seemed to whisper that here a man could relax, and not be afraid to be alone with his thoughts …
But just then Edward heard the cottage door open. He threw his cigarette to the ground and crushed it under his boot.
‘Master Edward! Come in, come in! It’s good to see you again.’
‘And you too, my old friend.’
‘Here, let me take these. Come sit by the fire.’
‘How are you, Chen Mu? You look well.’
‘I can’t complain. These poor joints are starting to stiffen, but I suppose I have to expect it. But you, Master Edward – you look like a man of the world!’
Edward laughed. It was true that he felt different, but did it show? Life in Shanghai had proven very different from the life he’d known in the Australian bush, or from the cloistered existence he’d lived as an Oxford scholar. Different even from his life in Sydney, where he’d established himself as a married man and an expert in Chinese antiquities.
There had been a time when he thought his life as a student to have been the most exciting, the most decadent – wrapped in the languid lifestyle of the privileged, money no object, he’d quickly come to understand that simply attending Oxford was just as important as actually attaining a degree, and so he’d immersed himself fully in the student lifestyle – with long philosophical discussions on the problems of the world, discussions that would last long into the night, fuelled by huge brandies, after which he’d sneak back to his room, drunk, and long after curfew. A brief foray into a relationship with one of the boys, only to fall back into the arms of the cute little brunette who worked at the local tavern – he would quote Milton and Shelley to her, and did not correct her belief that he’d made up these poems just for her, right there on the spot. It had been an intoxicating time, filled with parties and dance clubs, alcohol and eager women. Winning accolades in rugby and cricket, applause for his roles in the Dramatic Society’s latest productions, and praise for the articles he’d had published in Cherwell, the radical student newspaper. But compared to Shanghai, Oxford had been pretty tame …
This first visit to China had only lasted a month, but he felt he’d lived more in that one short month than in all of the previous twenty-four years of his life. Is that what Chen Mu could see? But Edward didn’t want to tell Chen Mu the details of this past month. He didn’t think the old man would approve …
‘I’ll make us a pot of tea, then I want to hear everything,’ Chen Mu said, interrupting his thoughts. ‘Did you get to my village? And Shanghai – what did you think of Shanghai? Did you go to the Old Town?’
‘No, not your village. I didn’t get out of Shanghai – maybe next trip.’ He followed Chen Mu into the small kitchen. ‘I did get to Old Town, as you call it. It’s changed a lot, I’m told. The moat and wall are gone—’
‘Gone?’
Edward nodded. ‘Back in 1911 – soon after Sun Yat-sen’s Revolution. Shanghai’s a very different place now, compared to when you were there, I’d imagine. Crowded with Westerners, all making their fortunes. The Yanks are there too – Victor Sassoon’s pouring millions into the place. Putting up buildings everywhere. Just finished Sassoon House – twenty storeys high! It’s a hotel, shops, offices, all in one.’
‘But the Old City?’
‘It’s still there. Very overcrowded though. They say there’s over a million Chinese living there now, in just that little square mile. And it looks it – slush and squalor and decay everywhere. And the stench – suffocating! They say it’s unsafe …’
Chen Mu shrugged as he set up a tea tray. ‘Westerners always considered it unsafe.’
‘Perhaps – but forget the Chinese City for a minute. Here, give me that tray – I have a gift for you.’

Chen Mu stroked the small ivory and bamboo tiles that lay in the drawers of the rosewood box. He picked one up and scrutinised the ideograph carved into it: Among the mountains shines a bright moon. He put the tile back in place and closed the box. ‘Thank you, it’s a beautiful gift. Do you play, Master Edward?’
‘Everyone in Shanghai does; Mahjong’s the latest trend.’
‘A trend as old as Confucius, some say. But I’ve never played. Always too busy with work, unfortunately … So – you must teach me. The pupil will become the teacher, and the teacher will become the pupil!’
‘If you’d like.’
‘I’d like. But not today. Today I want to hear about your trip. Did you find anything for your museum? And your mother? Your wife? Are they well?’
‘They’re fine. I’m spending a week with Mother at Walpinya before going back to Sydney. She’s getting old, of course, and you can’t get her to admit it. But the manager’s excellent. The station’s doing well.’
‘They’re not affected by the Wall Street crash?’
Edward shook his head. ‘No, not really. Sometimes I think Shanghai and Walpinya must be the only two places in the world that’ll remain immune to it.’
‘I wouldn’t be too confident just yet – it’s very early days. I’ve a feeling things are going to get much worse, and for a long time to come. But Walpinya should be safe. Your grandfather was clever, and built his fortune on concrete, solid things – land, cattle, mines …’
‘I suppose. Boeuf bouilli – boiled beef, the secret of Walpinya’s wealth. Our boys ended up calling it bully beef – did you know that?’ Chen Mu shook his head. ‘Only my grandfather would use a war to double his wealth …’
‘No, there’ve been others. Your grandfather was just a wise business man.’
‘Maybe. But the way I see it, he just saw an opportunity and grabbed it – got in first, as usual. Probably called in every favour, undercut everyone else – anything to make a profit. It’s how he did things, you know …’
Chen Mu was not surprised by Edward’s attitude – he knew there had been friction between Matthew Dawson and his grandson, not the least of which was Edward’s refusal to join him on the land. He’d often wondered if Edward going to Oxford was more an escape than a real wish of obtaining a degree.
‘And your mother? Julia? Are they well?’ he asked, wanting to turn the conversation.
‘Yes, they’re both well. Julia and I are expecting a child.’
Once more Chen Mu ignored the hint of bitterness in Edward’s voice – he’d guessed Edward’s marriage was not a happy one. Julia Hampshire – now Billings – was the only child of Robert Hampshire, who owned the property adjoining Walpinya Station. She and Edward had dated every time Edward had returned home for holidays from boarding school, then from Oxford. They’d married within a month of Edward graduating. Chen Mu had wondered, at the time, how well Edward really knew Julia, and if the rumours Chen Mu had heard were true, it was Julia who’d insisted he take up the position of curator of Chinese antiquities at the Technological Museum of Sydney, rather than any other position he’d been offered. Used to her father’s money and getting her own way, Julia had quickly established herself as one of Sydney’s brightest socialites, with mention of her attending all the important functions appearing regularly in the papers. Chen Mu had noted, however, that Edward was rarely mentioned.
‘A child is wonderful news. Congratulations! When is it due?’
‘Early next year. Julia’s having a bad time of it – she doesn’t like her social activities curtailed. Says she’s too young. And of course, now that she’s showing …’
‘She’ll soon be back doing what she likes, once the child’s born.’
‘Maybe …’
The two men stared into the fire, each lost in his own thoughts. Chen Mu was saddened by Edward’s obvious cynicism. He thought of the lonely little boy he’d befriended and taught to speak Mandarin; he’d never imagined it would spark an interest that would shape the boy’s life. Their friendship, and the Chinese lessons, had continued all through Edward’s schooling and even when he’d left for further studies in England, via letters. But though they’d become very close, Chen Mu had never been able to drop the title of ‘Master’, as Edward would have liked him to do. And neither could he prod too deeply into Edward’s unhappiness.
But he wasn’t surprised at Edward’s bitterness. Under this apathetic attitude, he knew Edward to be a passionate man, but he’d never detected much passion in his friend’s voice whenever he talked of Julia. He’d heard the talk around town at the time of how fitting this marriage was, how wise the joining of two prominent families. He suspected Matthew Dawson and his daughter had exerted pressure on Edward, and that his friend had been too weak to oppose it. How unlike his own marriage! He had adored Sahira, and she him. He still loved her deeply – always would – and there were times when he still spoke to her, as if she were there, right next to him in the room …
Chen Mu’s thoughts returned to Edward’s expected child. Would it make their marriage any happier? Maybe – or destroy it completely. He remembered how much he’d wanted a child, and how ashamed of that wish he’d been in the end.
He sat in the doctor’s waiting room. Behind closed doors Sahira was being examined. For weeks now she’d been pale and easily tired, and occasionally he’d seen her, thoughtful, feeling her belly when she thought no one was watching. Chen Mu was sure she was pregnant, though she’d denied it and become angry when he’d mentioned it.
‘Mr Chen? You can come in now.’
He found Sahira curled up in a chair, crying softly.
‘Sahira?’
She closed her eyes tight and shook her head.
‘Sahira, what’s wrong?’ Chen Mu fought a growing sense of panic.
‘Sit down, Mr Chen, please.’
‘No.’ He crouched beside her and took her hands in his. ‘Sahira, look at me. Tell me what’s wrong. Tell me!’ But Sahira would not open her eyes.
‘Your wife is ill, Mr Chen. Very ill. Please, sit down.’
Chen Mu sat, but he did not let go of Sahira’s hands.
‘When I examined your wife, I found a mass in her abdomen. Quite a large one …’
For a split second Chen Mu wanted to tell the doctor he was wrong, that the mass he’d felt was not in Sahira’s abdomen but in her womb. His long-awaited child. But Sahira’s grief told him there was no error.
‘… together with the recent vomiting. It leaves me no doubt. I believe your wife has cancer.’
‘No.’
‘Mr Chen, I have no doubt. Your wife—’
‘But you can do something. You can cure it.’
‘No, Mr Chen. It’s too late. We don’t have a cure. At best we can …’
Chen Mu blocked out the doctor’s words. He didn’t want to listen. Wished he hadn’t heard any of those words. But it was too late – he couldn’t get them out of his head. Cancer. A death sentence. His beautiful Sahira was going to die. No! He wouldn’t allow it! He’d find other doctors, men more learned than this one. Men who would know how to cure her. No matter what it took, no matter how much it cost. He would get into debt that would take him the rest of his life to repay if it meant his Sahira would live. He wanted to scream. Scream at the doctor. Look at him – how could he sit there so calmly and tell him his wife was going to die? What sort of a man was he? What did he know, really?
Chen Mu had wanted to take Sahira to other doctors, but she’d refused. He should have insisted, and the fact that he hadn’t tormented him to this day. But Sahira only wanted to rest. She stopped work and spent most of her time sitting in a chair near wherever Chen Mu was working, just watching, as if she wanted to take in every detail of him before it was too late. But soon she could no longer do even that, and Chen Mu spent days by her side, mopping up the black vomit and encouraging her to sip water, not caring whether he lost his job or not.
Sahira died late one autumn afternoon, even before the trees had lost their leaves. It had been the darkest period of his life, and he remembered how, after her funeral, everyone’s condolences had so angered him that he’d wanted to smash their sympathetic faces; he’d hated them for living, even hated young Edward for crying at the funeral. What right did they have to live when his Sahira did not?
He’d taken off into the bush with no more than a water canteen, not caring where he was going, or whether he lived or died. All he could think about was how his wish for a child had blinded him to her illness. For three days he’d just walked, hating himself, surviving only on water until so exhausted he’d fall asleep against a tree, and when he woke he’d walk some more. Weak from lack of food, he’d come to a part of the river that reminded him of the swimming hole at Walpinya Station where Sahira had first become his, and he’d stayed there just staring at the water, remembering, until at last he’d been able to grieve. By the time he got back to Walpinya he knew she would have wanted him to go on – he had to accept that his Sahira was gone. The universal order of things …
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Edward observed Chen Mu, who appeared to be dozing. There were times he wished he could be more like his friend – such a peaceful, humble little man … What must it be like to live a life free from any problem or worry? To know what each day will bring? Never having to compromise nor bend to anyone else’s will? Strange that this simple little man should mean more to him than his own family. But then, Chen Mu and Sahira had been more like parents to him than his own family. And Chen Mu never expected anything from him – never questioned his motives nor disapproved of his behaviour, unlike his mother and grandfather …
He still remembered their anger when he’d finally drummed up the courage to write home from Oxford, to announce that he was not studying Agricultural Economics as they assumed him to be, because he had no intention of following in his grandfather’s footsteps. Matthew Dawson had threatened to disinherit him, and it was only Julia’s intervention that calmed the old man. She too had no intention of staying on the land, and she knew how to manipulate the men in her life.
They were similar in many ways, he and Julia, so why did he feel so little for her? But then, he knew Julia felt the same about him – he was just an accessory to her, someone to provide a level of respectability to hide behind, so as to allow her freedoms in Sydney that would not be accepted of a single woman. No wonder he had jumped at the chance of going to Shanghai!
Edward thought of the pleasures of Shanghai – pleasures he didn’t feel comfortable telling Chen Mu about. Released from the social constraints of home, Edward – like many Westerners – had not hesitated to sample the pleasures of the East – pleasures that would be frowned upon, here in Australia.
In Shanghai, he’d dined and tangoed, listened to jazz and drunk cocktails till morning, then slept a few hours only to waken in time for more cocktails and dinner dances, followed by more clubs and more cabarets.
He’d met a gorgeous cigar-smoking woman who proudly told him she much preferred sex with women than with men, but who might be willing to make an exception in his case … if he didn’t mind a bit of pain. And he’d met a highly perfumed young man who shyly told him he much preferred sex with both men and women at the same time, and who offered to introduce Edward to these delights.
He’d been taken to the brothels of Frenchtown where the prostitutes were second-class but the brothels first class, and where you had a choice of ‘risky’ girls for $5 or ‘guaranteed disease-free’ for $10.
And he’d drunk cocktails of every colour of the rainbow then lain in a dark cubicle sucking on an opium pipe like a child on its mother’s breast, feeling very mellow while watching a long-haired beauty twist the dark, sticky opium around a pin before placing it in an opium pipe and heating it over a lamp, until it bubbled and crackled and finally vaporized.
During the day he’d trawled the streets and curio shops looking for artefacts and antiques, and he’d enjoyed, at first, the feeling that came with being the one who had the power to accept or refuse what was being offered, to argue a price and walk out if his offer was not met. But then an English art collector staying at the same hotel had looked at his earlier buys and burst out laughing.
‘You’ve bought nothing but forgeries, my boy! Not worth a fragment of what you’ve paid, I’d wager. Don’t you know that if it’s for sale in the open, it’s probably fake?’ And he’d explained about the Society for the Preservation of Cultural Objects that had been established three years previously, but how it was still possible – if you had the right contacts – to smuggle genuine antiques out of the country. ‘I can see I’m going to have to introduce you to some of my friends …’
These new contacts enabled Edward to meet with some of Shanghai’s upper-class mandarins who had previously shown no interest in this white barbarian with no culture. But on hearing he was interested in buying Chinese artefacts, they now invited him to dinner parties and soirées, and sometime in the evening he would be offered exquisite jades or bronzes.
He also met with tomb-robbers and middlemen, and bought statuettes which had been looted from Mongolian and Tibetan temples, or from burial grounds that had been ploughed up when the railway lines were being built, exposing treasures that had been buried for thousands of years. He felt no qualms about buying such artefacts – after all, the tombs, temples and graves had already been plundered, and better he buy these things then let them go to some other collector.
Often, after a particularly successful transaction, he’d joined a group of revellers down the Rue Chu Pao-san – or Blood Alley, as it was commonly known – where within its short length some two dozen bars stayed open all night long, and prostitutes to satisfy any man’s fancy plied their trade, and he’d mingled with drunks and soldiers and sailors on shore-leave in places like the ‘Frisco, the Crystal and George’s Bar, where Russian women had clung to him with a litany of Darlink, you buy me one drink, yes? as they’d swayed to the wail of saxophones until dawn.
But his favourite place of all was The Great World, that yellow pinnacled building on the corner of Yanan and Xizang roads that seethed with life and noise and disorder, where you could tell which floor a hostess belonged to according to the split of her cheongsam. He could spend whole days amongst the theatres, peepshows, pimps and earwax extractors, and he’d never get bored. He’d even spent hours watching scribes sitting under a huge stuffed whale, writing love letters for a fee. Would anyone in Australia believe him if he were to explain that The Great World even provided a gap in its rooftop parapet, so that Chinese gentlemen who had lost all their money on a floor below could jump to their death?
Yes, life in Shanghai was more wonderful and exciting then he’d ever imagined. Where else you would find so much freedom, so much acceptance, such an exotic blend of opium traders, aristocrats, entrepreneurs, whores and beggars? Only the hundreds of bodies littering the street each morning – beggars and refugees who’d died during the night – dampened his enjoyment. But by mid-morning the municipal carts would have been around collecting them, and he could pretend for a while they had never existed.
Recently a Christian evangelist had said: If God lets
Shanghai endure, He owes an apology to Sodom and Gomorrah. Edward had laughed when told this, but had to agree with the man. Never had he felt so alive! Never had he seen such hedonism, such self-indulgence – and he’d loved every minute of it. No, Edward decided, the China he’d just experienced as a 24-year-old man would be very different to the China Chen Mu remembered as a 9-year-old boy.
He leaned forward in his chair and poked at the fire burning in Chen Mu’s fireplace, then added another log.
‘I’m sorry, Master Edward, did I doze off?’
‘No, no – not at all. It’s me – I was just thinking …’
‘I always found this weather favourable to reflections. But tell me, what about your trip? Was it successful?’
‘I think the Museum will be pleased. I found a wonderful bowl shaped like an opened lotus flower, with this thin brass rim. It’s very old, I think. Pretty sure it’s Lung-ch’üan ware from the Sung Dynasty. Beautiful! Also a bronze – a gilded mirror-stand shaped like an ox – Yuan, I think – very beautiful. A few other bits and pieces.’
‘ Already I believe you know more about China than I do. But then I was so young …’
In the fireplace, a log cracked, sending sparks up the chimney. Chen Mu pulled the woollen shawl tighter around his shoulders.
‘ Are you cold, Chen Mu? Would you like me to bring in more wood?’
‘No, no – I’m fine. But I should make a fresh pot of tea.’ He rose and took the pot into his kitchen.
Edward stood and looked at the books on Chen Mu’s bookshelf. Pulled one out, flipped a few pages, replaced it. Removed a book in red leather binding titled The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. He opened the front cover and read Samuel Clemens’ inscription. It surprised him, for Chen Mu had never mentioned knowing him.
‘You knew the man?’ he asked when Chen Mu returned with a fresh pot.
‘Briefly, a lifetime ago. He took an interest in the Education Mission. Master Edward, I’m sorry, but would you mind getting that wood after all? I think I’m getting too old for this weather …’
Edward replaced the book and went outside. Soon Chen Mu heard the fall of the axe. He thought about Edward, now curator of Chinese antiquities for that important museum in Sydney – he could probably teach him a thing or two about China, but that wasn’t so bad – in the sixty years since he’d left his village, the world had changed. Even he wouldn’t recognise his own village, had he the opportunity to return – which, unlike old Yu Ping in Silverton so long ago, he had no desire to do. But he felt Edward was hiding something – what did he get up to, in Shanghai, that he didn’t want him to know? Had he tried the tears of the poppy? Probably. From what Chen Mu remembered, the Westerners of Shanghai enjoyed smoking opium. And he was sure Edward would have visited the brothels – what young man didn’t? Chen Mu smiled, remembering the ones that had so fascinated him and Xi Tang when, as two small boys, they had trawled the city for a glimpse of prostitutes. That was probably it – Edward was a virile young man, he was bound to have explored these delights. But did he think Chen Mu so old, so staid, that he wouldn’t understand these experiences? He too had been young, once … He chuckled, imagining Edward’s expression, should he ask: And the prostitutes – did you find them satisfying? But maybe something else bothered his friend …
‘Are you all right?’ Edward asked as he stacked the newly split logs beside the chimney, mistaking Chen Mu’s chuckle for a cough.
‘Yes, I’m fine. Just remembering … But sit down, Master Edward. I too have a gift for you.’
He went to the bookshelf and took down a black lacquered box decorated with dragons. It had been a gift from Edward – the first of many – when first at Oxford. Later, when he had learned a little more about artefacts, Edward had shamefacedly apologised and explained that it was not, as he had first thought, Chinese, but only one of the many Victorian Chinoiseries that flooded the English street-markets. Chen Mu had known this all along, but to him its value did not lie in its authenticity.
Back in his armchair Chen Mu removed the lid from the box. He withdrew a packet of letters tied with string – each from Edward, covering all the years he’d been away, first to boarding school, then university, and more recently in Sydney – and put them on the small table by his chair. Then he removed a sheet of notebook paper and unfolded it. Edward had slipped it under Chen Mu’s cottage door the day of Sahira’s funeral, after Chen Mu had ignored him when he’d tried to give it to him at the gravesite. It was a drawing of a woman with long dark hair and huge angel wings, looking down from the cloud on which she sat. Looking up at her was a man, obviously Chinese. At the bottom of the page, in a childish hand, were Chinese characters. The boy had meant well, and he’d drawn the only ones he’d known how to write at the time – ‘four flowers’ and ‘double happiness’.
Next came a letter from Dawson’s solicitor, advising Chen Mu of his bequest. A small silk pouch containing Sahira’s wedding ring. A newspaper cutting now yellowed with age, dated April 21, 1910 – it reported the death of Mark Twain, aged 74. Then a small box.
‘Here, this is what I want to give you.’
Edward took the box and opened its lid. ‘I remember this!’ He carefully removed the lotus-shaped brush-rest from its silken nest. ‘How I loved it as a boy! I thought it the most beautiful thing in the world.’
As of old, he placed it in the palm of his hand and went to the window to hold it up to the light. For a moment he became the small boy he had been, back in Chen Mu’s cottage, hiding from Winnie. How he had loved this little brush-rest!
Instinctively he repeated his gesture of long ago, gently stroking each segment, each individual seed head, then tracing the edge of the leaf. ‘It’s still very beautiful …’ he said quietly. He couldn’t explain why, but right now, he felt like crying. He took a deep breath and turned towards Chen Mu.
‘Ying yù – ‘hard jade’ or jadeite – the real thing,’ he said, suddenly brisk and business-like. ‘Did you know it can’t be carved? People think these are carved, but they’re wrong. Patterns can only be worn away by abrasion, using hard sand pastes. Can you imagine how laborious it must have been to make something like this? It can break, of course, with enough force, but not easily. No wonder its symbolism …’
Chen Mu knew Edward was showing off, but it amused him to play along.
‘Its symbolism?’
‘Power, status, prestige—’
‘I prefer its other meanings.’
‘I’m not sure what—’
‘Some say it was born during a storm, others that it’s crystallized moonlight from the holy mountain,’ explained Chen Mu, paraphrasing Confucius. ‘Its gentle smoothness suggests charity, its fine texture wisdom. While firm, it will not wound, suggesting duty. Its flaws do not hide its excellence, nor does its excellence hide its flaws – just as with truth and loyalty. As such, it possesses the five essential virtues: compassion, courage, justice and wisdom … And, of course, modesty.’
‘Ouch! Touché.’
Chen Mu chuckled. ‘I’ve always considered it my most valuable possession. Which is why I want you to have it.’
‘Thank you, Chen Mu! But are you sure? You’ve had it such a long time …’
‘It was given to me by my tutor, as you know, before I left my village – a symbol of my potential, they said. I would have given it to my eldest son, but as it is, I want you to have it. A symbol of your potential … It could not possibly go to anyone else.’
‘I’m honoured, Chen Mu. I’ll treasure it.’
Chen Mu nodded. ‘I know you will.’
Once more Edward ran his finger along the conical seedpods. He was deeply moved, and the thought came to him that Chen Mu was getting old, and would not be around for many more years. But Chen Mu had always been, in Edward’s mind, the one stable factor in his life. What would he do when his old friend was no longer here?
‘And did you know,’ Chen Mu said quietly, as if guessing Edward’s thoughts, ‘that there are even some who believe jade bestows longevity?’



12

Edward sat nursing his Manhattan, fighting boredom by observing the others in this room. He’d been coming to China for close to eight years now, but in all that time, not much had changed. The rest of the world might be in another depression – the Great depression, they were calling it now, to differentiate it from the one before the Great War – but here, you wouldn’t know it; it was business as usual in the ballroom of the Cercle Sportif Français, the most luxurious club in Shanghai.
Across from the elliptical sunken dance floor a young Chinese movie idol was arguing with a European man twice her age. He, in turn, seemed unmoved by her pleas, her tears or her tantrum. At the table next to them two overdressed American matrons were ooh-ing and ahh-ing at the stained-glass ceiling window shaped like the bottom of a boat, while eavesdropping on the movie idol’s performance. At other tables and on the dance floor, too-thin women in too-fashionable dresses danced and flirted with too-rich men. From the theatrical art deco balconies, Chinese gentlemen in Western suits shared a table and minimal conversation. Sitting behind them, their breast pockets bulging, their Russian bodyguards counterfeited anonymity.
The Cercle Sportif Français was the only club that allowed women – though never more than forty – and a few well-to-do Chinese. This made it one of the most popular in Shanghai, and the city’s crème de la crème gathered here. But Edward was not impressed by the dramas that were part of the status quo. Since that first trip here nearly eight years ago, his attitude had changed. He blamed Chen Mu’s little jade brush-rest for this change.
He’d gone to visit Chen Mu with an arrogance that now shamed him – how proud he’d been of his academic knowledge, his travels outside of Australia, his exploits in Shanghai! He’d thought to impress Chen Mu with his worldliness, his knowledge of stones and techniques, his experience of ‘real life’, as he then called his first month in China. And as soon as he’d entered Chen Mu’s cottage he’d realised these things would not impress his old friend, but still he’d persisted. Then Chen Mu had given him the brush-rest, as he would to a son, and with it an indication that there were different kinds of knowledge, different kinds of being.
That night, back in his old room at Walpinya Station, Edward had looked at the little brush-rest and felt ashamed – though he had trouble pinpointing what, exactly, he had to be ashamed of. He realised how quickly, how easily he’d adopted the Imperial attitudes of the Shanghailanders – but why not? Shanghai may be an exotic city, but it was also ultra-modern and opportunities abounded. Why not take full advantage of what it offered? He had the education and finances to do so. After all, would Shanghai be so well developed if not for the Westerners? Yet even as he’d thought this, he’d felt uneasy, though he hadn’t been able to put into words the reasons for those feelings.
The next time he was in Shanghai, Edward had received a letter from Chen Mu, at the bottom of which was – as always – a quote. This time Chen Mu had chosen from the Analects of Confucius. Edward read: ‘If a student is not eager, I won’t teach him; if he is not struggling with the truth, I won’t reveal it to him. If I lift up one corner and he can’t come back with the other three, I won’t do it again.’
Was Chen Mu trying to tell Edward that he was disappointed with him – that he’d hoped Edward would have learned more from his trip? Or was this just a coincidence? He had, after all, given him the brush-rest. But hadn’t he also said ‘A symbol of your potential’? Potential. Not success, not accomplishments. Just potential. Had Chen Mu seen through Edward’s bravado? Guessed many of the things Edward had not said? Was this why he had chosen this quote? The idea that Chen Mu may be disappointed in him was troubling …
From then on, each time he came to Shanghai, Edward spent more time simply wandering the streets and less time in the clubs. He took long walks through the Concessions with no set objective, and through the Old City without a guide, though everyone told him he was gambling with his life. And he detoured from the grand boulevards with their shade trees and skyscrapers into the narrow alleyways jutting off them, where human faeces floated to the river via open drains, and laundry of every colour jutted out of windows on bamboo poles, and he made a point of striking up conversations with the people he met there. And when he wrote to Chen Mu, he described what he had seen and what he had learned. But still there were times when he felt something was missing. That though he now spoke not only Mandarin, but many of the various dialects, and spent many an hour talking with factory workers, rickshaw pullers, beggars and street vendors, labourers and soldiers, he would never be able to touch the heart of this country.
Over the years he’d travelled to places outside Shanghai as well, to Nanking and the Forbidden City in Beiping, where he’d examined the jades and bronzes, and to Soochoo where it was said the most beautiful women in China were to be found. And he’d visited a silk factory in Wushi some time back, where small girls burnt their fingers dipping for cocoons in vats of boiling water, and stood all day in their own urine because they were not allowed a moment to go to the toilet. ‘When one of these little girls looked up at me and smiled – so shyly that I wondered, for a moment, whether she had, indeed, smiled,’ he wrote to Chen Mu, ‘I found I could only turn away in pity at their condition, and felt ashamed of myself for doing so.’
But since the Mukden Incident, then the fall of Beiping, he’d been more cautious. The Shanghailanders may act as if the Sino-Japanese war was of no concern to them, but Edward felt it was all going to blow wide apart very soon. You could feel it in the air, see it in the faces of the hundreds of refugees that swarmed into the city each day.
‘It’s too dry. Take it back – I don’t want it!’
The sharp voice of a woman at the next table snapped him out of his reverie. The Chinese waiter bowed and took away the plate, and as he passed Edward’s table Edward saw the untouched meal – roast beef, Yorkshire pudding and a mountain of vegetables. It snapped him back to the Sydney he’d just left, where jobless men laboured at useless municipal projects, and queued outside hotels waiting for rubbish bins tightly packed with hotel refuse. He’d seen them up-end the contents on a sheet of newspaper and carefully divide amongst themselves the scrapings of mashed potato stained with tea leaves, the fat from corned beef or the chop bones with just a fragment of meat still attached, and the blobs of whipped cream now curdled and permeated with coffee grounds. It occurred to him then that the lives of those men were very similar to that of the Chinese he saw here in the streets every day, and that the more he observed the Shanghailanders, the more he saw them as spoilt children living in a bubble of unearned privilege.
But still he craved their company.
A shrill burst of laughter caught his attention; it could only be Olivia, the wife of his friend Jonathan Springwell, whose fortune lay in cotton.
‘Edward darling! Have you been very bored waiting for us?’ Olivia sashayed to his table and offered her cheek for his kiss. Following was Jonathan, accompanied by a Chinese couple dressed in Western style, whom Edward did not know.
‘Sorry we’re late, old boy. Ran into a spot of trouble getting here – some rickshaw driver managed to get himself run over. Held up traffic forever, stupid fellow. But we’re here now. I asked my friends here to join us – you don’t mind, do you? Edward Billings – Ming Xueliang. He’s in silk. And his wife Ming Li.’
When drinks and amuse-gueules had been served, and the conversation had turned to Victor Sassoon’s latest party – a fancy-dress affair whose theme had been to come dressed as if caught when your ship sank – Edward sat back and observed the two women at his table.
Olivia was dressed in the latest Shanghai style – with hair curled and piled on top of her head, she wore a skin-tight high split floor-length cheongsam, much decorated with bright embroidery, and around her shoulders a fur stole with the fox’s head still attached. Not for the first time Edward wondered why Western women insisted on wearing the cheongsam – in his opinion their figures were just not right for the garment. As she sipped her Pink Gin and chatted, Olivia’s gaze constantly flitted across the room, never resting, and Edward thought she gave off a frenetic aura, as if afraid to stop and listen to her own thoughts.
Ming Li had not chosen the cheongsam. Instead she wore a simple bias-cut, low-backed silk dress. It barely skimmed her body yet gave the impression that she was naked beneath it. Her hair was cut short, parted at the side in the deep fingerwaves that were currently the fashion, with three little kisscurls above a pencilled eyebrow. Over her shoulders she wore an elbow-length, delicately beaded cape. She didn’t touch her drink but sat with her hands resting motionless on her lap, her gaze focussed on whoever was speaking. To Edward, she seemed to have woven a cocoon of tranquillity around herself.
‘Stark naked! It’s true – the Cathay’s never seen anything like it!’ Olivia’s voice intruded. ‘They came with their hair soaking wet and a shower curtain wrapped around themselves – nothing else. Said they’d been taking a shower when the ship sank. Victor was so amused. Oh look, speak of the devil …’
Victor Sassoon was indeed arriving. Elegantly attired, with his trademark monocle and a carnation in his buttonhole, he limped in on the arm of two beautiful women. One was Emily Hahn, the American reporter, with her inseparable pet gibbon, Mr Mills, draped around her shoulders. Mr Mills, as always, was elegantly dressed in a morning suit.
‘They say,’ Olivia stage-whispered, ‘that Mr Mills bites any man that approaches her. I wonder how Victor manages …’
Edward caught Ming Li’s gaze and smiled. Emily Hahn provided endless gossip for the Shanghailanders, and he knew that Olivia may pretend to be shocked, but in fact relished each titbit that came her way.
‘You should approach him for an apartment, Edward,’ Jonathan suggested. ‘It’d have to be better than that thing you’re living in.’
‘No thanks.’
‘Well, slumming is all well and good, old boy, but you really should think of your reputation.’
‘Jonathan doesn’t approve of my accommodation,’ Edward explained to Xueliang and his wife. He was living in an area near the Avenue Joffre, known locally as ‘Little Russia’ because of the many White Russian refugees who had settled there and opened shops and businesses, but there were also many Chinese, French, Germans and British living there – hardly a slum area in Edward’s opinion.
‘You’re living like a Chinaman,’ Olivia quipped, referring to the fact that his residence was in a Chinese complex, ‘but if that’s what you want …’ She turned towards the orchestra. ‘Listen, Jonathan – they’re playing ‘Blue moon’. Dance with me?’
Edward mentally cursed Olivia’s thoughtlessness. Xueliang was watching the dancers, his expression restrained. Ming Li sat with her gaze lowered, also expressionless except for the slight flush of her neck. The silence between them grew, but this was not the comfortable silence Edward had experienced with Chen Mu. He knew Xueliang would not be the first to break it.
‘I bought a Shikumen house in a laneway just off the Avenue Joffre,’ he said at last, ‘Two storeys. Nice. I’m here so often it seemed the easiest thing to do. My amah looks after it when I’m away. It helps both of us …’
‘A wise decision,’ Xueliang conceded. ‘Property is always a good investment.’
Ming Li smiled. The tension eased.
‘Your friend tells me you’re interested in our artefacts?’
‘Some …’
‘Are you interested in a particular dynasty?’
‘Not really, not at this stage …’
‘I know of something that may interest you. My uncle has —’
‘Edward, dance with me! Jonathan refuses to move another step. He’s becoming an old man!’
Edward rose, even though still annoyed with Olivia, but he knew better than to refuse her.
From the dance floor Edward watched Ming Li. Though he liked her calm composure, he felt an underlying intensity. The music stopped then started again with Fats Waller’s ‘Honeysuckle Rose’. As he led Olivia around the dance floor his gaze returned to their table.
‘You haven’t got a chance you know, Edward darling.’
‘I beg your pardon?’
‘Li. You haven’t got a chance.’
‘I don’t—’
‘Oh come on, Edward! This is me, remember? I’m not blind. You can’t keep your eyes off her for more than a minute.’
‘She’s intriguing …’
Olivia laughed. ‘Is that what you call it? Come on Edward, don’t be so pompous! Be honest – she’s gorgeous; even I can see that. And she doesn’t say much, which you, being a man, will probably interpret as being mysterious.’
Edward laughed. ‘Am I really so very transparent? No, don’t answer that. So tell me, what do you know about her?’
‘Not much, I’m afraid. I only know her through Jonathan. He and Xueliang are working on some business deal together – a mill he’s interested in. So I see her now and then, but she doesn’t open up much. Something of a traditional marriage, I suspect – she’s so much younger than Xueliang. I know they have a daughter called MeiMei. Eight? Nine? Something like that. Cute little thing.’
‘Anything else?’
‘No, not really. Oh, she did say she went to a mission school as a girl, which would explain how she speaks English so well … Oh bother! Jonathan’s signalling. I think he wants to go. Will we see you for dinner tonight?’

Edward entered the small antique shop in Soochow Road – Shanghai’s foreign red light district. The owner had contacted him about some mandarin seals of office. Nestled between two bordellos, outside which Russian whores congregated, the shop smelt of moist dust and incense.
‘This one belonged to the mandarin of Kiangsi Province, and this to the mandarin of the Yunnan Province,’ the small Chinese man explained.
Edward examined the seals. He knew such items to be the most important possession a mandarin owned, for to lose one’s seal resulted in losing one’s post. These seals were perfect, right down to the four little feet projecting from the four corners of each face.
‘And you say these were owned by mandarins?’
‘Yes, yes. From Yunnan and Kiangsi.’
Edward controlled his irritation – these seals were fakes. Two years previously he’d hesitated buying such a seal, believing it to be damaged because three of the feet were missing. But that Chinese dealer, whom Edward had dealt with before and knew to be honest, explained that the missing feet were a sign of authenticity. A seal was made with all four feet intact, he’d explained. Then, before leaving Beiping, the maker would break off one foot when he handed it to the Board. Before forwarding it to the viceroy of a Province, the Board would break another foot. A third would be broken by the viceroy, and the last by the mandarin for whom it was intended. This was to prevent any unauthorised use of the seal. If those seals had reached a mandarin’s hands, at least three – and most probably four – of those feet would be missing.
‘Are they old?’
‘Yes yes. Very old. Very valuable. Very rare.’
‘Very new – and very fake.’
‘Fake? No! These seals belonged to mandarins from the Kiangsi and Yunnan Provinces!’
Edward put the seals back onto the counter; he didn’t feel like arguing.
‘Thank you, but they’re not what I’m looking for.’
He was still irritated as he pushed his way across Soochow Road into Kiangse, suddenly anxious to reach the seclusion of his apartment. It was a hot steamy August Saturday. That morning they’d caught the edge of a passing typhoon and the sky was still overcast and brooding. Yesterday, the Chinese had exchanged small arms fire with Japanese troops in the Chinese districts. Then in the afternoon Japanese naval ships stationed on the Yangtze and Huangpu rivers had opened fire on the Chinese positions around Shanghai. Those in the Cathay having drinks before dinner had gone to the rooftop to watch the fireworks display, as fires burnt and black smoke skimmed the river. Then, since early this morning, Chinese planes had been flying overhead on their way to bomb Japanese targets. The Japanese were responding with anti-aircraft fire. As a result, terrified Chinese refugees had been pouring into the Settlements since the night before. Many had been trampled to death.
This combination of conflict in the Chinese quarters, coupled with the Shanghailanders’ complete disregard of it, had created a surreal atmosphere that Edward had found exciting. He’d wanted to see what would happen next, but now was weary of it all. The air was acrid and felt like molasses. Sweat trickled down his back and he told himself once again that he’d been mad to go out in all this. He could have spent the afternoon in the coolness of the courtyard of his Shikumen with a book.
If he were honest, his irritation stemmed as much from his experience regarding the fake mandarin seals as from the fact that he was due back in Sydney in a few days. He didn’t want to go back to Julia; his marriage was as fake as those seals. He could still hear her voice, nearly eight years ago, the day his daughter Charlotte was born. The day his marriage ended.
He sat on the edge of Julia’s hospital bed, cradling his newborn daughter. A nurse hovered nearby.
‘She’s perfect,’ he said, gently stroking his daughter’s cheek. Never had he imagined he would be so moved by such a little being. ‘Thank you,’ and he leaned towards Julia to kiss her, but she turned her face away.
‘Julia? What’s wrong?’
‘Nothing’s wrong. But we need to talk.’
‘What about?’
‘Us. The family you want. Edward, I don’t want any more children.’
The nurse took the child and left the room. Edward looked at her retreating back. He wanted to argue with his wife, but he knew he had to be patient. She’d told him she’d had a difficult delivery; once she recovered, he felt sure she’d see things differently.
‘I don’t think this is a good time, Julia. When you come home we can talk about it again.’
‘I won’t change my mind.’
‘Well, if you still feel the same way then, there are things we can do. Precautions I can take.’
‘No. I’m not talking about precautions. I think you should move into one of the spare bedrooms.’
‘What are you saying?’
‘Just that. I want you to move into another room.’
Edward breathed deep, controlling his temper. ‘You can’t do that, Julia. I’m your husband. I have rights.’
‘And I meant what I said.’ She opened the drawer of the bedside table, pulled out a mirror and fluffed up her hair. ‘Be sure to move out before I come home.’
‘I’ll divorce you.’
Julia lowered the mirror and laughed. ‘Don’t be so melodramatic, Edward. People like us don’t divorce.’
And now Charlotte, who had grown up mainly under the care of nannies, was copying her mother’s attitude towards him. What did he have to go home to?
He pushed his way through the throng that crowded the footpaths, ignoring the leper showing his sores, the group of professional beggars. He saw a woman up ahead that he thought was Ming Li, but she turned and he saw he was mistaken. The bitter yet sweet pungent smell of opium in the air suddenly sickened him, its soft musky sharpness no longer sensuous as it became one with the smoke from the fires and the smell of frightened, sweating bodies. The wretched humanity around him, the babble of tongues, suddenly provoked nothing in him but annoyance. Nanking Road was but a couple of blocks away and he considered for a moment stopping at the Cathay to drown his frustrations.
The woman he’d mistaken for Ming Li passed him and he realised the only similarity was the hairstyle. Ming Li. LiLi, as he privately thought of her. Since first meeting her and Xueliang at the Cercle Sportif Français, he’d sought out functions where she too was invited – easy to do in a place like Shanghai. And the more he saw of her, the more he wanted her.
They had spoken, of course – polite, meaningless social talk that was, for him, just an excuse to stay close to her. He’d become so attuned to her that he could feel her physically when she entered the room, even though his back may be turned. He constantly sought her presence. Hungered for her. And he was sure she felt the same, that she purposely sought out his company, if only for a moment before her husband joined them. He wanted some time alone with her – just a moment away from the prying eyes of the Shanghailanders, a moment without her husband hovering in the background.
And if he was granted that moment, what then?
A car backfired and Edward started, and as he turned towards the sound he accidentally elbowed an old woman in the face. Her nose bled but she bowed low.
‘Please pardon my clumsiness,’ she said, and before Edward could apologise – could offer to help – she tottered off on bound feet. Never had he felt so guilty. He walked on, more anxious than before to reach the sanctuary of his building.
‘Mr Billings? You shouldn’t be out here.’
‘Ming Li! I was just— Never mind. What are you doing out in this?’
‘Aren’t I allowed in the streets of my own city?’ she teased. ‘I have my amah to protect me.’
Edward nodded to the amah. ‘I didn’t mean—’
‘I know. I’m sorry, you’re right. We should all be at home safe. But I’ve just been to a concert at MeiMei’s school – I couldn’t miss that.’
‘You’re on your way home? Would you have time for a drink? A cup of tea?’
Ming Li hesitated. Whilst talking to a Western man may be acceptable to the progressive Chinese of Shanghai when her husband was present, it was a totally different matter when he was not. She knew she shouldn’t even have approached Edward.
‘Just walk with me then,’ he said, guessing the reason for her discomfort.
They walked in silence, side by side, with Ming Li’s amah following a few steps behind. No part of their bodies touched but both were aware of the heat emanating from the other. They slowed their pace – an unspoken agreement to prolong the moment. It wasn’t so crowded here, but the air smelt stale, of roasting meats and rancid fat, and the fusty stench of damp unwashed bodies. It overflowed with shrill voices and hoarse cries, the staccato beat of native music and the constant tinkle of bicycle bells. But Edward no longer noticed any of it. He was only aware of Ming Li.
‘Does she understand English?’ he asked, glancing back at Ming Li’s amah.
‘No.’
They walked on. The tension between them grew. Edward wanted to make love to her right here, right now, but he knew that to simply touch her, no matter how innocently, would be frowned upon. The Westerners of Shanghai may well flaunt their feelings in public, but not so the Chinese.
They turned into Nanking Road and Edward knew that any moment now she would say her goodbyes and leave. He was sick of only seeing her in the company of others, of never being alone with her.
And never being alone was suddenly unacceptable.
‘When you enter a room,’ he said at last, ‘I can actually feel you – even before I see you.’
‘I know.’
‘You feel it too.’
Ming Li walked on, silent.
‘Tell me! You do feel it too, don’t you?’
Ming Li nodded.
‘I have to see you. Somewhere private.’
‘I can’t. Xueliang—’
‘I don’t care about Xueliang. When can I see you?’
Ming Li walked on.
‘Why?’ she asked at last.
‘I want to hold you. Feel your skin beneath my hands.’
Ming Li slowed her pace, her gaze lowered.
‘Answer me, Ming Li. You want me too. I know you do …’
‘To feel your hands on me now …’
‘Stroking your neck, your shoulder …’
‘I can feel you …’
‘Cupping your breasts …’
Ming Li blushed. Looked away to the other side of the street.
‘Can you feel my hand on your breast? Can you?’
She nodded but did not look at him.
‘My tongue licking your skin … tasting you … exploring …’
‘Please – no more …’
‘Feel my lips on your belly.’
‘Edward, please—’
The horrifyingly human wail of the bomb barely registered before the shock wave picked Edward up and threw him breathless to the ground. The second shook the ground causing more bricks and masonry to crash down, knocking his head to the pavement. Glass fell and shattered around him. He saw another shockwave sweep down the street towards him – fractions of seconds stretched to hours. Then, as if from the bellows of hell, it swirled and swept back the way it had come. The ground beneath him shuddered a third time and he watched an electrical line slowly fall in a graceful curve before resting on a car, fizzling and crackling in a display of blue and white sparks. The air turned brown, choking. Bits of burning cloth floated into the swirling smoke. Disorientated, Edward looked around, unable to remember anything except this very moment. Around him people ran, obviously screaming, but though he could see their mouths moving he could hear no sound. Blood trickled down his forehead into his eyes. Beside him a man on fire mimed a macabre dance. Edward shut his eyes, creating a small dark cocoon of sanity in the bedlam surrounding him. From the wall of the building next to him came the silent shudder of a smaller explosion. Smoke bellowed out and the temperature increased rapidly, the air dry and searing. Edward opened his eyes and rose to his hands and knees. The exertion made him vomit but with vomit came back sound and with sound memory. Ming Li. He had to find Ming Li.
Insane screams, the roar of flames. Inhuman howls. Crawling on all fours Edward pushed his way through the bodies around him, turning each over as he came to them. A woman, her face blown away. An old man, naked, his clothing ripped off by the blast. He pushed aside what he thought was the remains of a burning piece of wood, then realised it was a small child, its human form only identifiable by a small hand still to burn. Cars aflame, their occupants charred to cinders. Black smoke billowed around him. People stood about, dazed and helpless. Bodiless limbs. The sickly smell of burning flesh mingled with the stink of burning rubber.
He saw a body he thought was Ming Li, but when he turned her over he realised it was a pregnant woman, her body shredded by shrapnel. Her eyes stared lifelessly at him and he saw a small movement between her legs. Half out of her body, surrounded by a sticky pool of blood and amniotic fluid the child, hairless and covered in greasy vernix, its eyes sealed shut, opened and shut its mouth like a small fish out of water. It shuddered once, twice, then lay still. Edward vomited once more.
He found her lying beneath the arch of a twisted girder. She was unconscious, the top half of her dress half torn off, half burnt. A large blister already tight with fluid spread from her shoulder to her breast. The side of her breast was burnt deeper – blood and serous fluid oozed and mingled with soot and flakes of burnt cloth. Flies already feeding on the wound.
He pulled her from beneath the girder then stood. For a moment he lurched on the edge of unconsciousness. Retched but forced himself to swallow the bile in his throat and breathe deep. He picked up Ming Li and the pain in his back nearly made him drop her but he fought through the pain. He walked towards The Bund, pushing through the panicked crowd, stumbling over bodies, not conscious of where he was going, only aware that he had to get them away from the insanity surrounding him. Twice he nearly dropped her, his arms now weak with shock, his knees feeling disjoined. The crowd was even thicker now as people ran out of buildings, the air almost impenetrable with the call of thousands to their loved ones, the scream of sirens, the honk of car horns. But still he pushed on.
‘Give her to me.’
Edward stared at Xueliang, covered with smoke and ash but apparently unhurt, with little snail trails of clean skin formed by the sweat running down his face. Somewhere in the back of his mind he knew he should do as Xueliang asked, but he couldn’t move.
‘Give her to me,’ Xueliang said once more.
‘She’s hurt.’
‘Mr Billings, give me my wife.’
Edward hesitated, then passed Ming Li to him.
He watched Xueliang hurry away. He turned and walked back to the Avenue Joffre.
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Edward didn’t go back to Sydney that week. He’d collapsed on top of his bed fully clothed, bloodied, stinking of smoke and vomit, and fallen into a sleep that bordered on unconsciousness. Not even the cries of his anxious amah could wake him.
He woke to the sound of Olivia’s voice giving orders. He was naked in his bed, washed, and with a bandage around his head. In the distance artillery fire kept time to the pounding in his head. He tried to sit up but the pain made him groan.
‘Edward! You’re awake! I thought you’d never wake up. Now lie still – you’re hurt.’
‘What day is it?’
‘Monday. You’ve been drifting in and out these past two days. Jonathan was most anxious. He’s had to go to his office but he’ll be back soon. I made him promise to come right back – it’s not safe out there. Bits of anti-aircraft shells dropping all over the place. Red hot, they are. It’s just not safe! The doctor’s coming back too, when he gets a minute. Now, he says you’ve got concussion so you have to stay in bed. You’ve got a cut on your head too but that’s not serious – just a few stitches. I’ve told your amah to make you some soup – proper English chicken soup – she’ll bring you some in a minute. Now you’re to eat all—’
‘Olivia, shut up.’
‘What? Oh dear, I’m talking too much, aren’t I. Sorry Edward darling – just relieved you’re all right. I’ll get you that soup, shall I?’
Edward lay back in his bed; he’d wait for Jonathan to fill him in. He dozed. When he woke, Jonathan was sitting by his bed. A bowl of chicken soup congealed on the bedside table.
‘You gave us a bit of a scare there, old boy.’
Edward tried to sit up and winced.
‘What happened? The Japs?’
‘No. We all thought that, at the beginning. But now they say it was the Chinese. Some inexperienced bugger. Thought he’d fly high enough to avoid the anti-aircraft guns. The clouds probably didn’t help. Ended up dropping his bombs on us instead. The Cathay’s damaged. Managed to blow up The Great World as well. Hell of a mess … Now they’re fighting in the streets. Sandbag blockades everywhere. Bedlam. And you slept through it all. By the way – took the liberty of sending your wife a telegram.’
‘Where’s Olivia?’
‘I took her home. Why d’you ask?’
‘LiLi. Ming Li. She was with me …’
‘I know, old boy. Xueliang told me you saved her. She’s in hospital but she’ll be all right. Bit of a burn, but she’ll survive.’
‘I didn’t save her. Jonathan, about Ming Li—’
‘I know, old boy.’
‘What do you know?’
‘Olivia clued me in. When she heard what Xueliang said, she put two and two together.’
‘I have to see her again, Jonathan.’
‘Well, you’re in no state to go anywhere. Neither is she. And it’s different out there now. This place is in chaos – so many refugees from outside the settlements trying to get in we had to close them off.’
‘And the Settlement?’
‘This area’s relatively safe, but it won’t be long before they’ve got it all. The British Consulate’s moved away from the Bund – they’re in Hamilton House now. All the banks along there have closed up too for now. So have the shops. Can’t get food or money anywhere. There’s barbed wire going up all over the place. Machine guns too. Not a good time to start something with a woman like Ming Li. Addictive, that type, more so than opium. You don’t want that right now.’
‘I have to see her.’
‘Well, I think you better see what’s happening first, but I suppose you’ll do whatever you want. You always do. I’d wait until that head of yours heals, if I were you …’

By the end of that month life as the Shanghailanders had known it no longer existed. The women and children of the French and International Settlements had been sent back to their homelands, businesses were being moved to Hong Kong and Singapore, and most of the men were preparing to follow. Ironically, just as the Shanghailanders were leaving, the city was been invaded by another group of refugees – European Jews fleeing Hitler, hoping to find sanctuary in one of the few places in the world still open to them.
But for Edward, little of this registered. He realised China was at war, but this was not his war. He felt a horrible sense of exhilaration at still being here, at having survived the bombing, at being part of the excitement. He knew he would have to leave soon, but for now, for whatever time he could steal, he was with Ming Li.
Nearly every day when Xueliang left for work, she would find an excuse to go out and she would come to his apartment, where his amah would shake her head and mumble until Edward slipped her enough extra cash to quieten her disapproval for that day, and they would lie in bed making love, relishing each other’s bodies, oblivious to the world. Later he’d ask his amah to bring them lunch, and Ming Li would tease him as she ate, slowly licking her food off a spoon or feeding him morsels from between her lips, until he could stand it no longer and would reach for her. She’d become playful then, and keep out of his grasp, laughing and dancing around the room, so that Edward thought she seemed more like a carefree young girl than the beautiful but subdued young wife of a Chinese businessman.
But all too soon she’d dress to leave and he’d remember the reality of Shanghai once more, the swarm of refugees, the severed heads and bodies riddled with bullet wounds in the streets. He’d argue with her then, wanting to walk her home and back the next day, but she was more frightened of being seen with him in public, of being branded a ‘bad woman’, than of the Japanese, and she’d only promise to return if he did as she asked. So Edward would sigh and let her go, because he knew about the ‘bad women’ of China – women punished and sometimes even killed for having relationships outside their marriage. He knew she was taking a massive risk being with him. But as soon as she was out the door he’d throw on some clothes and hurry into the street, and he’d follow her at a distance until he knew she was safe for yet one more day.

Edward traced a finger along the brown wrinkled burn scar that covered half of Ming Li’s right breast.
‘It’s beautiful,’ he said, kissing it.
‘It’s ugly.’
‘No – it’s beautiful. And do you know why? Because it’s our mark. It happened the first time we made love.’
‘But we didn’t really make love.’
‘True. But how I wanted to!’
Ming Li smiled and brushed Edward’s hair off his forehead.
‘What time do you have to leave?’
‘First light tomorrow.’
‘When will you be back?’
‘I can’t say. I might not be able to get back in. With what’s happening in Europe at the moment, many say we’re in for another war. But I can always get to Singapore.’
‘I can’t.’
‘Try’.
‘I can’t. I won’t. I’m sure Xueliang knows about us. Smells you on me, no matter how much I bathe. But as long as everything is normal on the surface, he can pretend he doesn’t know. If I go to Singapore …’
‘Leave him.’
‘No. He’s a good man, Edward. I wouldn’t do that to him. Especially not now. Then there’s MeiMei.’
‘But you’ll always come to me.’
‘Always.’
She gently bit his bottom lip, his ear. Worked her way down his body until she reached the inside of his thigh, then bit hard, breaking the skin, drawing blood.
‘My mark,’ she said, looking up at him. ‘Now you’ll go back to your wife with my mark.’
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‘Fellow Australians, it is my melancholy duty to inform you officially, that in consequence of a persistence by Germany in her invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her and that, as a result, Australia is also at war. No harder task can fall to the—’
Edward turned off the radio and went back to his armchair. He didn’t need to hear the rest of Menzies’ speech – he’d been expecting this news for some time. He glanced towards Julia, home for once, quiet and serious.
‘Do you think it’ll come here?’ she asked
‘I don’t know. Some think that if war were to break out, Japan will join Germany. Well, it seems we’re now at war, so who knows. If they do, there’s a good chance Australia will be a target. We’re certainly close enough.’
‘They’d attack Sydney – more so than Adelaide, say, or Tasmania …’
‘Possibly. But if you’re worried, why don’t you take Charlotte out of school and go to stay with Mother? There’s only another couple of months of school left anyway. Mother would love to see you both, and Walpinya is far enough away from any city to be relatively safe.’
‘Will you join up?’
Edward thought of his brother Robert, who’d joined up for the Great War – a mere kid of 17 – part of the ANZAC legend. Not that it did him any good – he was dead within a year. Edward had been 13 at the end of the Great War. He was now 34 – nearly twice as old as his brother had been when he’d enlisted. Did that make him smarter? Less likely to get himself killed? No, age had nothing to do with it – except maybe make you slower, an easier target …
‘I don’t know. I suppose I’ll have to.’ He remembered the excitement he’d experienced in Shanghai two years ago, when Japan had invaded. But that had been different; there had been Ming Li. War and death and passion – a powerful combination. He tried to imagine days, weeks, years of bombs and bodies and babies sucked out of their mothers’ bellies, and wondered why no one ever said what war was really like. He sighed. In the next street, a dog barked.

Edward took leave from work and returned to Walpinya Station. He wanted to see his mother and make sure everything was in order before leaving for any length of time. Julia had taken up his suggestion and she and Charlotte were already there. He also wanted to call in on Chen Mu.
He found him at the back of the cottage, polishing a bicycle.
‘Yours?’ he asked, expecting to be told it belonged to one of Macoomba’s children.
‘Yes mine. What do you think?’
‘I think you’re too old to be riding a bike.’
‘Not too old. Old is only as old as you want it to be. Seventy-four’s not old. Anyway, there’s a war on, you know. Soon everyone will want one – no petrol. I thought it wise to buy mine before the price went up. Good exercise!’ Chen Mu chuckled. ‘But come, let’s go inside and I will make you a cup of tea.’
Once Edward was settled at the kitchen table and tea had been poured, Chen Mu went to a cupboard and came back with a fruitcake. He cut them both a slice, then took a bite with a satisfied expression. Something about his manner told Edward there was more to the cake than apparent. He decided to play along.
‘Nice cake.’
‘Very nice. Thank you. Not too many fruit, not too few.’
‘Did you make it?’
‘Me? No, not me.’
‘A gift then?’
‘Not a gift as you mean it, but a gift just the same.’
‘A gift that’s not a gift – you talk in riddles. All right, who made it?’
‘Your daughter.’
‘Charlotte? But why? I mean, why bring it to you? I wasn’t even aware she knew you.’
‘She didn’t. I ran into her and your mother in the general store. Your mother was kind enough to speak to me.’
‘But why the cake?’
‘I wondered too when I saw Miss Charlotte on my doorstep. But then she explained you’d often spoken of me. She remembered stories …’
‘But that still doesn’t explain why she would want to make you a cake.’
‘She’s worried. She’s only eleven, Master Edward. And when you’re eleven, and don’t know much about the world, your imagination can make it a frightening place.’
‘What does she have to be worried about?’
‘The war, of course! She thought someone as old as me would have known many wars. She needed to talk. The cake was an excuse – a bribe.’
‘She could have talked to her mother. Her grandmother. Asked me—’
‘No, she couldn’t. She believes there is a good chance you’ll be killed if you enlist and so doesn’t want you to think of that possibility. And she can’t ask her mother. She said her mother had locked herself away in her room and will probably not come out again until the war is over.’
‘But her grandmother …’
‘… sent her to me. We had a good talk, Miss Charlotte and I. I told her to feel free to visit me anytime. I think we’ll become friends.’
‘What did you tell her?’
‘That no one can predict what will happen. That war makes cowards out of heroes and heroes out of cowards. And that you will buy her a bicycle before you return to Sydney.’

Edward stayed on at Walpinya station for another nine months. Most of the jackaroos had left to enlist, and Edward hired a number of Aboriginal men to replace them; while many had enlisted as soon as war was declared, others went along with William Cooper, the Secretary of the Australian Aborigines’ League, who believed the Aborigines should not fight for White Australia until things improved for them at home. Walpinya’s overseer, who’d been with them for close to twenty years, was too old to enlist and so stayed on. Edward knew that he could trust the man to do what was best for both the station and his family.
As the months passed and nothing much seemed to be happening, people began calling the war a phoney war, unaware of the strict media censorship that the Government had put into place. Julia relaxed and joined the Country Women’s Association. She convinced them to throw dances twice a month to help raise funds for the service men and women sent overseas. Charlotte became bored with helping her mother and decided to follow her father around the property instead, and their relationship changed for the better. She asked Edward for permission to take the local bus on her own once a week, for the short ride to Macoomba so that she could visit Chen Mu. But for Edward, being at Walpinya felt like purgatory. The only place he wanted to be was Shanghai; the only person he wanted to be with was Ming Li.
A meeting was held one night in the town hall, and people were asked to join the Voluntary Defence Corp. Chen Mu was one of the first to volunteer.
‘Don’t know if you can, mate,’ the man at the desk said. ‘Don’t think we can let you Aliens join. Can’t be sure what side you’re on, now can we?’
The town postmaster was less prejudiced. He offered Chen Mu the position of telegram ‘boy’ to replace those who had left. After all, Chen Mu already had a bicycle, and he figured there’d be much need for telegram boys in the months to come. As he was also in charge of the local National Emergency Services, he made Chen Mu an air raid warden as well. When Chen Mu received his tin helmet, gas mask and armband on graduating, he hung the Air Raid Precautions Certificate of Examination over the mantelpiece.
When France fell in June of 1940 Edward realised he could no longer wait if he was going to volunteer for overseas duty – the maximum age for enlisting in the AIF was 35 – even though he knew now that Australia was not sending troops into China. He bought Charlotte a bicycle and returned to Sydney.
He was posted to the 8th and sent for officer training to one of the new special entry classes at Duntroon that, because of the war, had been shortened to 12 months. On graduation late in July of 1941 he was immediately promoted to Captain, discharged from the 8th and transferred to Force 136 of the British Army and told that, because of his knowledge of China, he was being sent to Burma to join a top-secret mission, codenamed ‘Tulip Force’.
Mission 204 was being established to teach the art of guerrilla warfare to Chinese soldiers. Chiang Kia-shek had confided to Churchill that, though they outnumbered the Japanese and had enough ammunition to last a year, the Chinese were no match for the Japanese. In response, the British Army were setting up the Bush Warfare School in Burma, providing equipment, supplies and some men – Australia would provide forty. But Edward cared little of these details – for him, all this meant was that he would be in China once again, and China meant Ming Li.

‘You killem, you pay! You pay now! Now!’
Edward rose from his coir palliasse and climbed down the raised platform that was his bed. It was late and he had only just managed to fall asleep, so that he didn’t appreciate being woken by some screaming woman. But whatever was going on, it was his duty to sort out. And what on earth was a woman doing in the camp, anyway?
They had been in Burma for months now – six Commando groups in all, half, raw recruits and half, seasoned units. It was fair to say that the men all got on well, and both the Commanding Officer and the three captains were liked and respected, but still the constant strain of training, when combined with the heat, eventually wore down even the most good natured and easy-going disposition. It was the monsoon season and though the temperature had dropped and the night air felt soft and less humid than during the day, still Edward knew tempers were easily frayed.
Outside his cane-thatched hut everything was mud. He found the woman outside one of the enlisted men’s hut, battering one of the British corporals, named Winston, with her umbrella. She looked hot and sweaty, and her feet were coated with red sticky mud – it was obvious she had walked from Maymyo, the town about three miles from their camp. Winston, a spindly man dressed in nothing but his underpants, was trying to fend off her attack, whilst around him enlisted men laughed and cheered and urged her on.
‘What the hell’s going on here? ’ Ttention!’
At the sound of Edward’s voice the woman stopped hitting Corporal Winston and turned. Edward recognised her as the madam of the Minshan Hotel, a brothel in Maymyo he knew some of the men visited.
‘He killem, so now he pay!’ she said, poking the corporal with the point of her umbrella. ‘He pay me now.’
‘Be quiet, woman. And stop that!’ Edward took the umbrella from her, then turned to Winston. ‘Now what’s all this about?’
‘I don’t know, Sir.’
‘Don’t lie to me, man! Who did you kill?’
At this, the rest of the men burst out laughing. From the back of the group someone imitated a chicken. Buuuck! Buckbuckbuckbuck buuuck! This infuriated the madam, who grabbed the umbrella from Edward and made to go for the group.
‘I said enough!’ Edward grabbed the woman by the arm and took the umbrella back. ‘Okay, you tell me what’s going on.’
‘He kill my chickens. Now he pay me!’
‘He killed your chickens? How did he kill them?’
‘He shoot them. Bang bang. All dead.’
Once more the men burst out laughing, but a look from Edward silenced them. ‘All of you except Winston, back to your huts. Now!’ When the men had left, he turned back to Winston, still standing at attention. ‘Did you shoot her chickens?’ he asked. ‘And you’d better be telling me the truth!’
‘He shoot! All dead!’
‘Be quiet, woman! Corporal Winston – for the last time – did you shoot this woman’s chickens?’
‘Yes, Sir!’
‘Why?’
‘…’
‘I asked you a question, soldier. Why did you shoot her chickens?’
‘The pox, Sir.’
‘Explain yourself.’
‘Her girls gave me the pox, Captain.’
Edward sighed. They may well be learning army intelligence, incendiary and guerrilla techniques, as well as demolition and sabotage, but when they found themselves surrounded by the exoticism of golden-roofed pagodas, cheroot-smoking women and saffron-robed monks, and Burmese men with erotic tattoos from their waists down to their knees, these men forgot any scruples they may have had back home when it came to women, and behaved like teenagers who had just discovered sex. And though they may know how to drive locomotives and how to sabotage them with a minimum of equipment, and how to blow up bridges and lay booby traps, when it came to sexually transmitted diseases many had the ignorant attitude that it only happened to the other guy. But syphilis was rampant in Burma, and since first arriving in the camp, the men had been given lectures twice a month on the prevention of venereal diseases, including the use of prophylactics. In addition, the condoms they were given were the newest type, disposable and much thinner than before and only available to the military, so they had no reason to complain. But many still insisted on using them as if they were the older rubber ones, washing them and slathering them with petroleum jelly, then storing them till needed again, instead of throwing them away after one use.
‘See? He says he killem. Now he pay.’
‘Get dressed, Corporal, and meet me back here – you’ve got five minutes. And you,’ he told the madam, ‘wait here. I want to see those chickens.’
It only took them a few minutes to drive the three miles to town, but during that time Edward formulated a plan. One of the greatest complaints from the Australians was the food – in British military tradition, they were given breakfast and lunch, but after that there was only bread and jam at around four o’clock, with a cup of tea, and if they were lucky, a bit of cheese. If those chickens weren’t too mutilated, they might lift morale by providing dinner for the Australians tomorrow night. As Chen Mu was fond of saying, quoting an ancient proverb, ‘A good fortune may forbode a bad luck which may in turn disguise a good fortune’.
‘See? See? All dead!’ the woman said, pulling Edward into the yard behind the building. ‘Now you pay.’
There was no denying the chickens had been shot – the yard looked like a war zone. Chicken bodies littered the small space, bits of poultry flesh clung to walls and fencing and were already swarming with ants, and feathers drifted and danced on the air currents.
‘I’ll give you one rupee for each chicken,’ Edward offered, knowing this to be about two shillings – the price they paid for a laying hen back at Walpinya.
‘One rupee?! Ah no! Ten rupees!’
‘Don’t be ridiculous, woman!’ He counted the dead chickens – eight. ‘I’ll give you ten rupees for the lot. Take it or leave it.’ And he made to walk out of the yard.
‘Thief!’ the woman yelled, but Edward climbed into the vehicle where Winston was still sitting, and started the engine.
‘Okay! Okay! Ten rupees – but you’re a thief!’
Edward turned off the engine, took out his wallet and gave Winston two five-rupee notes. ‘This will be coming out of your pay, Corporal. Give it to her, and collect the chickens. And be quick about it,’ he said. Ten rupees – not much more than Julia paid to have her hair permed back home, or twice the price little girls no older than eleven charged for their bodies back in Rangoon …
The next evening their Indian cook made a curry out of the undamaged bits, which he augmented with a mountain of vegetables and rice. There wasn’t much chicken to go around, but the men were happy as they sat outside to catch the breeze, while kite-hawks swooped for morsels off their plates, and above the slaughterhouse near the camp vultures circled overhead. The same couldn’t be said of Corporal Winston, who wasn’t enjoying this meal. He’d been started on a course of Neosalvarsan and was at this very moment in the infirmary, vomiting and suffering from diarrhoea and abdominal pain as his body fought the toxic effects of the arsenic the drug contained. He would need up to forty such injections, but Edward couldn’t help wonder if even this would curb the corporal’s ardour for the brothels of Burma.

Edward was in Rangoon the night the first Japanese bombs fell on Burma. The air raid siren screeched and the men raced for the slit trenches, and soon the thrum-thrum sound of a squadron of planes zooming overhead. Back at camp two days later he learned of another Japanese attack four days previously, on the American base at Pearl Harbour. Then the Japanese began daylight raids, flying low over trenches or streets and strafing them from end to end, so that day and night the constant rat-ta-ta-ta-tat of American Flying Tigers attacking Japanese planes became part of the sounds of Burma. Many evacuated the cities, and hotels closed down through lack of food. On the wharves, soldiers took over unloading ships in order to get their supplies. On December 25, news came that Hong Kong had surrendered to the Japanese. And still their training continued.
By January 1942 the Japanese were well into Burma, and if the Australian contingent was going to make it through the border into China they would have to leave now, before the Burma Road closed.
For Edward, it only meant one thing – he was moving closer to Ming Li.
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‘Keep still or it’ll get in your eye,’ Ming Li snapped, then immediately regretted it. ‘I’m sorry, MeiMei. Just open your mouth a little. It’ll stop you blinking.’
She spat on the last of the little block of mascara and worked the brush into it, then applied it to her daughter’s eyelashes. ‘There, now look. See how thick they are?’
MeiMei peered into the mirror. ‘Can I wear it every day?’
‘No, you’re only fourteen! Not until you’re sixteen, at least.’
‘Some of the girls at school do.’
‘You’re not “some girl”. Now let me do something pretty with your hair.’
MeiMei sighed.
Ming Li brushed her daughter’s hair, pretending enthusiasm when in fact she was so tense she could scream. Xueliang was in his study with a man she didn’t know. Outside that door their major-domo P’i Gao stood guard; his appearance alone would scare most away. As a young man barely out of childhood, tall and lanky and unsure of his worth, he’d developed alopecia, and as the hair on his head, then his eyebrows and even his eyelashes dropped out, his mother had consulted doctors and made him swallow bitter herbal concoctions of peony and dodder, anklebone and ho-shou-wu. But his hair kept falling out and so she’d rubbed chillies and ginger on his scalp and where his eyebrows should be, and his skin had blistered from the treatment until the day he’d said enough. Others had tormented him for his appearance, and he’d fought them though he’d always lost, and once he’d had his nose broken. So he’d practised kickboxing and built up his muscles by lifting buckets of water up and down until his arms burnt and shook and the water splashed, but still he’d continued, and with the muscles came confidence. Soon no one would challenge him but still he kept up his training, and even now in the evenings he’d be in the back courtyard practising, though the buckets of water had been replaced by proper weights.
Ming Li guessed the man in Xueliang’s office was, like her husband, a member of the Kuomintang, and she suspected that since the fall of Shanghai, Xueliang had engaged in a dangerous game of resistance. She knew it was in her best interests not to know too much, but she also suspected that P’i Gao had become heavily involved in Xueling’s activities, though he always acted simply as a major-domo in her presence. But she found this lack of knowledge more frightening than the thought of what could happen to her if taken in for interrogation.
She twisted a handful of MeiMei’s hair into a roll and secured it with pins.
‘There. What do you think? Very grown-up.’
The sound of a door opening. Muffled voices, a door shutting.
‘He’s gone. Can I go now? Outside?’
‘Who’s gone?’
‘That guy who came to see Father.’
‘No one came.’
‘I’m not stupid, Mother. I saw him.’
‘No one came, MeiMei. Do you understand? No one was here today.’
‘Okay then! But can I go outside?’
Ming Li nodded. ‘Only for a short while. Only at the back. And put your coat on.’
MeiMei ran out of the room and Ming Li put away her brushes and the few cosmetics she still had. She had thought her daughter unaware of her ruse to keep her away from Xueliang’s office, but the girl was no fool. How much did she know? She was too young to be told of her father’s possible activities, but she wasn’t blind – each day people they knew disappeared, others were being shot in their very street. Did she believe her parents could – would do nothing? Xueliang should talk to her; he’d know how much to tell her.
Cook was waiting for her outside her room.
‘For dinner, Mistress – we need flour. Cabbage too maybe?’
Ming Li nodded. Since the Three Alls Policy, the food and fuel situation had become critical. Long queues and food coupons only produced third-rate goods. Rice was more valuable than gold, flour was bulked up with cement, and meat was practically impossible to get. Only through the black market could she hope for something more substantial. And even though Xueling’s silk mills had been seized, still they considered themselves lucky – they, at least, had things to sell, unlike the thousands of refugees living in the streets for whom starvation was all there was.
In Xueliang’s study she unlocked the safe hidden behind an everyday scroll depicting a tiger, bought to replace the more valuable one that had hung there before the invasion. The safe held curios, small objets d’art that had belonged to both their families, though Xueliang had added to the collection over the years. Now, after nearly five years under Japanese rule, the safe was nearly empty. Only her jewellery collection was still complete, hidden in the hem of her oldest coat in case they had to leave in a hurry. Xueliang refused to allow her to sell any of it as long as they had other items to trade.
‘More already, my Li?’ Xueliang came up behind her to see what she would pick. He stroked her hip as he looked over her shoulder – a silent reassurance.
She hesitated over a bronze statuette of a horseman with a spear, then decided on a yellow, white and blue glazed figurine of a woman with rouged lips and a false mole on the corner of her mouth.
‘No, this will fetch more.’ He put the figurine back and gave her a round silver box. About two centimetres high with a six centimetre diameter, it was decorated with a gilt floral design around the edge of the lid and sides, and a winged deer, also gilded, in the centre of the lid.
‘But this was your father’s, and your grandfather’s before that – it’s the last such piece you have.’
‘My father would have wanted his family fed. Take it. But be careful.’

The snow was melting and slush mingled with rubbish, making walking hazardous. It was ‘two coat weather’ but the air smelt fetid, suffocating. The city was riddled with rats; they darted about in the open, sleek furred and fattened on the smorgasbord of bodies lying everywhere. The lack of gasoline had forced the popular double-decker buses off the streets, and single-decker buses and cars now ran on charcoal that belched dark smoke from stovepipe-like constructions at the front of the vehicles. Large wheelbarrows and carts slowed traffic, and rickshaws flitted like dragonflies through this chaos.
In her oldest coat with a hat pulled low over her eyes, Ming Li pushed her way through the hotchpotch of humanity. A few steps behind, P’i Gao followed – an unobtrusive bodyguard. Past cafés now turned into Japanese massage shops, their walls plastered with posters in Japanese proclaiming ‘Asia for the Asiatics’. Westerners – those that were not Jewish, for they had already been ghettoised in the Hongkew District – skulked about amongst the refugees, their armbands denoting their nationality and their registration number: ‘B’ for British and Australian, ‘A’ for American, ‘N’ for Netherlands. They all wore an expression of grim dreariness, as if exhausted from the effort of carrying on living while waiting for something to change. But Ming Li felt little pity for them. They, unlike the Chinese whose bank accounts had been frozen, were still allowed to withdraw 2000 Chinese dollars a month – about as much as a lowly Chinese earned – from banks that now opened only two hours a day. Ming Li thought of the account Edward had insisted on opening in her name, just before leaving Shanghai for the last time. She knew he’d felt he was looking after her in case he couldn’t get back, but she’d interpreted his gesture differently.
‘No! Xueliang is a good provider. A generous provider. Do you think he can’t look after us?’
‘I’m not saying that, LiLi. But you don’t know what’s going
to happen, and I don’t know if, or when, I’ll be able to come back. What if he gets conscripted? What if you’re separated for some time? Then what will you do?’
‘I’ll look after my daughter myself. Are you saying I’m not capable?’
But Edward hadn’t argued. He’d simply slipped the bankbook into her bag and advised her that the bank was expecting her signature.
After he’d left she’d rethought his gesture. He’d been right of course – war had been declared, making it impossible for him to return, and his thoughtfulness touched her then. And though she knew she would never leave Xueliang for Edward, her affection for him grew that day. So, shortly before the fall of Shanghai, before everything turned to hell, she’d gone to the bank as he’d advised and provided her signature – just in case – even though she’d sworn to herself that she’d never touch this money. Then she’d hidden the bankbook in the lining of her coat. But now none of it mattered; she couldn’t withdraw from that account even if she’d wanted to.
Ming Li crossed the street to avoid a Kempeitai patrolling the street. They were everywhere, the Kempeitai, especially on the bridges. Chinese and European alike, wanting to cross, had to first bow deeply to the Japanese Emperor, personified by the guard before them. And if the guard thought they had not shown enough respect, they would be slapped, punched, and even bayoneted. It was best to avoid the Kempeitai if at all possible. She stepped over a beggar lying across her path, turned into an alleyway and knocked on a door. It opened a crack, then wider to let her in.
Outside the door, P’i Gao squatted to the ground and waited.

The old woman examined the silver box. She scratched at the gilding, then examined her nail. Ming Li waited – she knew the routine.
‘Why do you bring me such rubbish? What do you expect me to do with this?’
‘It’s all I have. A Japanese will buy it; a gift for his mistress.’
‘Aiyah! “All I have”! You lie. Every time you come you say it’s all you have, then you come again. Where do you find these things, then, if it’s all you have, hey?’
Ming Li kept quiet, her gaze lowered.
The woman turned the box over. Examined the bottom, the inside. Scratched at the gilding once more.
‘All right, because you’re a good customer I’ll make you a deal.’ She rose and shuffled to another room, came back with a small packet of flour and sat down again.
‘Is it pure?’
‘Pure? You question the quality of my goods now? But perhaps you don’t need my flour. Perhaps that husband of yours can find you some soft white flour to fill your belly, your daughter’s belly …’
‘I’m sorry. Of course I don’t question the quality of your goods. I come back, don’t I? Would I come back if I thought your goods not of value? But the box – it’s worth more than that. A lot more.’
‘It’s worth what I say it’s worth. And I say this is what it’s worth.’ And she pushed the packet toward Ming Li.
Ming Li looked at the packet but didn’t pick it up. She sat quietly, her hands resting on her lap.
‘Well? Do you want it or not? I don’t have all day. I’m giving you a bargain, you know. This miserable little box you’ve bought me isn’t worth half this.’
Still Ming Li did not move.
‘All right – if you don’t want it, so be it.’ But the woman stayed seated.
Ming Li rose and took back the silver box. She was half out the door when the woman called her back.
‘Sit down, sit down! You’re so impatient! Maybe I have something you’ll like better. Wait. Don’t be so impatient. Sit down. Sit.’
She shuffled out of the room again. When she came back she pushed the flour aside and put a tin on the table.
‘Bully beef!’ she said with pride. ‘The foreigners feed it to their troops. How long since your husband’s tasted beef?’
‘Two tins.’
‘Two? Do I look as if I’m running a charity?’
‘Two tins.’
‘Two tins? Two tins of first class beef for one miserable little box? Oh, all right. But only because I like you.’
She returned with a second tin and placed it in front of Ming Li but didn’t let it go.
‘For two tins, perhaps you could ask your husband to enquire after my son. He was arrested yesterday.’
Ming Li’s gaze met hers. Slowly her hand moved to the packet of flour.
‘For two tins and the flour I will ask my husband.’

‘Mistress, stop! Look.’
At the end of her street, outside the gate of the tall granite wall that surrounded their house, stood two Japanese guards, bayonets fixed. The gate was open, more guards could be seen in the outer courtyard, but all was quiet.
‘I’ll go see what’s happening. You wait here.’
‘No. It’s my husband, my daughter in there. I’m coming with you.’
At the mention of MeiMei, P’i Gao frowned – he knew what the Japanese did to pretty young women.
‘Please, Mistress Ming, it’s better you wait here.’
‘I’m coming with you.’
‘No! Your husband knows how to handle this; you’ll just jeopardise his situation. You’ll get him killed. Get back out of this street and wait. I’ll find you as soon as it’s safe.’
Ming Li stared at her major-domo. If ever she’d doubted his involvement in her husband’s underground activities, his behaviour now removed any suspicion. She nodded.

She sat on the lower steps of a shop now boarded shut. On the top step a toddler smacked a snow-dusted bundle of rags lying across the doorway again and again, frustrated at not getting any response. Beside her sat an old blind woman holding a minuscule cage on her lap, inside which lay a dead cricket. She had her face turned up to the sky, and she smiled as she rocked back and forth, back and forth, oblivious to the crowd around her.
‘Why are you smiling, Grandmother?’ Ming Li asked, wanting to stop thinking. But the old woman just rocked and smiled at the sky, and Ming Li wished she too could go to a place where crickets chirped and the sun warmed her face. She stared into the crowd moving past, wanting to follow P’i Gao. Wanting to scream at the Japanese to leave her house. Trying not to imagine what may have happened to Xueliang and MeiMei. Wanting – praying – to stop thinking.
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It had taken Edward and his men three weeks to travel the two thousand miles from Burma, across China into the Yunnan Province. First by truck into the mountains of Yunnan, where the bitumen soon ended and the road became so narrow that vehicles passing scraped each other. Upward to the very roof of China where the rarefied atmosphere made breathing difficult. The road snaked from mountain to mountain, and halfway down the steep slopes they constantly saw the shattered remains of vehicles that had come too close to the edge.
Onwards skirting the Mekong Gorge, through hills where wild geese flew over stunted pines, then into the Guizhou Province where the scenery eventually changed to undulating hills, then back again to ridges climbing thousands of feet.
The temperature dropped a little more each day and in the mornings they would find thick layers of ice on the windscreens, and cracked radiators were a common occurrence.
When they reached Guiyang they were welcomed by the Chinese Red Cross who put them up in their headquarters. There Edward met Dr Chen, once Consul-General to Australia, who told him Singapore also had surrendered to the Japanese. But more importantly for the men, the first mail they’d received in months awaited them.
As soon as possible without appearing rude, Edward retired to read his mail. A number of letters from his mother and from Charlotte, bringing news of Walpinya Station. Just two from Julia, so superficial in tone Edward wondered why she had bothered to write. And from Chen Mu, the largest pile – calm, thoughtful letters that not only brought news of Macoomba, but were also full of recollections of Edward’s childhood escapades. But what surprised Edward most was that Chen Mu also wrote about his own childhood – something he’d never shared with Edward before.
The next day they left the Burma Road and headed south towards the Kwangsi Province, where they transferred to a train which crawled north again into the Hunan Province, until at last they reached Kiyang where trucks took them past rice fields to a large building that was the guerrilla school. They were read a letter by Lieutenant-General Li Mo An who addressed them as ‘brothers in arms’, but by now all Edward and his men were interested in was sleep in a proper bed.

‘Bloody useless, the lot of them!’ a drill-sergeant complained to Edward one evening. ‘Raw recruits, each and every one!’
Edward knew the man to be exaggerating. While many were indeed recruits – some as young as fourteen – there were also those who were veterans of numerous campaigns. But several of his team found the Chinese difficult to teach. This was not so much a problem of language – as Canton was to be their operational area, they’d all had to learn basic Cantonese, and they also had interpreters – but because they’d been warned that telling a Chinese soldier he’d done something incorrectly risked making him lose face. Diplomacy was essential, but diplomacy was a slow and frustrating process for Australian drill-sergeants used to soldiers obeying their commands without question. How could these men be taught blind obedience, be taught to kill and be killed with calm acceptance, when their egos had to be considered?
There were other idiosyncrasies that also had to be tackled diplomatically, in particular the habit of Chinese soldiers to sing patriotic songs at the top of their voices when marching, and that of sentries to shoot any bird flying overhead when on duty.
‘It’s almost an instinct,’ Chong Lueng, a Chinese officer, explained to Edward as he threw the basketball over the branch that was their improvised hoop. ‘Most of these men are peasants who’ve lived through many famines – when they see food, they don’t let it get away.’
‘It’s an instinct that’ll get them killed.’
Edward liked Chong Lueng. The man had studied in America and lived all his adult life in Shanghai, though the two had never met before this. They’d become close and often spent their spare time together, trying to keep boredom at bay.
‘They’ll learn. They’re good soldiers.’ He threw the ball to Edward.
Edward agreed, but he was worried. These men were intelligent and spirited, and were becoming skilled guerrilla fighters. Their resilience was extraordinary, their patriotism beyond question, and he found himself admiring and respecting them more and more each day. But none of this mattered if not backed by artillery and air power, of which China had very little.
By the end of March the temperature rose, the rains came, and the coming of spring was evident; the locals called it ‘the season of excited little insects’. It lived up to its name as thousands of mosquitoes spread malaria, and millions of caterpillars smothered the pines and crawled into mess tins and between clothes and bedding. Jaundice and dysentery also became a problem, but still the training and the boredom continued.
Finally in early June the men were told they were moving out – not to Canton as expected, but to the Hubei Province, which prompted Edward to hold emergency classes in Mandarin.
For eighteen days they travelled upriver by sampan towards Kuantu, their explosives piled high on sidings. The boats had to be towed from shore, and they soon learned it was easier if naked except for the coolie hats they’d bought at the first village. The rains continued, swelling the river by inches overnight, and often when manoeuvring the boats around booms the ropes would snap. Then there were no more booms or villages but instead rapids to battle against, so that by nightfall the men fell exhausted on their bedding, indifferent even to the constant swarm of mosquitoes.
When they reached Kuantu they heard of the fall of Tobruk, but many refused to believe it; it could only be an over-exaggeration. In any case they were all too ill with diarrhoea, and many with malaria as well, to think too much about Tobruk.
For the next two weeks they travelled on foot, their explosives carried in small square baskets with the help of coolies. Their muscles ached, their feet blistered then bled then festered, until at last they reached their base in a valley near Hankou. From there they were deployed into smaller contingents. Edward had requested the one near the border of the Kiangsi and Chekiang Provinces. It would place him no more than two hundred miles from Shanghai. Two hundred miles from Ming Li.

From his bed in the sick-tent Edward heard raised Chinese voices. He was suffering from dysentery, but he considered himself lucky compared to some of the others – men who went to bed feeling fine would wake next morning shivering with a raging fever. Malaria, anaemia, dysentery and typhoid were now rampant. Stomach ulcers, snakebites, boils and scratches that wouldn’t heal were the norm. There was a doctor from the hospital thirty miles away who walked to their camp every few days, tended the sick and walked back again, but there was little he could do. He urged them to scour the black market for quinine, salts, anything that could help. In the months they’d been here food had become so scarce they all looked like skeletons, medical supplies were drastically low, and at any one time seventy per cent of the men were sick.
A gun went off and Edward reached for his shoes.
In the middle of the camp six Chinese men knelt on the ground, and beside them a seventh lay, a bullet through his skull. They were dressed as pedlars and each had a rope twisted around his ankles and wrists and up around his neck. Chong Lueng stood behind one of the men, the barrel of his gun against the man’s head. Others stood around, watching.
‘What’s going on?’
Chong Lueng glanced at Edward, but didn’t lower his gun.
‘Puppets,’ he said, and pulled the trigger.
Edward nodded. One of the problems they all faced were puppet soldiers – Chinese soldiers who had joined the Japanese. These men were better fed, better equipped and better paid than the soldiers of the Chinese army, and their job was to entice the Chinese to desert and join them. It had become very difficult to know who were the enemy and who were allies.
As Edward walked back to his tent he counted five more shots.

They’d helped bury the bodies and were sitting on the ground leaning against a tree, competing to see who could swat the largest number of big green flies that kept landing on their limbs to drink their sweat. Edward and Chong Lueng, like all the men, were now so weak that even something like helping dig a grave exhausted them. For weeks now nothing had happened. No new orders came through, the Japanese blocked radio communications as soon as they began, and they’d received no mail for months. They kept up marches and arms training but saw little action, and many Chinese guerrilla groups refused to work with the Western trained battalion. Morale was low and the men were going crazy with boredom or were too weak to care. There was talk of invaliding them out. They played cards until they couldn’t look at another card, and even read the labels on the tins of whatever food they had left, just for something to do.
A small detail that had gone out the previous night returned to camp, accompanied by a civilian from Shanghai. The man looked ill and starved. He had sores on his arms that he scratched incessantly.
‘They’ve been doing it for a while now,’ he said to Edward and Chong Lueng during his debriefing. ‘Any Westerner that’s still around is sent to the internment camps just outside the city.’
‘Security?’
‘Heavy during the day, but not so much at night. They’re a strange lot – at night, they withdraw the sentry to the main posts. So you only get the odd patrol.’
‘How did you get out?’
The man laughed.
‘It’s crazy – I just waited for the patrol to pass, lifted the wire and ran like hell. Thought I’d get shot any second, but no, nothing. I’m not the first to go like that.’
Edward nodded. They’d had other Shanghailanders reach them with the same story. If they made it through to their lines, the guerrillas would help them through free China to India.
‘And Shanghai itself?’
‘It’s bad. Real bad. They’ll shoot you right there in the street if they don’t like the look of you. The place is so crowded with refugees you can hardly move – five, six times what it was a couple of years ago. The Japs grab everything – houses, businesses, the shirt off your back if they fancy it. Then you’ve got the scum; they’ll denounce anyone to curry favour with the Japs, even their own mothers. Everyone’s edgy. You can’t trust anyone. Everyone’s starving …’
The man stopped and shook his head, frowning. His fingers picked at a scab on his arm, and in the silence he picked at it faster and faster even as it bled, still shaking his head. Edward and Chong Lueng waited.
‘There was this monk. Young fella, maybe thirteen, fourteen. He was begging; you know how they do. Then he collapsed. They were on him before he came to. On him like a pack of dogs …’

Edward poked at the fire, thinking of what the Shanghailander had told them. He was sitting in the smoke of a smouldering campfire with Chong Lueng in an attempt to escape the mosquitoes that were always worse at this time of the evening.
Earlier the men had received the first mail in months. It had been a strange experience for Edward. He’d received, amongst others, letters from his mother, but at the same time one from Julia, dated four months earlier, which told him of his mother’s death. She’d died quietly in her sleep, Julia assured him. The funeral had been attended by all those from the surrounding properties, and Macoomba had closed down for the morning so that everyone in the township could also attend. Even your old gardener was there, Julia had noted, and for that, Edward was grateful. Then, before he’d even come to the end of the letter, he’d quickly encapsulated his grief – to allow himself these feelings, here, now, would only weaken him further. He could not allow himself to lose control. He imagined his grief in a little box closed tight – one of those Japanese puzzle boxes that needed hundreds of moves to open, maybe – pushed down deep inside himself, not to be opened until back home.
Chen Mu had also sent his condolences, and he’d told Edward how he too had been away when his own mother had died, and how angry and helpless and guilty he’d felt, and how it had taken him years to realise that he had no reason to feel this way.
But amongst all these letters, there had been nothing from Ming Li. These past months, falling asleep thinking about her, Edward had been able to convince himself that she’d be all right, that Xueliang would keep her safe, that he’d get a letter from her telling him so in the very first mail bag to reach them. But there was no letter, and the Shanghailander’s debriefing left no doubt in his mind – he could no longer wait to find out Ming Li’s situation.
A shiver ran up his spine and he hoped he wasn’t catching a fever. Not now. He was so close to Shanghai; he could be there in a matter of hours. Find her. Convince her to leave. Her and MeiMei. And yes, even Xueliang, if it had to be so. He was willing to help Xueliang escape if it meant Ming Li would be safe. If he left now, he could be back tomorrow morning. Chong Lueng would cover for him.
‘I’m going to Shanghai.’
‘You’ve received orders?’
Edward shook his head.
‘But you’re going none the less?’
‘Tonight. I need you to cover for me.’
Chong Lueng watched the fire. On a newly added log a slater ran back and forth across its width, panicked by the heat, its shield-like plates red from the reflection of the embers surrounding it. Chong Lueng reached out and in a quick movement grabbed the creature, then opened his palm on the grass beside him. The slater scurried off.
‘You risk being court-martialled – or shot – depending on who finds you first.’
‘Will you cover for me?’
‘Why take such a risk?’
Edward didn’t answer.
‘A woman, then. Don’t be a fool, Edward Billings. You, of all of us, will be noticed AWOL.’
‘Will you cover for me?’
‘No.’
The men fell silent. Edward rose and paced away from the fire, then back again. If Chong Lueng wouldn’t cover for him, so be it. He’d go anyway.
‘What I will do,’ Chong Lueng continued, ‘is go to Shanghai in your place – something in return for what you’ve taught us. I have to go anyway. Quinine. If we don’t get quinine we’ll all die. That will be the official reason. I’ll take three men. We’ll have a better chance of not being noticed than you. I’ll go to my contacts on the black market for medical supplies. While there, I’ll find this woman. Tell me where to look and what you want me to say when I find her.’

Edward paced the perimeter of the camp, looking out into the night, willing Chong Lueng and his detail to return. They had been gone for twenty-eight hours. Had Chong Lueng found Ming Li? Had he even looked for her? Though Chong Lueng had tried not to show his surprise, Edward knew he hadn’t expected the woman to be Chinese. Did he disapprove? But what if he did find her, and Ming Li refused to leave? What if Xueliang stood in her way? He knew she’d stay if Xueliang refused to leave. No, surely not. She’d have to realise how much better off they’d be. She’d convince Xueliang. Edward shivered; he knew now he had a temperature and should be in sickbay, but he felt responsible for Ming Li. For Chong Lueng and his men. Would Chong Lueng have gone to Shanghai if it weren’t for him? Possibly – medical supplies were a priority.
‘Yī bēi kāfēi, Billings dū wèi?’
Edward took the tin cup the young recruit had brought him. The coffee was bitter but hot, and might stop his shivering. But though it burnt his mouth it didn’t warm him. His head pounded and he felt as if he was about to throw up. He fought through the nausea. He had to keep a lookout for Chong Lueng.

‘Help him up. Bloody idiot! Come on, Billings. Get up!’
Edward looked around. It was still dark and he was lying on the ground – he didn’t even remember sitting down. He was cold – so cold that his teeth chattered. He tried to raise his head but it was too heavy. The medic stood over him, and two of his Chinese orderlies were trying to pull him up.
‘Chong Lueng?’
‘Not back yet. Are you trying to kill yourself, man? You’re ill. Get him to sickbay,’ he ordered the men.

Dawn was barely breaking when Edward was pulled from his sleep by voices near his bed. He felt no better, but now instead of shivering he was hot. Covered in sweat. He raised himself onto his elbow. On the bed across from his the medic was working on someone. A Chinese private held a lamp over the man, and another assisted. At their feet was a basin, already half-full of bloody rags. When the medic moved to his trolley of instruments, Edward was able to see the soldier lying on the bed – it was one of Chong Lueng’s men.
‘Chong Lueng?’ he called out.
‘Sĭ. Suŏyŏu sĭ.’ Dead. All dead.
‘Not now, Billings,’ the medic cut in.
‘Fun – the woman?’
‘I said not now, Billings!’
‘Méi yŏu fun. “There is no woman.
Edward fell back onto his pillow. Chong Lueng was dead. Because of him. They had lived side by side for months now, had become friends – as close as men could become in such an abnormal situation – and now Chong Lueng was dead. How would they explain that to his family – his wife? Did Chong Lueng even have a wife? Children? They’d never discussed this. If only he could turn back the clock! And if he could, would he do anything differently? Or was he simply trying to ease his guilt? Guilt and memories – all that was left to those who survived … He mustn’t think that way right now. Another little box. Close it tight and push it down deep.
But what about LiLi? Was she dead too, or did they simply not find her? No, he refused to think she could be dead. He had to find out for sure – not knowing would drive him insane. He had to go to Shanghai. Find her. Drag her out of there by force, if need be …
He threw off the sheet and sat up. His head swam and his vision blurred but he fought through it. He stood up but his legs would not support him and he crashed to the floor.
‘Bloody hell, Captain! As if I don’t have enough on my plate.’ The medic and his assistant pulled him roughly back onto the bed. He felt the prick of a needle in his leg. ‘That should keep you quiet for a while.’
When he woke Edward was too ill to go anywhere. He drifted in and out of a semi-conscious daze, barely aware of whether it was night or day, his temperature dangerously high for more than a week. By the time his temperature started to drop word had come through that Tulip Force was being withdrawn. Some of the men – those well enough to go on fighting – had already been sent to Thailand, Burma and Assam, others to India. Edward and those too ill to fight were being sent home.
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The American B-29s droned overhead and the air-raid signal screamed but Ming Li didn’t react – it had become all too common these past few months; since Pearl Harbour nearly three years ago the Americans were out to settle a score. She carefully stepped over the bodies littering the stairs of the building; like many in Shanghai, she too had resoled her shoes with old tyre rubber, but even this had lost what little grip it once had. Her foot slipped and she grabbed the handrail but couldn’t stop her fall, landing on a lower step. A woman curled there abused her. Ming Li ignored her, rising. The back of her coat was wet and when she brushed her hand over it she realised she’d landed in milky white, watery diarrhoea. Cholera. Shanghai was decaying even further. How she hated this building, this street! She’d never get used to the filth and the stench.
Outside the apartment building the air was just as putrid. With nowhere to go, no money and no work, the people of Shanghai lived, shat and died wherever they could find an unoccupied piece of pavement. Cholera had infested the city and the death rate had risen even further, so that cadavers now lay amongst the living; there was no one to collect the bodies, nowhere to bury them. Many were thrown into the Huangpu where they would join the bodies of those bayoneted by the Japanese, floating amongst the boats, their bellies swelling with gas, slowly decomposing.
Ming Li rubbed the back of her coat with one of the pieces of rag she kept in her bag for such occasions, then threw the soiled material to the ground. A small girl reached out from a doorway and grabbed the soiled piece of cloth, averting Ming Li’s gaze. I shouldn’t complain, Ming Li thought, looking at the child, then just as quickly recalled her thoughts. Yes, she should complain. No one should put up with what was happening here. She wanted to scream, to rant. She wanted to cry. She was sick of living as she was – as they all were. But she knew she had no choice.
Since that evening when the Japanese had plastered posters on the walls of her house proclaiming it di chan – enemy property – they’d been living in Xueliang’s third cousin Chihfu’s two-roomed apartment on the fifth floor of this building. The whole building smelt of cabbage and urine, despair and misery, and was begrimed from the soot of endless cooking fires. The water supply was often cut off with no warning, power rations were slashed again and again, and basics such as soap were no longer procurable. In Cousin Chih-fu’s two-roomed apartment there were now eleven people: a family of seven – some distant relations of the landlord – lived with them, as well of course as Cousin Chih-fu. P’i Gao, their major-domo, was no longer with them.
Ming Li wished P’i Gao were here now. She needed his help; Xueliang had not returned home last night. Though this had sometimes happened prior to the Japanese invasion, she’d made him promise always to come home since – she needed to know he was safe.
She wanted to believe there was some simple explanation, that he hadn’t made it back in time for curfew and so had stayed somewhere safe, but every instinct told her this was something more serious. She wondered if P’i Gao was still alive somewhere. She hoped so; they owed him so much. It was thanks to him that Xueliang had been allowed to leave the house unharmed – P’i Gao had bribed the Japanese soldiers handsomely. When Ming Li, waiting in the street, had seen him and Xueliang but not MeiMei, she’d fought and scratched and bitten both men as they tried to restrain her from returning to the house.
‘She’s not there, Mistress, she wasn’t in the house. I swear it. She’s a smart girl, she probably ran off when she saw them coming.’ But Ming Li hadn’t believed him. ‘I’ll go look for her. I will find her – I swear I’ll find her for you. Before nightfall you’ll have your daughter back.’ And he’d kept his promise.
Since that day, Ming Li trusted P’i Gao completely. She knew he would never let any harm come to her, or to those she loved. She’d trust him with any of their lives.
Then one morning they’d woken up and P’i Gao was not there. Xueliang believed he’d gone to the countryside to join the Red Army. He’d become disillusioned with the Kuomintang, Xueliang had explained, and probably found the Communist Party’s reforms more appealing.
Ming Li hurried along the footpath, keeping her gaze lowered, ignoring the pleas for water from those lying in the street. One of the horrors of cholera was the intense dehydration and unbearable thirst that accompanied it within hours of becoming sick. The only merciful thing about the disease was that it killed quickly. Ming Li had heard the rumours that blamed the Americans for the cholera, rumours that they’d dropped germ-releasing bombs all over China. Others said it was the Japanese who’d done this, that they were dropping bombs carrying plague-infested fleas, infecting reservoirs with typhoid and releasing pests in the agricultural areas not occupied by their troops.
But of all the rumours that circulated about the Japanese, the one that worried Ming Li most was that they were performing medical experiments on their prisoners. She didn’t want to imagine what might be done to Xueliang if taken prisoner. She knew now how active he was in the resistance – since P’i Gao’s disappearance Ming Li had refused to be kept in the dark about her husband’s activities.
‘It’s my country too,’ she’d whispered one night when they were sure everyone in the room was asleep. ‘Do you think I don’t feel anything when I see Japanese soldiers bring their families to see our dead, strolling amongst the bodies as if at an exhibition? When I see their children searching the bodies for souvenirs? I too am suffering. I too am starving. I could get killed tomorrow, but better to die doing something to fight back, than to die like a pig at the slaughterhouse. Please, Xueliang, let me help!’
In the end he’d agreed, but only under his conditions.
‘You will only do exactly what I tell you – nothing more, nothing less. And you will only do what I tell you. Never obey anyone else, no matter who they say they are. Promise me, my Li. No one is to be trusted, do you understand?’
Since then he’d given her small jobs – a message to deliver, a parcel to pick up. She knew he was trying to keep her safe, but she hungered for more important work.
When she reached the New Asia Hotel on the corner of North Szechuen and Tiendong roads, she stood diagonally across the street from it, afraid to get too close. It had been owned by the Chinese before the war, but was now occupied by the Special Service Corp of the Japanese Military Police. It swarmed with Japanese soldiers and was feared by everyone, for the horrors of Japanese interrogations were well known. She stepped back from the road, blending into the crowd, waiting, watching. She knew the likelihood of seeing Xueliang was almost non-existent, but she didn’t know what else to do. She waited for an hour. Two. Japanese soldiers entered the building, Chinese prisoners at gunpoint. Others came and went, drones to an art deco hive. Still Ming Li waited.
‘You’ve someone in there?’
Ming Li turned. A young man stood beside her, ragged and streetwise.
‘I don’t know. My husband’s missing. I thought …’
‘Maybe. But you won’t find out anything now. Wait till seven. That’s when they move everyone out.’
‘Where to?’
He shrugged. ‘They say to a water purification unit in Harbin, in Manchukuo.’
‘You don’t believe it?’
The young man looked away. ‘Who knows what to believe? I’m just telling you – come back at seven.’
‘But the curfew?’
He laughed and pointed to those curled in the doorways. ‘You think they’ve got somewhere to go to during curfew? It’s up to you, lady. But if you want to know if your husband’s in there, come back at seven.’

By six-thirty she was back opposite the hotel. She found a space along the wall and sat down on the footpath between two refugees. More people joined them; apparently the time for moving prisoners was no secret. Soon the whole footpath was crowded.
Ming Li leant back against the wall and closed her eyes. She thought of her house before the Japanese had commandeered it – a pleasant memory to block out the present. She remembered the sumptuous rooms, the meals they used to have, the people who’d visited. In her mind she went through the clothes she used to wear. Had she really been that elegant woman who dressed in silks and satins? That graceful hostess to Xueliang’s business associates? She couldn’t even remember the last time she’d felt young. She did remember, though, the pride she’d caught in Xueliang’s gaze when he’d looked at her then – the same pride she’d seen in Edward’s gaze …
No, she mustn’t think of Edward. What sort of a woman was she, thinking of her lover when her husband was missing, and probably a prisoner of the Japanese? But Edward represented a different life, a time when she could laugh and flirt and feel passion. Love even. Did she love Edward? She’d known, back then, that she could not have spent a day without seeing him, without being with him. To be apart would have been intolerable. But was that love? Or only passion? How long had it been since she’d felt passion? Would she ever again? Love and passion were so hard to imagine when each day you fought simply to survive. And yet, there were nights when—
Someone stepped on her foot and she cried out and opened her eyes. The traffic had lessened as curfew neared so that now only official vehicles were on the road. A cattle truck came down from Szechuen Road, turned into Tiendong and stopped outside the hotel.
The crowd stood up, suddenly alert.
Japanese soldiers, bayonets fixed, formed two lines from the hotel entrance to the truck, facing out. Then nothing.
Finally more soldiers came out, between them a cluster of prisoners. Ming Li pushed her way towards the edge of the footpath. The group of prisoners was too dense; she couldn’t see if Xueliang was amongst them.
A young woman cried out and pushed past her, ran across the street towards the prisoners. One of their group answered, shaking his head and yelling at her to go back. As the woman neared the hotel one of the soldiers aimed his gun and fired. No one moved. She lay in the middle of the road, her blood slowly oozing over the bitumen. A Japanese barked a command, the soldiers jabbed the prisoners onto the open back of the truck. The truck u-turned, then turned again into Szechuen Road. As it passed the corner, Ming Li saw Xueliang, head bowed and bloodied, holding on to the railing.

Ming Li sat on the floor of the toilet, unpicking a seam of her coat. From between the lining and the coat she pulled out the remains of her jewellery collection. There was little left – a pair of gold earrings, a gold pendant and chain, and a gold and jade bracelet. She knew she would get very little for them, even though they had been expensive gifts. She’d kept those until last, hoping not to have to sell them, each a memory of another lifetime.
She picked up the earrings, remembering the furore they’d caused when found as part of her bride price. Xueliang had wanted a traditional wedding, and had followed the Three Letters and Six Etiquettes ritual, which included a bride price. But the ritual was never meant to include a gift to the bride. Her mother had thought them for herself at first, and was attaching them to her ears when her father read the note included in the box – they were meant for Ming Li. Later, Xueliang had told Ming Li that he’d wanted her to have them as a message that, although he was following tradition, he was also a man with modern ideas.
The pendant and chain he’d put around her neck one hot afternoon as she sat breastfeeding their week-old child. She had withdrawn into herself since the birth, tormented by conflicting emotions – shame at not giving Xueliang a son, awe and even pride at the perfect little being she had produced. When Xueliang had looked at the child after her birth, the baby had burped and made a milky bubble.
‘A worthless girl with no manners,’ Ming Li had said, but Xueliang had laughed.
‘We’ll have many boys yet. An older sister will help look after them.’
A few days later he’d come up behind her as she breastfed the child, and he’d slipped the chain around her neck and whispered I’m so proud of my wife and daughter. She’d realised then that she not only respected Xueliang, but loved him as well.
The jade and gold bracelet held bittersweet memories. He’d given it to her two years after MeiMei’s birth. She’d overheard him one evening in conversation with his father, regarding the lack of sons to carry the family name. There had been two other pregnancies, but both had ended in miscarriages. Xueliang’s father suggested a second wife. Ming Li had listened, expecting Xueliang to disagree, to tell his father sons would come in time, but instead she heard him say he’d been considering it. When he came into their bedroom that night she had vented her anger, throwing hairbrushes, perfume bottles, anything she could find at him.
‘Never,’ she’d screamed, ‘never bring another woman near this house! I’ll kill her if you do!’
Xueliang had laughed at her tantrum, proud of her jealousy, and the next night he’d given her the bracelet. They never spoke of a second wife again, and Ming Li never found out whether, somewhere, such a woman existed, or maybe just a mistress or two. She didn’t want to know. But she did know the innocent, naïve love she’d felt for Xueliang earlier in her marriage died that day.
She placed the jewellery back in its hiding place, pulled a thread from a frayed section of the coat and re-sewed the seam. Maybe she wouldn’t need to sell them just yet, if she could find some sort of work. Xueliang didn’t want her to work, but Xueliang was no longer here, and Cousin Chih-fu was not about to give up the rent he charged them for that miserable little square of floor space. But where would she find work in a city where nearly everything was owned by the Japanese? She had never worked before. MeiMei had found work in a restaurant, but her meagre wages only bought a little food – not nearly enough to cover their rent. Ming Li attached the needle to the underside of her coat collar and stood up. It would soon be dawn and she should go back and lie down before anyone woke. In the morning she’d look for work. Short of prostitution, she was willing to do anything.
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‘Pregnant! And proud of it. She had the nerve to tell me it was my fault – that I should have spent more time at home. Christ Almighty! There was a bloody war on!’
Chen Mu poured a measure of brandy into a glass and handed it to Edward. ‘Here, Master Edward, drink this. Calm yourself.’
‘I don’t want to calm myself! A bloody Yank! And now she wants a divorce. She’s moving to America, she tells me. Tomorrow. All packed and ready to go.’
‘And Miss Charlotte, where is she tonight?’
‘What? Charlotte? She wasn’t even there. Too cowardly to face me, I imagine. Just like her mother.’
‘You know that’s not true; Miss Charlotte is no coward. It’s an awkward situation for a child …’
‘She’s not a child. She’s seventeen, old enough to face me. Old enough to write and tell me what her mother’s been up to.’
‘You’re being unfair. You cannot expect a child to take responsibility for a mother’s behaviour. As for her not being there tonight, well, I can understand that. She probably thought it best not to be there to witness your reaction to your wife’s swollen belly. Can you really believe she didn’t want to see you? If I know Miss Charlotte – and I believe I do – she’s probably worrying herself sick right now.’
Edward refilled his glass and took a long swallow. He wanted to believe Chen Mu, believe Charlotte was as angry with her mother as he was.
‘I have to deliver these,’ Chen Mu said as he collected a stack of telegrams – yellow messages now no longer feared but seen as harbingers of good news. ‘I’ll be back in an hour or so. We’ll talk then.’
‘Chen Mu?’
‘Yes?’
‘Did you know?’
Chen Mu hesitated. He’d heard the gossip, of course. In a town as small as Macoomba, nothing was secret. But he hadn’t seen Julia Billings these past months. He didn’t know, as such.
‘No, Master Edward. I didn’t know.’

Edward paced Chen Mu’s living room, picking up objects, putting them back without even noticing them. He was so angry he wanted to smash something.
While he’d rotted in China, lain in hospital for months on end, she’d been entertaining her Yank, right in his mother’s house – no, his house now. His bed. You should have been home more, she’d yelled at him. Stupid woman. He could see the scene now: he’d barely recovered when they promoted him to Major and attached him to Allied High Command for the rest of the war – Go where? Sorry Sir, can’t do that. Have to go home to the wife and kid … If they hadn’t just dropped the bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, if he hadn’t just come home, when would he have found out about Julia’s ‘condition’? Would she have written to him before or after going to America? Or would she have waited until the child had been born? He imagined himself in the depths of somewhere like Burma at mail call. Dear Edward, Just writing to let you know I’ve decided to leave you. America is wonderful this time of year. PS: Congratulate me; I’m about to become a mother again! The woman was ridiculous.
He went to pour himself another drink. Hesitated, and picked up the bottle instead. He needed air.
The night soothed him. It was cold and, though still relatively early, it seemed as if the whole township slept. Somewhere an owl hooted. He drank the brandy straight from the bottle while in the sky millions of stars shone. Out here, sitting on the steps of Chen Mu’s front porch, he could think more clearly. He would let Julia go without an argument, give her her divorce. But she wasn’t getting Walpinya Station, nor the house in Sydney. He’d pay her off. In cash. She’d always preferred hard cash to property; he’d borrow from the bank if he had to. Now that the war was over and he’d been guaranteed a promotion at the Technological Museum – recently renamed the Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences – he’d have no problem getting a loan. Yes, that’s what he’d do. Pay the whore off.
He raised the bottle to his lips and was surprised to find it empty. Had he finished it already? He thought of Charlotte. Did she want to go to America? In his anger he’d forgotten to ask if she too was leaving. No, he didn’t think she would. She loved Walpinya Station, and she had friends there and in Sydney. She wouldn’t want to leave. Chen Mu was right – she wasn’t that grown up, poor kid. She was probably worried sick. He imagined she’d spent the night at her best friend’s house. Maybe he should go and talk to her. Yes, he should go and find her. Now. His little sweet girl.
He went back into the house.
His car keys were nowhere to be found. He checked the mantelpiece, the armchairs, the coffee table. On a table below the window was a pile of posters – another of Chen Mu’s jobs. They were meant to have been plastered on walls around town, but now were no longer necessary. Edward flicked through them. The enemy listens – your words are his weapons. Another asked people to salvage scrap metal, whilst a third – She may look clean BUT … pick-ups, ‘good time’ girls and prostitutes spread syphilis and gonorrhoea. You can’t beat the Axis if you get VD – made him laugh; it reminded him of the madam and her chickens in Burma.
Keys forgotten, Edward flipped through to the last poster. He pulled it out from the pile. His hands shook.
Australia screams, it was titled. In the background was a map of New Guinea on which stood a wounded Digger, bayonet fixed. What’s that scream? Something’s up, he asked, looking towards a map of Australia in the foreground, pierced by the Stars and Stripes. A smirking American officer straddled the continent, with a young Australian woman struggling in his arms. Shhh … quiet, girly, the Yank whispered. Calm yourself. He’ll be on the next casualty list, no worry.
Edward stared at the poster. The room around him faded. His hands shook more and more. Slowly, he tore the poster in two. Then in four. Then in half again. He tore faster and faster, ripping the paper into smaller and smaller pieces until it became too thick to tear. With a howl he threw the paper into the air. Overturned the table on which the posters rested. The crash only fuelled his anger. He wanted to hit someone. Punch and punch until they bled. Julia’s Yank. No, not the Yank. Julia. He wanted to hit her and go on hitting and hitting and hitting until her beautiful face was pulp and her belly no longer swelled under her dress. He punched the wall instead and his knuckles cracked.
He held up his hand and looked at it, surprised to see it there, a part of his body. It throbbed and swelled as he watched, the skin turning an ugly purple. Over two knuckles the skin had burst and trickles of blood ran down to his wrist and still he watched, mesmerised by the changes taking place. In some part of his brain he knew he should feel pain but he felt nothing. Not pain, not anger. Just a fascination with his hand, watching it swell more and more and turn purple. Watching the blood run down his wrist and soak into the cuff of his shirt.
‘Master Edward, what happened? Your hand!’ Chen Mu tried to grab Edward’s wrist but Edward pulled back, raising the injured fist as if to strike. Chen Mu stood his ground and his gaze met Edward’s as he slowly reached up for the arm. This time Edward allowed him to examine the fist. ‘You’ve broken it, I’m sure of it. Come, sit yourself down. Let me look at it properly.’
Edward stared at Chen Mu, confused to find him there. He looked around the room, then back to his hand. He allowed Chen Mu to lead him to an armchair.
‘I’ll get some water – some ice. You must soak it. Then we’ll see.’ Chen Mu took in the overturned table, the torn poster, the empty brandy bottle. He’d been expecting something like this.
‘Here,’ he said, pulling a small table up to Edward and putting the bowl of water and ice cubes on it, ‘put your hand in this. I’ll ring the doctor.’
When he came back into the room Edward was hunched over in the chair, cradling his hand, but from the water on the floor and on his clothes it was obvious he’d at least attempted to soak it.
‘The doctor’ll be a while. His wife said he’d gone to attend a birth.’
Edward didn’t answer.
‘You know, Master Edward, you’re not the first. This war – the women. They didn’t have it easy either …’
‘And that makes it all right?’
‘No, no, of course not. All I’m saying is that—’
‘I know what you’re saying and I don’t buy it. She was the one who said no more sex. Separate bedrooms. Not me. No more children, she said. And I didn’t force her. I stood by her. I could have divorced her there and then. But no, I stood by her. For her sake as well as Charlotte’s. A whole lot of good that did me. If I’d known what she’d been up to I would have stayed in China. Stayed near LiLi. Instead I—’
‘LiLi?’
Edward closed his eyes and leaned back into the chair. He hadn’t meant to mention Ming Li; he’d never told Chen Mu about her. But what did it matter now? Why shouldn’t he talk about her? His wife had certainly shown no such discretion.
Chen Mu sat still. He’d suspected such a liaison for some time now – if not in China, then in Sydney. He watched the expressions flitting across Edward’s face. He looked a different person from the cocky young man who’d bragged about his adventures so many years ago. He was gaunt and his skin had a sickly yellow tint, but the change had nothing to do with his physical deterioration. There was something haunting about Edward Billings – an intensity that suggested a troubled mind.
‘Tell me about this LiLi.’
Edward didn’t move, didn’t open his eyes. But after a while he began to talk, as if to himself. Slowly, softy, he spoke of the young woman he had met so long ago in the Cercle Sportif Français. He spoke of his yearning for her, of her courage and her beauty and her pain, of the constant urgency he felt to look for her even though he feared she might already be dead. And Chen Mu listened without interrupting, remembering a small boy from a lifetime ago.
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‘Quickly! Quickly!’ Ming Li told MeiMei as they hurried towards their house.
‘Why? It’ll still be there …’
‘You don’t know that. And even if it is, who knows what state it’ll be in.’
She heaved her bundle containing their few belongings further up her chest and crossed the road, barely looking at oncoming traffic. The Japanese may well have withdrawn from China at the end of the war, but with it the uneasy truce that had existed between the Kuomintang and the Communists collapsed, and the country was now embroiled in civil war. But unlike the rest of China, Shanghai was beginning to prosper once more as Westerners optimistically ignored news of the Communists pressing southwards. For most Chinese, however, starvation continued and thousands more flocked to the city hoping to find work. If their house was still standing, Ming Li wanted to reclaim it before someone else appropriated it.
‘See? It’s still there, Mother. You worried for nothing.’
Ming Li pushed open the gate of the tall granite wall surrounding their house, entered the outer courtyard and stepped behind the privacy wall. Under the veranda of the main house, a woman was breastfeeding an infant, whilst in the courtyard another was washing her hair in the stagnant water of a large carved stone basin that had once held goldfish during the summer months. Both glanced at Ming Li and MeiMei, but Ming Li ignored them and went into the house.
In the inner hall a group of men, all dressed in rags, squatted around a small fire they’d built in the middle of the floor. A piece of wood cracked, drawing Ming Li’s attention to the flames, and she recognised the intricate carvings of their ancestral altar. On seeing this, all the resentment of the past few years, which she’d kept hidden under a façade of submissiveness, suddenly exploded. Armed with a piece of wood she found lying beside her, she screamed at them and beat them out of her house and out of the front courtyard into the street.
Back inside, she entered what had been her bedroom and found a couple having sex in her bed, while curled beside them an old woman slept, and on the floor by the bed a toddler played with a skinny, naked, gurgling baby. Only for the sake of the children did she rein in her temper. She picked up the baby and handed him to MeiMei, and signalled to the toddler to follow her daughter out. By that time the man was trying to climb back into his trousers whilst yelling at her for taking the children, and his partner was shaking the old woman awake.
With the house and courtyard empty of squatters, Ming Li gave her daughter the last of the money she’d received for selling her gold pendant and chain.
‘Food. We need food. Get whatever you can. And something to clean this house – soap, brushes, whatever you can find. The whole place stinks of Japanese and beggars.’
She watched MeiMei leave, then sat on the floor beside the burning remains of the altar. How upset Xueliang would be! This altar was hundreds of years old – had been passed down for generations. But then, did even an altar really matter, when thousands had lost their lives, and thousands more had had their families torn apart?
She went to the kitchen, found an empty tin and filled it with water to drench the burning remains of the fire. As she watched the steam rise she felt an overwhelming need to cry, and for the first time since before the war allowed herself to do so. She cried for what they’d had to endure these past years, and for Xueliang, who had not yet returned. And she cried for Edward, whom she thought of and missed constantly, but knew, deep down, that she would probably never see again. But most of all she cried for the future.
By the time MeiMei returned, Ming Li had regained control of her emotions.
They spent the next two days scrubbing walls and ceilings and floors, pulling mattresses outside so as to better examine them for bed bugs and lice, washing every piece of furniture, every pan not stolen, until they felt all traces of the Japanese and squatters had been flushed away. Then Ming Li took stock of their situation.
The work she had managed to find – mending clothes for those still able to afford it – barely put food on the table and was too sporadic to be relied on, so that she’d had to sell the rest of her jewellery to pay Cousin Chih-fu’s rent. MeiMei was still working at the restaurant, but about to be married. Ming Li knew she’d have to find a better way of earning a living. She paced through the house, noting what was left, thinking. She thought of the squatters and the hundreds now homeless, and realised a new opportunity was at hand. But to make it work she’d need money. She would have to try access any money that may still be in Xueliang’s accounts.

She had been queuing for what seemed like hours. At last it was her turn and she stepped up to the teller’s window.
‘How do I know,’ the arrogant young man asked in a voice loud enough to be heard by everyone, ‘that you are really this man’s wife? What proof have you?’
‘Our papers … When the Japanese commandeered our house—’
‘Maybe, but without papers, I can’t do anything. And even if you had proof, how do I know what really happened to your husband? How do I know whether he’d allow you to take his money, hey?’
Ming Li left that bank and headed for the Hong Kong & Shanghai Bank, where Edward had opened that account for her before the war. She’d never touched any of it, firstly out of pride, then because she simply couldn’t, but things were different now …
Two bronze lions had once guarded the portal of the bank, and people had stroked their paws as they’d passed in the hope that some of the wealth within might come their way. The lions were gone now, probably melted down by the Japanese for the war effort, but the money in her account was still there, though galloping inflation had reduced its value. She withdrew all of it.

With MeiMei’s help she moved furniture into the room next to the kitchen that had once been their amahs’ bedroom, and made this hers and MeiMei’s. The next day she used the money she’d withdrawn to buy extra beds and put locks on all the doors. From the undamaged furniture she made the inner hall into a dining room, and offered all of the other rooms for rent; a risky move, as most Chinese could not afford to rent, and associating with Westerners was more frowned upon than before.

‘A woman like you should remarry. Such a cook you are! What man would not be content with such a cook?’
The men around the table nodded and continued eating. Ming Li smiled. Of all the boarders she’d had, old Abel Goldman was her favourite. He’d lost all of his family in the camps, and was obviously not in good health, but he still managed to see the bright side of every situation. She took some empty plates back to the kitchen and started washing them. Wished she could have more boarders like Able Goldman. With MeiMei now married, and many Westerners leaving Shanghai because of the Communists spreading across China, she had so few boarders she was barely making ends meet. But still, she’d endured much worse …
Ming Li thoughts returned to Abel Goldman. She knew he meant well, so she didn’t try to make him understand that as far as she was concerned, Xueliang was still alive. She refused to believe otherwise until given proof. Only last week the woman next door had thought she was seeing a ghost when her son, also arrested by the Japanese some years before, walked into her house and collapsed in her arms. He’d become nothing more than papery skin stretched over bones, and she’d wanted to put him to bed but he’d pushed her away and begged for a bath. So she’d dragged the wooden tub near the fire and he had sat in it until the water turned cold, scrubbing himself with a brush until his skin bled and she’d begged him to stop. Only then had he allowed her to put him to bed, and she’d fed him rice gruel then watched as he slept. It had been a sleep punctuated by screams and terror, and he’d raved about rats and brushed imaginary fleas from his body so that she’d sung to him as if he were still a very small boy and the panic eased, but only for a while. Later he told her he’d been taken to a prison in Manchukuo, and had been released by a local man who’d come to scavenge after the Japanese had fled, but he would not talk of what had happened there.
The woman’s story had given Ming Li hope. Xueliang may also be making his way back, and when he returned he’d find her waiting. He had to come back – she was so tired of coping on her own, and there were days when she wished she could simply go to sleep and never wake up.
She poured more hot water into the basin. The kitchen door opened but she took no notice; one or another of her boarders often cleared the last of the dishes and brought them in to her.
‘LiLi?’
Ming Li froze. Edward? But Edward wasn’t in China. The room swam before her and she grasped the table to stop herself falling. In two strides he was holding her close.
‘Oh God, LiLi, you’ve gone as white as a sheet! I’m sorry. I should have sent word. I should have let you know I was trying to get back. But I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to. It took months – you wouldn’t believe the red tape I had to go through … But you’re shaking! Here, sit down. It’s okay. It’s okay …’
Ming Li stared at Edward, unable to speak.
‘I’m such a fool. I should have realised it would be a shock. But all I wanted to do was get here. I didn’t know if you were dead or alive. I didn’t think …’ He stroked her cheek, her hair. ‘I half expected Xueliang to open the door, but I didn’t care. Then when this old man opened it instead, I thought you didn’t live here anymore. I thought … But never mind that. Look at you – you’re so thin! Are you well? I was so worried about you. I tried to get back to Shanghai. Even during the war I tried. You were the only thing that kept me sane—’
‘You shouldn’t have come here.’
‘I know, but LiLi, I had to see you. You’ve no idea how much I looked …’
‘Your house. Your amah—’
‘I know. I saw it today on the way to the hotel from the airport. Nothing but rubble. But that’s not important. It’s you I want to know about. You didn’t write. I thought … Oh LiLi, look at you, shaking like a leaf! Stay here, don’t move – I’ll make you a cup of tea. Hot and sweet. It’ll make you feel better.’

They lay curled together, limbs entwined, their skin slick with perspiration. From across the courtyard came the gentle snore of one of the boarders.
‘You mustn’t come here anymore. If anyone should see you …’
‘I’ll rent one of your rooms. We’ll be together all the time.’
‘No! People would realise. And when Xueliang comes back …’
Edward sighed.
‘LiLi, the Japanese … their prisoners … it’s been years now … I don’t think Xueliang’s coming back …’
‘Shhh …’ she quietened him with a finger on his lips. ‘He will. Others are coming back, even now. Xueliang has always been strong. He knows what—’
‘LiLi, listen to me. When the UN went to those jails … those camps … what they found … you’ve got to accept that he’s not coming back.’
‘Maybe. Maybe not. But when he does, he’ll find me here. Waiting. Like a good wife should.’
She disentangled herself and turned away from him, curled into a foetal ball. He stroked her shoulder but she shrugged his hand off. He sat up and reached for his cigarettes.
‘Okay, LiLi, we’ll do it your way. I won’t come here anymore. But I’m back working at the Museum; they’re expanding their collection, so I’ll be in China as often as I can. They’ll only cover so many trips each year, but doesn’t matter – I’ll sell Walpinya if I have to. It can be like before – we can go to my hotel. We’ll be careful.’
Ming Li didn’t respond.
‘LiLi, there’s something else you should know – I’ve divorced Julia.’
Still Ming Li didn’t respond. Edward butted out his cigarette and stroked her shoulder.
‘So, tell me about MeiMei,’ he said, wanting to break this mood. ‘Is she happy? This husband of hers, this Huang Feng, he treats her well?’
For a moment Ming Li didn’t answer, but then she too sat up. He put his arm around her and pulled her close.
‘I don’t know. She says everything’s all right, but I don’t trust him.’
‘Why is that?’
‘I think he’s two-faced. He’s too smooth, too charming. During the war, he would come pick up MeiMei and always bought her gifts. Expensive gifts. Food. Delicacies. Where did he get the money? For me too, though I always refused them and MeiMei called me a fool. She used to tell me I should grab what I could while I could. He should have been offended, but he’d just laugh. ‘
‘Does MeiMei know how you feel?’
‘She knows. But she was set on marrying him anyway. With her father away … Personally I think she just married him because he’s got money. MeiMei doesn’t handle poverty very well.’
‘But he treats her right?’
‘Who knows? I don’t think she’d tell me if he didn’t, she’s much too proud. I think he gets rough with her, though she’d never admit it. It’s just a feeling I’ve got. I can’t trust him. Politically too – always called himself Socialist. Now he’s claiming he’s always been Communist.’
‘A lot of people are doing that nowadays; survival, I imagine. Not much you can do, really, except be there for her when she needs you, give her support.’
‘I know.’
‘Talking of which, you can’t keep on like this. You’re too thin, too pale. I’m going to help. No, don’t look at me like that, I mean it. You have to let me, LiLi.’
‘No. I’m not your whore.’
‘I never said you were!’ He turned towards her, angry. ‘Where did that idea come from? It’s never been like that between us. Never. That you could think —’
‘Others would think it.’
‘Then come back to Australia with me.’ But even as he said it Edward knew it was impossible. If the young Australian serviceman stationed in Japan couldn’t succeed in having their Japanese wives allowed into the country, what chance did he have? There were rumours that Harold Holt was trying to change things, but to date, as far as ‘Asiatics’ went, the White Australia policy was still in full force.
‘You know that’s impossible.’
‘We could try. I could get recommendations to back up my—’
‘Stop it! Stop dreaming, Edward. You know it wouldn’t work. It would be worse there. I’m not blind. I’ve seen how Western men look at us. I’ve heard the comments. They may have let us into their clubs, but it’s only because they wanted to do business with our husbands. They think Chinese women exotic. A prize to be won. Something a little wild, a little dangerous beneath the gentility. Part of the Oriental experience, to be enjoyed whilst abroad, then bragged about at the clubs back home. In the same category as opium …’
‘I never looked at you like that.’
Ming Li smiled. He had, of course, that first time he’d seen her in Cercle Sportif Français, though she believed he hadn’t been aware of it. But in spite of this, and unlike many other men in Shanghai at the time, he’d also shown a genuine interest in the country and its people – a need to understand – and that was what she’d initially found attractive.
She stroked his face. ‘No, not you, Edward. But others do. What makes you think it would be any different in Australia? But I can manage. I have my boarders.’
‘Yes, and they’re all Westerners. From what you’ve told me, half of them are gone already. How long do you think the rest will hang around when the Communists take over?’
‘I’ll be fine. I have to do this on my own. It’s important to me. For MeiMei. For Xueliang.’
Edward nodded – it was no use arguing. With Mao’s People’s Liberation Army already well established in the north and northwest and flooding southward, many Nationalist officials were quietly planning their escape, and increasing their cash reserve by illegally selling ancient Chinese art and antiquities. The Museum had agreed they might not have many more opportunities to add to their Chinese collection; they wouldn’t question the number of times he travelled to Shanghai, or the length of time he spent here. And there was little to keep him in Australia. He had a new overseer at Walpinya Station that he trusted completely, and Charlotte had asked to stay there instead of joining him in Sydney; he suspected a romantic interest from someone on a neighbouring property. For the moment at least, he’d come as often as he could. To be with Ming Li. To make sure she was all right.
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Edward felt this current trip to Shanghai would be his last. For months now the civil war had continued as the Communists gained ascendency over the Nationalist movement, and it was more and more difficult for him to get into China. But when he’d said so to Ming Li she’d refused to listen. She’d thrown her arms around his neck and tried to quieten him with kisses, and when he forced her to listen anyway she’d pulled away and covered her ears with her hands, and cried and shaken her head so that he’d given up, at least temporarily, and they’d fallen into the routine they’d established on previous trips, pretending he would always be here.
When his divorce had become absolute he’d briefly considered buying another apartment in Shanghai, but the political situation combined with the unstable currency and out-of-control inflation dissuaded him – the thought was only a wish to go back to more pleasant times. So he’d booked a hotel suite instead, and asked Ming Li to move in with him. She’d refused, not wanting to give up control of her boarding house, but she did agree to join him each day while her boarders were at work.
When she arrived he always ordered breakfast for both of them, suspecting she hadn’t eaten. Then they forayed for artefacts, and the fact that she seemed less worried about being seen with him in public made him wonder if it was a sign she was accepting Xueliang would not return, but he never asked her outright, afraid of her answer.
After lunch they napped and made love, and spent the rest of the afternoon talking, or reading to each other, and there were times he would glimpse the girl he had known before the war. Sometimes they listened to music and told each other stories about their childhoods, and Edward often thought he was more married to Ming Li than he’d ever been to Julia. Late in the afternoon he’d walk her home, and they always stopped at the markets where he’d buy enough food for her boarders’ meal that night – the only help she allowed him to give her.
But as the time for his departure grew closer, Edward pressured Ming Li to plan for their future. He wanted her to leave China. Go somewhere safe, somewhere where he could go to more easily. He still hoped that one day she would be able to join him in Australia – he had even spoken to Chen Mu about the possibility of him sponsoring Ming Li, should such a thing become possible.
‘Don’t,’ she always said as they lay entwined on sheets damp with passion, ‘don’t spoil what time we have left together.’
He’d pull her closer then, and watch the coming of dusk outside his hotel window as he struggled to think of ways to help her, when the time came that they could no longer be together.

‘Take them,’ Edward said. ‘Just in case.’
Ming Li looked at the three small unset diamonds in the palm of her hand. He was going back to Sydney in the morning and she knew it was important to him that she accept his help, that her constant refusal made him feel frustrated and impotent.
‘Consider it a loan, if you must.’ He closed her fingers around the stones. ‘An emergency fund. When all this is over, you can give them back to me, if it’ll make you feel better. But if you need to, sell them. Promise me that you will, LiLi, please! If I could stay longer, I would; it’s killing me having to leave you. But at least if I know you have some backup … Please LiLi, just in case I can’t get back next time.’
She nodded. For some weeks now the Nationalist armies had either been in retreat or were deserting en masse. Xueliang still hadn’t returned, and of her boarders only Abel Goldman remained. She knew that soon the Communists would be in Shanghai. Then what? But she didn’t want to think of a ‘then what’.
‘All right, I’ll take them, for now. But only because I’ll be giving them back to you next time you’re here.’
‘Stop it, LiLi!’ He grabbed her roughly, exasperated. He wanted to shake her, force her to admit there probably wouldn’t be a next time. ‘Listen to me! If I can’t get back. If I can’t—’ but her tears stopped his words. ‘Oh LiLi I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!’ He pulled her close then, holding her tight, never wanting to let go. Never had he felt so powerless.
‘Don’t go,’ she whispered. ‘Don’tgodon’tgodon’tgo,’ and she reached up and pulled his face down to hers, kissing him on the lips and eyes and face, and when he felt the wetness of tears against his skin he was no longer sure whether they were his or Ming Li’s.
He didn’t walk her back to the boarding house that night, and after they made love she clung to him and cried again, begging him not to leave, and he tried to comfort her as one would a small child, until at last she fell asleep in his arms. He spent the next hours watching her sleep, taking in every detail of her face, of her body. The way the soft glow of the bedside lamp cast shadows on her cheeks. The way her chest rose and fell with each breath. And all the while he silently cursed Australia and China for their laws and their wars, and he cursed himself even more for his helplessness. When the first light of dawn finally showed through the gap in the curtains he quietly dressed and turned off the bedside lamp, and left the room, not daring to look back.

On the last day of January 1949, General Fu Zuoyi surrendered Beiping to the Communists. They renamed it Beijing and declared it China’s new capital. Some weeks later Nanjing and Tientsin fell.
Suddenly tens of thousands of Nationalist troops poured into the city. They commandeered schools, private houses, even temples and hotels, and Ming Li expected her house to be taken any day. She watched all the people aimlessly wandering the streets, clutching their bedding, hoping for a safe place before nightfall, and knew that this could soon be her.
Part of Ming Li wished Edward were here now, another part was glad he was safe in Australia. He hadn’t returned since that day he’d given her the diamonds, though he’d written to her, letters full of anguish at his inability to cut through the red tape and come just one more time. But then, she thought wryly, maybe it was just as well. Where would he stay if he were here? All of the great hotels had been commandeered, and his luxury suite probably had machine guns set up at the windows by now, aimed at the Bund. She’d written back to him and reassured him she was safe, though as the weeks passed it became obvious less and less mail reached its destination.
Sandbag barriers materialised everywhere overnight, and machine guns now lined the Bund. At wharves, railway stations and airports people fought each other to get on board. Everyone knew the Communists would cross the Yangtze any day now, and everyone wanted to escape Shanghai. Ming Li knew she could no longer pretend. It was time for her to get out.

There had been no phone, gas and electricity since Tuesday, and spasmodic firing could be heard toward Hungjao. Though barely dawn, shopkeepers were frantically scraping off anti-Communist posters from their shop fronts and putting up new ones praising the People’s Liberation Army and Mao Tse-tung. The Red Army had taken City Hall and the police headquarters without a single shot being fired, though along the Bund Communist troops were still fighting the Nationalists embedded in the gardens beneath the Jardine offices. In the Hongkew area Nationalist deserters were reported to be stripping off their uniforms and offering all their money in exchange for any civilian clothes.
‘Many of us hid jewellery in all sorts of places,’ Abel Goldman said as he dipped the narrow, bony end of a ham in melted wax. He checked that the diamonds were no longer visible and waited for the wax to harden. ‘Some sewed them in the lining of their clothes, but it was the first place the Germans looked.’ He checked the wax once more and dipped it again. ‘But I think you’ll be safe with this.’
Some days ago, after Abel Goldman had bribed officials for exit permits, and bought his and Ming Li’s train ticket to Hong Kong on the black market, he’d walked along the Bund. It was then he’d noticed that some travellers in the pushing, shoving crowd carried a ham. He’d realised it was a traditional peasant farewell gift, though nowadays somewhat exorbitant in price, and he thought it would be the perfect place for Ming Li to hide her diamonds. While Westerners fleeing Shanghai were allowed to take their personal belongings with little question, it was a different matter for the Chinese. Many who tried to smuggle out their valuables had their tickets torn up and their passage cancelled. Abel Goldman had offered to carry her diamonds over the border, but Ming Li had refused, worried in case the rules changes and they caused him some trouble. So for the first time in his life Abel Goldman bought a ham – a small one, so as not to arouse envy – then presented it to Ming Li.
He dipped the end of the ham in wax one more time, and when set wrapped it in newspaper then tied it with string.
‘I wish you’d reconsider coming to America.’
Ming Li shook her head. ‘I can’t. I shouldn’t even be going to Hong Kong. The way things are with MeiMei, I want to stay close.’
Abel Goldman nodded. He’d been present that last time MeiMei had visited her mother. Ming Li had confided in him some time ago that MeiMei’s husband was becoming more and more aggressive, and although she didn’t believe he’d resorted to physical violence, now that MeiMei was pregnant Ming Li was sick with worry. Then, on this last visit, there had been an angry bruise on MeiMei’s cheekbone.
‘You have to go,’ MeiMei had told her mother. ‘Feng is telling everyone Father collaborated with the Japanese. That you’re a landlord. He says you belong to the enemy classes and you don’t care about the nation.’
‘I’m not leaving you until the child is born,’ Ming Li had argued, but MeiMei had taken off her coat and shown her mother further bruises on her arm.
‘Look! Look at these. He calls me the daughter of the bourgeoisie. The daughter of traitors. It’s because of you! You and your ideas! You think more like a Westerner than a Chinese—’
‘Leave him—’
‘No. He didn’t mean it. He does love me, you know. He was so sorry afterwards … But I can’t handle him if you’re around, Mā. If you’re gone, I know I can—’
‘You shouldn’t have to “handle him”! Come away with me. We’ll start again—’
‘And go back to starving on the streets? No thanks. Please, Mā! I’ll be all right. I can handle him. But you have to go.’
‘No. Not without you.’
‘Then I’ll denounce you. I’ll tell everyone Feng is right. I’ll never come here again, and you’ll never see your grandchild.’
Though Ming Li had not shown it, Abel Goldman had guessed how much MeiMei’s words wounded her. But then MeiMei’s expression had softened.
‘Go, Mā, please! Go to Hong Kong. If things don’t work out – if I decide to leave him – I’ll join you there.’
So at last Ming Li had agreed to leave Shanghai. She did vow, however, never to go further than Hong Kong unless MeiMei was with her.
‘Are you ready?’ Abel Goldman asked, coming back to the present.
Ming Li looked around the kitchen one more time, then picked up her small suitcase and took the ham from her friend. She nodded. It was time they went.

Ming Li kept a firm grasp of Abel Goldman’s arm. Her friend looked ill and she didn’t want to lose him in the panicked multitude as they pushed their way towards the railway station. The road was littered with abandoned vehicles and the crowd so dense that it was almost at a standstill.
At the railway station the panic intensified. People clutched cardboard suitcases or bedrolls, whilst others clung to children who cried and whimpered as they were crushed by the crowd. Soldiers in Nationalist uniforms beat civilians and pulled them off the trains to climb on instead. The crowd moved as one giant organism.
When they reached a vestibule Abel Goldman reached out and grabbed the handrail then pulled himself onto the footplate, but the action caused Ming Li to lose her grip on his arm.
‘Grab my hand!’ he yelled as the throng carried her away from him. Ming Li fought against the crowd. Her fingertips touched his then she was pulled up into the carriage.
‘My ham! I’ve dropped my ham!’ but it was too late. Already more people had pushed their way in. The train whistle blew and a chuff of steam increased the panic of those still on the platform. The train pulled away but still many ran beside it, clinging desperately to the hands of those on board.
By Friday the 27th of May it was all over. The Red Army had taken Shanghai with only minimal fighting. On the 1st of October 1949, Mao Tse-tung stood high above the crowd on the Gate of Heavenly Peace in Beijing and proclaimed the People’s Republic of China, while Communist troops sealed the borders of China to the world.
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Chen Mu looked around the paddocks of Walpinya Station, touched to have been invited to Charlotte’s wedding, pleased to have the opportunity to see the place again. Since the war ended, nearly five years ago, he didn’t get around as much as he used to. The country no longer needed air raid wardens, and much younger men now delivered telegrams – not, as he had done, on a bicycle, but in one of the new Australian cars, the Holden.
He remembered how dry these paddocks had been for many of the years he’d spent here. But these past two years Australia had received the highest rainfall on record, and the release of myxomatosis last year had killed off many of the rabbits, so that now the paddocks and surrounding hills were lush with growth. He’d never seen the station so green this late in the year.
He accepted Edward’s help to get up from the wicker armchair that had been placed for him under a tree – he wasn’t as supple as he’d once been.
‘It will be strange to think of Walpinya Station in someone else’s hands. There must be a lot of memories here for you, Master Edward.’
He took up his cane and the two men walked slowly towards the river.
‘For you too, I should imagine. But it was the right time to sell.’
Chen Mu nodded. ‘You won’t miss it?’
Edward recalled how willingly he’d have sold Walpinya if it had meant more time with Ming Li. But it would have made no difference, and now he’d sold it anyway, allocating some of the proceeds to Charlotte and her new husband to help them set themselves up.
‘I probably will, but the Walpinya I’ll miss will be the Walpinya of my childhood, I think. Not all the memories here are good, you know. With Charlotte moving to New Zealand, there didn’t seem to be any reason to keep it. This was my grandfather’s dream really, not mine. I had thought, at one time, that Charlotte might take it on …’
‘I think I’m going to miss her …’
‘She’ll write. Even come back for visits, if I know my daughter. She’s very fond of you, you know.’
Chen Mu smiled. It was at her insistence that he’d been invited to her wedding, though he’d noticed a few raised eyebrows on his arrival.
‘I’ve asked her to contact you if anything should happen to me,’ Edward continued.
‘Thank you. You’ve made up your mind, then?’
‘It’s not like I was given a choice. At least it’ll be different this time – I won’t be on the front lines.’ Then Edward laughed – no, he wouldn’t be on the front lines. He’d just be behind Korean enemy lines.
‘I’m sorry …’
Edward nodded. There was really nothing to say.
During this last war, the US, China and Great Britain had promised Korea independence from the Japanese, but this had never eventuated. Instead, the country had split into two separate regimes, the Democratic People’s Republic in the north, and the Republic of Korea in the south. Since then tensions had continued to mount and border conflicts had escalated, until only a few months ago, on the 28th of June 1950, Seoul, the capital of South Korea, had fallen. Then China had sent troops to help North Korea. Now Australia and other parts of the world saw this war as the beginning of the Communists’ attempts at world domination. Maybe even the beginning of World War III.
So when the Brigadier he’d worked under as part of Tulip Force paid him an official visit, Edward hadn’t been that surprised. He knew things were not going well for the UN forces stationed there. Then the Brigadier told him news that had not appeared in the papers – as the UN retreated from Chinese Communist forces to the outskirts of Seoul, the wide bridge over the Han River, and the thick layer of ice on the water, had been blown up in an attempt to prevent South Korean refugees from choking the southbound roads needed for military traffic in retreat. However, it had been blown up prematurely while still chock-full of panicked humanity, so that hundreds of people, soldiers and civilians alike, had been killed.
‘The river was so full of bodies, you could have crossed it without getting your feet wet,’ the Brigadier told Edward.
‘But where do I come into it?’
‘The UN and South Korean forces are trapped on the north bank. The Chinese have encircled them. Poor buggers – they haven’t a chance. They’re being wiped out. The few who survive are been taken prisoner.’
‘So much for MacArthur’s “home for Christmas” promise …’
‘Exactly. We’re getting together with Security Intelligence to form secret detachments – organise some undercover frontline crossings. That’s where you come in. You speak Chinese, and with your experiences in Tulip Force … You’re an essential addition, I’m afraid.’
At 45, Edward had thought he’d avoid Korea, but the Brigadier had made it clear he had little choice. Edward had, however, insisted on not going until after Charlotte’s wedding.
When they reached the river that formed one of the borders of Walpinya Station, Chen Mu slowly lowered himself to the ground, took off his shoes and socks and pulled his trouser legs up to his knees. He dipped his feet in the water and smiled. Soon small bush flies covered their backs and hovered around their faces. A dragonfly flittered over the water.
‘I used to swim here once. Every evening. Over there, where the water’s deeper.’
Edward nodded, picked up a stone and skipped it on the water. Then another. And another.
‘Something is bothering you, apart from Korea.’
Edward picked up another stone and skipped it even further. Watched the rings it made.
‘The woman? Ming Li?’
‘No, not Ming Li. Oh, I do worry about her. Constantly. But there’s nothing I can do from here. I’ve tried writing, but I don’t even know if my letters get through.’ He sat on the ground beside Chen Mu.
‘From what you told me, she’s a survivor.’
‘That’s the problem. She’s just too stubborn. If she’d listened to me, if she’d left Shanghai when I told her to …’
‘She had her reasons. Would you have left Charlotte, in her situation?’
‘No, of course not, but I’m a man. MeiMei has a husband to look after her, but LiLi’s on her own. And now I can’t even be there for her. Can’t get there for love or money.’ He laughed. ‘Ironic, that – “For love or money …”.’
‘So what will you do?’
‘I really don’t know. This Korean thing for now, of course. But when that’s over, I don’t know. The Brigadier hinted at a place at Canberra University College when I came back. Maybe. I’ve never thought of myself as an academic, but I suppose it’s a possibility. It would be a change from the Museum. By then China might have relaxed its policies; I could go there as a tourist. Find LiLi …’
‘Maybe.’
The two men sat quietly watching the flowing water. Behind them, music and laughter mingled with the chirp of crickets. For Chen Mu, the day had been very pleasant, bringing forth a bounty of memories and new experiences – Charlotte had even insisted he dance with her. He did not, of course, know how to dance – had never had the opportunity – but she’d laughed and said it was easy, and placed one of his hands on her waist and held his other as she’d led him round and around in time to the music. As soon as that dance ended he’d claimed dizziness to hide his discomfort, and returned to his chair under the tree.
Later, he’d decided he could well enjoy dancing.
For Edward, this was a day of endings. For the first time ever, he’d seen his daughter not as his little girl but as a grown woman. Now, before he’d even had time to get to know this new person, she was leaving the country. Walpinya Station had been sold and the new owners were taking over next week. He’d told Chen Mu this had never been his dream, and that was true. He’d never seen himself working on the land, but this was the place he thought of when he thought of home. He’d grown up here, come back to it again and again when things had not gone well in his life. It had meant peace and quiet. Room to breathe. But it had also meant betrayal. And now it would be gone. No one had forced him to sell, though he would have liked to be able to show it to Ming Li one day.
Ming Li. He didn’t want to think about her today, because to think of Ming Li also meant considering the possibility that he might never see her again. That even if he could get into China again, which was highly unlikely, he might never find her. That she had died – no, not that. Surely he would have known – would have felt something. He pushed that thought away. That, he refused to even consider. Better to believe her trapped behind a bamboo curtain.
And now there was Korea. He felt a sense of foreboding about Korea that he’d not felt when part of Tulip Force. He’d been told he would first have to recruit from POW compounds those he thought suitable for the work – many Chinese and North Korean prisoners had not volunteered for the armed forces, but had been forced to enlist under threats of what would happen to their family if they didn’t join up, along with warnings that they wouldn’t be allowed to earn a living if they refused. Intelligence believed that amongst these would be some willing to become agents. But what if his decisions were wrong? He had to lead them across the 38th parallel into the Samichon Valley, a green stretch of land reaching deep into North Korea. It would be a bit late, then, to realise his mistake …
Edward tried to convince himself that this sense of foreboding stemmed from his lack of confidence in his ability to choose these recruits, or from feeling too old for the job, or even from the lack of adequate news reports about the war, due to the press being censored. But deep down, if he were true to himself, he knew the real reason he didn’t want to go to Korea was that he didn’t want to have to face the Chinese – perhaps even the very men he had helped train – as their enemy. How could he treat them as the enemy when China was been such a big part of his life? When he loved a Chinese woman, and considered Chen Mu one of the most important people in his life? He knew he could, of course – he wasn’t that naïve, and war was war – but would he be able to face Chen Mu on his return?
‘They’ve gone to change; they’ll be leaving soon.’
Edward turned to the young woman who’d sought them out. Her soft lacy bridesmaid’s dress and the flowers in her hair were such a contrast to his thoughts that it took him a moment to react.
‘All right,’ he said at last. ‘Thank you.’
Chen Mu wiped his feet with a handkerchief and put on his shoes and socks. Edward helped him rise. Together they walked slowly back to the festivities. Edward would farewell his daughter, and return to Sydney to close up his house. Within a week he’d be in Korea. He’d miss Christmas, of course, but then, who would he have celebrated it with?
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Korea, February 1951. The early morning sun outlined the misty contours of the snow-covered rocky pinnacles, and Edward shivered in the raw morning air. He lay near the entrance of the cave where he’d spent the night with two of his agents, well north of the 38th parallel. He reached out and scraped just enough leaves and twigs and ice over his body to disguise his shape. Through field glasses he followed the path he knew Bae and Hana were taking, but couldn’t see them – he’d been right, they were a good team.
They were meeting a villager who’d contacted them with information about enemy weapon stockpiles. Though he always accompanied his team on these missions, Edward never entered the villages – Bae and Hana would bring the man to him. He may be wearing a Chinese uniform, but he could do little to disguise his features. He knew that capture would mean imprisonment or death as a spy.
He had recruited them, as he had all his agents, from one of the POW compounds in the first two weeks he’d been here, just over a month ago. Bae was a South Korean who, together with his younger sister, had been conscripted into the North Korean Army – these forced conscriptions were common whenever a village stood in the path of an advance. He hadn’t said so, but Edward suspected one of the reasons Bae had agreed to join Edward’s detachment was that he hoped to find his sister again. Hana was North Korean and her reasons were more sinister – she was here purely for revenge. Though she’d refused to give many details, Edward knew Hana’s husband, children and father had all been killed by the People’s Army. They’d suspected her village to be collaborating with the South Koreans, and so had rounded up the villagers and shot them. She’d only escaped the same fate by being away at the time, only to be forcibly recruited shortly after. Edward had been hesitant to take on a woman, but something about her intensity persuaded him. That, and the fact that both she and Bae spoke some English. So far, neither had given him reason to regret his decision.
Yes, Bae and Hana were good agents, but Edward wondered once more whether he could really trust them. Trust any of the team he’d recruited, for that matter. He knew enough about agents to know they took up the game for a variety of reasons – patriotism, idealism, hate, revenge and, of course, greed. Of all, it was those who were there because of hate or revenge that Edward trusted the most. Patriotism and idealism could quickly be shattered, and how could you trust someone whose main motivation was money? But someone motivated by hate or revenge would not be so easily swayed.
The sun rose higher and its warmth on his back made him aware of the cold from the ground seeping through his clothing. He knew he should move. He had a long day of waiting before they returned, and the temperature was still below zero. As he brushed the branches and leaves from his back, the quiet of the early morning was shattered by a cacophony of whistles and bugles far down the valley. The sound echoed and reverberated up the gargantuan mountains, and a murder of crows burst out of the pine forest, their black plumage contrasting against the snow dusting the rugged granite ranges. Edward knew the story of the Morrigan, that Irish phantom queen who would wait on the edge of battlefields to feed on the carnage. Sometimes she would fly above the warriors in the form of a crow, a presage of the violent deaths that were to follow, and for Edward, ever since coming to Korea, crows had become a symbol of war.
He trained his field glasses towards the village and watched Communist soldiers begin their day. There were few villagers left in the settlement, for the months of war had driven many to live in caves or set up camps in the forests, and there were no men except for the very old, as most would have been conscripted. Edward watched cooking fires being lit, a soldier washing himself, another urinating by a bush. Tiny little figures, unaware of being watched. He rose and went back into the cave.
He checked his equipment to pass the time – the Russianmade ‘burp’ gun, a submachine gun so called because of the sound it made, the Chinese-made grenades, and his favourite weapon of all – a long slender-bladed knife, favoured because it killed without a sound. How many men had he killed with this knife? He’d become so efficient with it that he could hit any target at ten metres, throwing with either hand. Not that he’d ever risk his knife in combat that way – apart from the risk of leaving himself without a weapon and arming his enemy, he knew the velocity and power behind such a slim knife was too low to do much damage. Better to slit their throats instead. But still, he liked to practise.
The noise of engines from down in the valley reached him. From the entrance of the cave he watched the Communist army pull out of the village. He followed their trucks with his field glasses as they wound their way along the road until they disappeared over a ridge, then aimed his glasses back to the huddle of reed-thatched roofs in the valley. Before long, others appeared out of the forest surrounding the village – women and children hiding from the soldiers, scavenging for anything left behind that would make their camps more comfortable.
A movement amongst the trees, on the mountain ledge across from where he lay, caught his attention. It was a Tibetan wolf, white chested and thin legged, its greyish winter coat shaggy even from this distance. Edward scanned the area behind the animal – there, partially hidden by trees, was its mate. This was an easy winter for them, for as long as men continued killing each other food would be plentiful. The wolf stopped and raised its head, its ears pricked. It listened for a moment then turned, and as one the pair ran back into the forest. Edward scanned the area but could see nothing that could have frightened the animals. Then he heard it, the drone of strategic bombers.
They appeared in formation, pregnant with napalm. He saw them fly overhead, bank and turn. Fly low over the valley. Saw the lazy fall of the canisters, the trailing of cloth tails that fluttered behind like the tails of obscene kites. The pure white flash of phosphorous. The eruption of black-orange smoke rising, coiling upon itself before the blanket of fire that spread hundreds of feet in diameter. Even this high up he felt the sudden surge of heat. Felt he couldn’t breathe though he knew he was too far away to suffocate from lack of oxygen. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see more but still he saw the bodies cooking, the skin curling away, crisp and brown like crackling on a Sunday roast. Saw the tongues of blazing jellied kerosene cling to the walls of huts, caress the scalps of infants screaming whilst fragments of phosphorous from burster tubes burrowed deep into their flesh, only to burst into flames later when exposed to air, and though they burned still some would live.
Back in the cave he flicked his knife into a log. Retrieved it. Flick, retrieve. Flick, retrieve. He had no idea how far down the valley Bae and Hana had been when the bombers attacked. Their chances of survival were slim. Flick, retrieve. He could only wait. Flick, retrieve. Flick, retrieve. He would wait till nightfall. Flick.
He paced the cave. He didn’t want to watch the final effects of the bombing – he’d seen it all too often already. How he hated this war! All wars were heinous, but this was beyond heinous. The US was dropping an average of 250,000 pounds of napalm a day, and he’d passed many a spot that was no more than a violet pile of ash to indicate that here was once a village. Civilians fleeing war zones were also purposely napalmed under the pretext that they may have enemy infiltrators amongst them. But this war was no different to any other, so why did he hate it so?
Because this time, waiting outside villages for his agents, working mainly on his own, he had time to think. Here he couldn’t hide behind the myth of war. Alone with his thoughts, waiting in a cave or a forest, he couldn’t hide behind the idea of a just war, of men being heroes, defeating evil for God and country. Because it wasn’t just men that were in this war – it was women and children and babies too.
But wasn’t that the same with every war? Collateral damage, they called it …
So why had he come? He’d said he’d had no choice, but for centuries men had chopped off their own limbs, faked insanity, gone into hiding or to prison rather than to war. Was there some dark flaw in his psyche? Did he have some perverse need to destroy? To kill? Because kill he had. He could argue that most of his involvement had been to teach others how to survive or be killed, but who was he kidding? What was it Chen Mu had read to him once? Something along the lines of to lead the people to war without having taught them is to throw them away – was this his rationale? Because if it was, he was kidding himself. Ironic, really, war. Kill a man in everyday life and you’re an assassin. Kill thousands under the pretext of war and you’re a hero …
He knew he was thinking too much, and that such thinking was dangerous, but still he paced. He should stop thinking and eat, while he had the chance, because there was no guarantee when he’d next have the opportunity.
He took a ration out of his pack – rice impregnated with soya bean and dried meat. He never used the Allied Forces’ rations in case the unfamiliar smell carried to enemy soldiers. With his knife he hacked little ice slivers of food from the container. Each night the food froze solid, and by next evening would have begun to thaw but never completely before freezing again. With the tip of his knife he put a few grains of rice on his tongue and waited for them to warm before swallowing them.
A muffled crack outside the cave snapped Edward from his musings. Knife in hand and back to the cave wall he approached the entrance. There he waited. Minutes passed. Then the crack again, sharp this time, followed by a muffled phump. He knew that sound – a branch heavy with snow breaking from a tree. Cautiously he went out of the cave. All was still, except for crows flying in the valley; they were already feeding on the bodies below. He was about to re-enter the cave when he heard a moan.
He found her collapsed in a thicket a short distance from the cave entrance. Incongruously, one full sleeve of her uniform remained un-scorched, the rest of her clothes either missing or burnt to a carbon carapace. One side of her face was untouched, the other a mask of viscous black magma constricting so as to stop the eyelid and lips closing. Over her cheekbone, where phosphorous had burnt deeper, the bone was exposed, indecently white against the scorched flesh.
Wrapped in a blanket, lying on the floor of the cave, Hana looked like a small black slug. She still hadn’t regained consciousness and Edward knew her chances of survival were slim. Logic told him she should be dead, that she would have passed the edge of human endurance. But still she breathed.
The soldier in him knew it would be wiser – kinder even – to kill her now. He had little chance of carrying her back to medical help, and even if that were possible, she would likely die anyway. That she’d made it back amazed him. What gave some people such an extreme will to live? He knew the effects of napalm – he’d seen enough of it. Scorched windpipes swelling to restrict breathing, hallucinations from the carbon monoxide, bones fused, and all the while more and more serum oozing from exposed wounds, slowly draining the body of life. But her condition should be none of his concern. He had his orders – observe, contact, get back to base without being caught. If any of his agents looked like defecting, or showed signs of weakness, shoot them. If anything gets in the way of the mission, do whatever it takes to fix it. And Hana was now in its way.
He should do it now, while she was still unconscious. But something made him hesitate. He kept hoping she’d die by herself.
He went back to the entrance of the cave. Told himself he was looking out for Bae though he knew Bae would not be coming back. It was hours since he’d found Hana, and soon it would be dark. He needed a cigarette. Hesitated, knowing the smell of burning tobacco could indicate his position. In the twilight the mountains and valley looked peaceful, almost primeval. An eagle rode the air currents. He decided to chance a cigarette.
If he left now he could travel for some hours before the fog rolled in so thickly it would make movement impossible. But he’d have to leave Hana. She moaned and he turned, and in the crepuscule, with the un-burnt side of her face towards him, he thought he saw Ming Li.
Edward lit another cigarette from the first and his hands shook. He should have killed her as soon as he’d found her. He knew now why he’d hesitated. He told himself he would wait a little longer for Bae. He would finish his cigarette. Then he would use the knife – it would be kinder. Cleaner. He would psyche himself up as he finished his smoke, then just do it. This wasn’t Ming Li. He imagined himself kneeling astride of Hana’s body. Gauging the angle of the knife. The thrust. The slight tension of flesh before it gave. The blade entering the heart. The hot gush of blood on his hand. She would die without ever regaining consciousness. It was better that way.

It struck him in the shoulder, massive and hammer-like. An electric current where none could exist. The crack and whine of gunfire echoed and reverberated throughout the cave and commingled with the sound of his knife dropping to the cave floor. Another struck him in the leg and he knew then he’d been shot and with that realisation came the pain.
Three North Korean soldiers stood at the cave entrance, guns aimed towards him, shouting orders, signalling for him to move away from Hana’s body but Edward drifted between substance and illusion and he watched them recede into the distance – three little soldiers far far away – then they were near again and he felt dazed, suddenly weakened and he was falling. His head hit the rocky floor and he was staring into Hana’s eyes.
‘Jugye,’ she whispered, ‘kill me,’ and he thought yes, that’s what I should do as the cave darkened into nothingness.
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Edward braced his knees against the opposite wall of the latrine, trying to stop his legs falling into the stinking, oozing hole below. Flies swarmed over his emaciated body and lice sucked his blood but he didn’t feel them anymore. Wedged like this between the two walls no more than eighteen inches apart, his backside on one of the small logs covered in shit, he could even sleep if he wanted to. But he didn’t want to sleep. He had to think. He knew they’d keep him in this stinkhole for days, and who knew how long his mind would hold out this time, when the heat of the day turned this box into an oven. He had to force his brain to function.
Peace talks. Were the rumours correct? Had they really begun to talk, to try and put an end to this madness? How long would that take? Weeks, at least. How long had he been here? He’d been captured in February, that much he remembered. They had walked for days, weeks – was it months? – from village to village, over mountains and through what had once been paddy fields but were then nothing but frozen mud, a bedraggled group of prisoners under North Korean guard. He’d been luckier than some in his padded Chinese clothes that kept out some of the cold. Cold. So cold. So cold and so hungry.
No – concentrate! It’s summer now. But he’d already been through one summer in this stinkhole. One summer and another winter and now it was summer again. He’d heard rumours there were peace talks before. Had been for a year now. How long did they need? It was summer – so it must be June or July. August maybe? No, definitely July. July 1952. At Kaesong, they said. The peace talks were at Kaesong. Okay, if these rumours were true, how much longer before they all went home? Surely they’d finish talking soon. Let’s say another month. Two maybe? How long did peace talks take? How long had it taken to end the other war? But the bombs ended that one. Bombs. Napalm. So much napalm. Napalm Bae Hana. Kill Hana. Did he kill Hana? He couldn’t remember. Yes, he must have – there’d been blood. Hana’s blood on his hands. No, his blood. Got shot. Panic, then relief. Wounded at last – paying his dues. Wounded men slowing down the march. Shoot stragglers through the head. Mustn’t slow down the march. Sear his wounds with burning sticks to stop infection. Keep walking. Keep walking or you’ll get shot. Don’t think of the others. Do whatever it takes to stay alive. ‘The earnest officer with a truly humane mind will not save his life if it requires him to sacrifice of his humaneness. He will even sacrifice himself to consummate his humaneness.’ Bullshit! You and your quotes and your Confucius are a load of crap, Chen Mu! What do you know about fear and suffering? About what men are capable of doing to other men? To women and to children? What do you know about hunger? Hungry. So hungry. Wounded men walking walking walking from sun-up to sunset. Frozen bodies. Made to strip and walk naked with their hands on their heads through villages. Angry villagers spitting on them, cursing them, beating them. Keep on walking. Another village. Clothed this time. Villagers throwing stones. A woman with a basket of small cabbages. One of the prisoners swapped his watch for two cabbages. He remembered that. They shot the woman for fraternising with the enemy. Shot the prisoner too. No more cabbages. Walking until they reached PyokTong. A clutter of camps by the Yalu River, just south of Manchuria. Camp Five. Chinese guards now. Did it matter? Rifle butts and kicking boots. Chinese, Korean, all the same. Sign here. Confess. Admit you have engaged in germ warfare. Are you a reactionary? Confess. Haunted looks on skeletal faces. Fake executions. Confess. Sign this confession. No? Ready, aim, fire – click. Next time for real. Confess. God it’s hot! How long had he been in this sweatbox? Confess confess confess confess …

‘Why are you being so stubborn? Do you think us fools?’
Edward glanced at Comrade P’i Gao – or, as the men had nicknamed him because of his appearance, Comrade Ghoul. With no eyebrows or eyelashes, or a single hair anywhere on his face or body, this Chinese stirred something at the back of Edward’s mind that he couldn’t grasp. Something about his manner. Had he seen him before? Here in Korea? In China? It was no use – he couldn’t remember. There was so much he couldn’t remember … so much …
‘We have evidence. You are a capitalist spy. Why do you not confess?’
‘Produce your bloody evidence then, if you have any.’
‘What is your name? Why do the men call you Oz? That’s not your name. Why do you not state your name, rank and service number? Every prisoner is allowed to state his name, rank and service number. Why do you refuse?’
‘You tell me.’
‘That attitude will not help you, but it is my duty to help you. To help you come to an understanding of what you have done. What did your government ask you to do?’
‘I thought you had evidence …’
‘Your attitude is arrogant. You need to change your attitude, comrade. Show your repentance by giving a full confession.’
‘Go to hell.’
‘You’re a fool. But I can wait. Remember, I am here to help you. You’ll come to see that I am right.’ He signalled to a guard by the door. ‘Take him out.’
They took him to the centre of the compound and made him strip. The temperature was well below zero and dropping, the snow hard and compact. He knew what was coming. Soon it would be dark. Would he live through another night? No. No no no no no. Please God no. Your attitude is arrogant. Too right, you bastards. You’ll come to see I’m right, comrade. They tied his hands behind his back with wire come to see I’m right. Another guard approached, carrying a bucket of water. Oh God! Come on you bastard get it over with! Slowly the guard poured the water over him. Oh God it’s cold so cold! He felt the water running down his body so cold so cold so cold felt the water pool around his feet you’ll come to see you’ll come so cold so cold you’ll come you’ll come you bastards you won’t break me felt the water begin to freeze his feet to the ground you’ll come you’ll come you’ll come a waltzing Matilda with me waltzing Maltilda waltzing you fucking bastards waltzing waltzing by a
billabong fuck you all once a jolly swagman you’ll come to see you’llcomeyou’llcomeyou’llcome …
He lost three of his toes to frostbite. The first was cut off with gardening shears at the camp hospital. When those on his other foot also turned black, he cut them off himself rather than go back.

Change came suddenly with the arrival of new Chinese officers who spoke better English than the grunts. The dried millet that had been their staple diet was replaced with rice, though not enough to feed them all, and meat appeared in the camp occasionally – a box of pig livers one day, then some weeks later one small pig to feed 200 men for a week.
Attempts at getting prisoners to confess lessened and Peace Committees were set up. Prisoners were asked to sign peace appeals to send to the UN. Don’t you want peace? Are you really a warmonger? No? Then sign, if you really want peace.
One day the prisoners were given clean new clothes and posed in front of tables laden with food. Photographs were taken, then the food was removed.
Then came the lectures. POWs were now ‘students’ – victims of the Western ruling classes who needed to be educated to the truth. Daily propaganda lectures, hours at a time, day in, day out. Study groups. Discuss Communism. Discuss Marxism. Explain the dangers of Capitalism. And the Geneva Convention? An instrument of bourgeois idealism, impossible to carry out.
Reduced to mere skeletons, suffering from beriberi and dysentery and lacking any strength, many gave in so as to get better food and better treatment. Others, shackled by their own impotence, simply broke under pressure and died within days.
Few tried to escape, and those that did were soon brought back and punished, and as the Chinese believed in collective responsibility, many that had not tried to escape were punished as well.
Some time later the men of Camp 5 decided to hold ‘crazy weeks’ to relieve the boredom of the camps. During one such week they rode imaginary bicycles – until the guards ‘confiscated’ these bikes. Another week each man walked around with an imaginary girlfriend on his arm, and approached the guards to politely introduce them to their partner. Many of the guards bowed respectfully to the imaginary women, until a Chinese officer ordered that all of these foreign women were to leave the camp immediately. The men complained, then stood by the gates waving goodbye to their imaginary sweethearts.
They had to be careful when exactly to holds such weeks – it had to be when the Chinese were emphasising their leniency – for if things were not going well for the Korean or Chinese forces such behaviour resulted in severe punishment. When things were going well, however, the Chinese guards not only tolerated this behaviour, but went along with it.
But if things were relatively better for most of the men, for Edward nothing changed. He’d been captured in a Chinese uniform. Wore no dog tags, and unlike most of the men, carried no wallet with photos and personal effects. He had befriended no one in the camp, and none would – or could – come forward to identify him or his rank. He had to be a spy. While the peace talks dragged on month after month then stalled, and summer turned to autumn then winter again, Edward’s interrogations continued.

Edward sat with his feet in the backwater of the Yalu River, mechanically digging out maggots from a wound in his leg and chewing their soft fat bodies. He knew he should leave them to clean out the wound, but they multiplied quickly enough, and getting enough protein into his body to survive just a little longer was more important to him.
Since getting frostbite all those months ago, his feet remained numb and water running over them felt like pins and needles, but that, at least, was a feeling. And though he walked with a stick and at times lost his balance, he had noticed, these past few weeks, a small but definite improvement.
It was summer again and around him flies and mosquitoes hovered, drank his blood and sucked up his sweat. The stench of the camp – tolerable in sub-zero temperatures – was nauseating in this heat.
Occasionally he glanced at the small square of soap on the ground beside him – the first he’d seen in the two-and-a-half years he’d been here – but then looked away, quickly, before it registered and forced him to think of everything it represented. In the water further out, skeletal prisoners laughed and soaped each other and dared to talk of home.
That morning the prisoners had been told they were going home, then handed the first Red Cross parcels the men had seen since being here. An exchange of POWs, known as Operation Big Switch, would begin the next day.
Edward didn’t trust this Operation Big Switch – it had to be a trick. Some time ago – was it four, five weeks ago? – they’d been told the war was finally over. Not peace, but an armistice. But what proof did they have? A few men – the ones most ill – had been placed on trucks and driven out of camp. Operation Little Switch, they’d called it. Everyone believed the war really was over then, and that the men of Little Switch were lucky to be going home, but Edward knew otherwise. He knew of the gas chambers in Germany during the last war, where prisoners had been told they were going for a shower, except that gas had replaced water. Couldn’t anyone see this was the same thing? A way of easing pressure on the overcrowded camp? Surely the soaps should have rung alarm bells. This was even more sadistic because here they were allowed to get clean first. Allowed to hope and believe. How very Chinese to want the corpses to be clean!
But they couldn’t fool him. He didn’t trust anything or anyone anymore. He’d survived so far by becoming an automaton – a shadow – and no little square of soap was going change that. He was close to no man because closeness meant weakness. Closeness opened you up to manipulation. He watched and listened and ate rats and weeds and flies and maggots and watched some more, but he gave nothing away. Nothing. No one knew who or what he was, no letters came from home to betray him, no yellow bastard got into his brain, no matter what they tried. There was nothing but this instant. This minute. This second. One second at the time.
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Ming Li paused beside the water’s edge and pulled her coat tighter around her thin body; it didn’t do much to keep her warm, but at least it kept the wind off. Across the waters of Victoria Harbour, nineteenth-century European mansions and new high-rise buildings glowed beneath the stormy skies shrouding Victoria Peak. Tied up at black buoys, American aircraft carriers and British destroyers disgorged their crew for R & R leave. The war in Korea may be over but these ships still patrolled the Yellow Sea, and when finally off duty headed straight for Hong Kong. There, the men would spend in just a few days what had taken them months to earn, unaware that their money eventually filtered through the Communistowned Bank of China, back to the very people they had fought.
Ming Li watched a young Tanka girl, with a baby asleep in a sling on her back, pole a sampan along a watery laneway. From across the harbour on Hong Kong Island the noonday gun went off. The first time she’d heard the cannon, she’d only been in Hong Kong a couple of days and had panicked, thinking the war had followed them to Kowloon. She didn’t know, then, that this cannon fire was a tradition.
But Ming Li didn’t care about tradition anymore. Today, she didn’t care about anything; everything that had kept her going, that had helped her endure being a ‘street sleeper’ for more than three years, was gone.
MeiMei and the child were dead.
‘I’m sure!’ the old woman had said. ‘They came for them during the night. Woke me up. Woke up the whole building with their banging and shouting. Dragged them off to be shot. Counter-revolutionaries! Against the Three Antis, they were.’
For Ming Li, not knowing what was happening to MeiMei, not knowing when the child had been born or whether it was a girl or a boy, had only been made bearable by the thought that one day, somehow, they would be together again. It hadn’t mattered that she’d been reduced to selling cigarettes, one at the time, in the streets of Hong Kong. That she could only afford to rent ‘nail-space’, and the tiny square of pavement beneath it, in a dank alleyway in Hak Nam or, as the Westerners still called it, the Walled City, even though its wall had been demolished during the war.
And although it hurt terribly at first, in the end it hadn’t even mattered that Edward hadn’t answered her letter telling him of her escape to Hong Kong. She’d always feared he would eventually tire of her; he’d probably found another woman in Australia, someone he could show off without embarrassment. She knew, deep down, that relationships such as theirs never lasted. Yet for a long time she’d pretended it would be different in their case, that their feelings for each other could overcome any obstacles. It had given her hope when there seemed to be no hope anywhere else.
But even Edward’s rejection had not totally destroyed her because she’d always been able to tell herself that one day, somehow, she and MeiMei and the child would be together again. That they would sleep in proper beds once more, in a proper house. Or if not in a house, then maybe just in one of the new multi-storey apartments the government had been forced to build in the Shek Kip Mei area, after it had burnt down last December.
When she felt cockroaches crawling over her at night, when she spent yet another day not even eating a small bowl of rice because she had not sold enough cigarettes to pay for both her nail-space and food, then she’d tell herself that MeiMei would eventually leave her husband and come to Hong Kong. That together they would build a new life for themselves and the child. And with that thought came the strength to endure yet another day.
And so she questioned every refugee she met in the hope that they’d have news of MeiMei, and last night, the old mother of a new family camped beside her on the pavement provided this news. MeiMei and the child were dead. She had nothing left.
She gazed at the waters of the harbour. It would be so easy to step off the quay. To allow herself to sink below its oily surface. She’d read somewhere that drowning was a pleasant way to die. That the trick was not to fight it, to allow yourself to fall deeper and deeper into the gloom and when you could no longer hold your breath to inhale a deep lungful of the peace-giving waters …
‘Careful there, little lady! You don’t want to fall in.’
He towered over her, smiling, oozing health and cleanliness. His uniform beneath his regulation coat was spotless. The name of his ship was on the band of his hat, and a few pimples on his chin belied his postured maturity. English? American? But what did it matter …
‘Ma’am? Are you all right?’
Ming Li didn’t answer. She didn’t want to talk to this boy, didn’t want to talk to anyone. She turned her back to him but still could feel him there. Hoped he’d go away.
Seconds passed.
The sailor stamped his feet and rubbed his arms.
‘Sure is cold, standing here …’
Ming Li didn’t comment.
‘Yes Ma’am, real cold …’
He was like a puppy that refused to be ignored, and Ming Li knew he would not simply leave.
‘You know, Ma’am, this sort of weather always makes me hungry. I sure could do with something hot – soup maybe. Yeah, a nice big bowl of soup … Or maybe a glass of whisky; that would warm me up for sure. But maybe not just now. I don’t suppose you’d drink whisky right now, would you Ma’am?… Ma’am? I don’t suppose you know where a man could get a bowl of soup?’
‘There are food stalls everywhere.’
‘Well yes Ma’am, that’s true enough. But this is my first time here in Hong Kong. So I was kinda hoping you could tell me where the best place to eat was. Maybe even come with me. It gets kinda lonely eating by yourself …’
Ming Li shook her head, not knowing whether to laugh or cry at the incongruity of it all. Here she was, considering ending it all, and this boy – for surely he was at least half her age – was trying to pick her up.
‘Ma’am? What do you say? I sure’d be honoured if you’d join me for a bowl of soup.’
What did it matter? Would having a bowl of soup change anything? No. But how long had it been since she’d eaten soup? How long since she’d felt full? She couldn’t even remember what it felt like. Dying with a full stomach appealed to her.
‘All right,’ she said at last, ‘I’ll come.’

She wasn’t good company. Barely spoke except to mention that in Shanghai, thin soups were usually drunk at the end of a meal, and were not something you ordered on their own. And when that fresh-faced boy then insisted on ordering a full meal, the rich odours of the food made her feel nauseated. So she watched him eat, and only sipped a couple of spoonfuls of broth from the pork and prawn ball soup he’d ordered, before feeling she could eat no more. But her silence didn’t seem to bother him. He talked of home, of the navy and the people he’d met, and the war that was supposed to be over but still kept them from home. She pretended to listen, knowing he wasn’t interested in her, and that all he wanted was a body – a face – to talk to.
She went with him to the markets after their meal because he wanted to buy souvenirs for ‘the folks back home’, and when she saw that he was being overcharged still she kept quiet because she knew the value of every coin to people like her. He bought her a thin gold bangle and at first she refused it, but he insisted and she didn’t have the energy to argue, so she accepted it, intending to give it to the old woman who had brought her news of MeiMei.
Later in the afternoon, when the storm clouds that had been gathering finally burst, he took her to a hotel that only rented rooms ‘short-times’. Ming Li was not surprised. She knew nothing ever came free.

Oblivious to the sailor’s body hammering into her, Ming Li stared at the bare light globe above the bed. Its weak light cast a jaundiced glow on their skin, and turned the paper blocking the window from the street sulphur-yellow. She’d felt a moment of shame, at first, with her body – with the burn scar, with the lack of total cleanliness that resulted from living on the streets, and she’d had a fleeting memory of the long hot baths she used to take with Edward – those sensual preludes to their lovemaking. But this man was not concerned with such matters, and she forced herself not to think of other times, not to compare this act with the familiarity, the deep-felt comfort of Xueliang’s lovemaking, or the thrill and excitement of Edward’s passion.
Outside, rain beat a tattoo on the roof. His mouth devoured her breast, hurting her, and though barely begun she knew she couldn’t endure much more. She had to make him come. She moaned as if in passion and grasped the cheeks of his buttocks, and he pounded harder. From the radio in the room next door the Andrews Sisters sang ‘I wanna be loved’, and she squeezed and released her muscles and squeezed again, and the weeks at sea helped her make him come, quickly and violently, and he groaned and shook his head and collapsed on top of her.
When his breathing slowed and she thought him asleep she eased her body from beneath him. He mumbled something and turned over. She knew she should leave but for a while she wanted to feel a proper bed beneath her, sheets and blankets and the safety of four walls keeping out the rain and the cold. She closed her eyes and pretended, just for a moment, that she was back in her house in Shanghai, that the body beside hers was Xueliang’s and that MeiMei was asleep in the room next door, and in the kitchen Cook was just returning from the market, her baskets overflowing. On the radio in the next room the Andrews Sisters finished their song and Eddie Fisher crooned ‘I wish you were here’.

She woke to the sound of the hotel room door closing. The radio next door was silent, the rain had stopped, the sailor gone – probably heading for the neon-lit streets of the Wan Chai district where the girls were sure to be better company.
Curled foetal-like at the edge of the bed, she stared at the wall. She felt numb, listless, as if whatever spark that had allowed her to take a breath, to put one foot in front of the other, was gone. Sucked out of her by this boy – he hadn’t even told her his name – leaving nothing but an empty cocoon.
‘Time finish. You go now!’ The concierge hammered on the door of her room. ‘Go! Now!’
‘All right, I’m going,’ she answered, anxious he not come into the room. ‘Let me get dressed.’
‘You go now!’
‘Yes, yes, I go. Just one minute …’
The banging on the door ceased and she heard his footsteps retreating. She sat on the edge of the bed, picked up her clothes from the floor and put them on, shivering. Slipped on her shoes. A mouse scurried across the floor, disappearing beneath the bed. Her coat was on the only chair in the room, above which hung a small mirror, its foil oxidised.
She saw them then, on top of her coat – a handful of American dollars. What little colour she had left drained from her face and the shivering grew to tremors. So now she knew. Now she could no longer kid herself that this boy had seen her as a companion, albeit a temporary one. Someone to share a bowl of soup with, someone with whom to seek a little company when far away from home. The notes thrown so casually on top of her coat allowed no illusion.
‘Minute gone. You go now!’ The hammering on the door resumed. She rose, forced herself to pick up the money. Put on her coat. Open the door. The concierge on the other side pushed into the room and began remaking the bed, not bothering to change the sheets. She climbed down the stairs and walked out into the night.

She trudged the alleyways of the Walled City, this black hole that neither China nor Britain dare enter, heading automatically for her nail-space. From open doorways weak light bulbs burnt electricity stolen from the mains outside the city, allowing whole families to work into the night painting lacquer boxes for exportation, or assembling toys no child from this city would ever play with. Since the UN embargoed trade with China, it seemed every family in Hong Kong had become a minute manufacturing centre.
The air was rancid with the smell of wood smoke, hot oil, joss sticks and urine. The clack of mah-jong tiles drowned the cry of an infant, and on the pavement a rickshaw driver lay on a bamboo mat, his head resting on a wooden headrest, and as he slept the sleep of utter exhaustion his feet still ran, dodging the traffic of his dreams.
Near her nail-space the old woman and her family had set up a brazier, and coals glowed within it, providing a semblance of warmth. The old woman was already asleep on a mat on the pavement, covered with a cotton quilt. Above her their few possessions hung on a nail in the wall. The old man, his son, and a girl maybe five years old huddled around the brazier, the old man sitting on a low stool. They saw Ming Li and made room for her, and she nodded her thanks but didn’t join them. She sat on the wet ground instead, her back to the wall, her hands deep in the pockets of her coat where one fist still clutched the American dollars.
‘You’ll be warmer with us,’ the son said, squatting beside her.
She shook her head, wishing him to leave. ‘I’m all right.’
He nodded, picked at his teeth with a match then spat into the street.
‘We have rice. You can have a little, if you’re hungry.’
His offer shamed her and she knew she should at least accept the warmth of the brazier, if only for a while.
‘I’ve eaten already,’ she said, standing up. ‘But you’re right, I’ll be warmer there.’
They stood around the brazier staring at the glowing coals. No one spoke. On the pavements of these streets, so narrow you could stretch your arms and touch buildings either side, other families sat on tiny stools or huddled around other braziers, waiting for the hours to pass. Somewhere a dog whimpered.
In the glowing coals Ming Li recognised the face of Zhù Róng, the God of Fire, and for a moment wondered if this omen foretold of conflagrations to come to the Walled City. But a breeze caused all three of Zhù Róng’s eyes to flare and when the flame died down the coal now looked like a tortoise. Ming Li knew then that these were not omens, for how could strength and endurance ever again be hers?
Still she stared at the fire, mesmerised by the changing patterns that glowed and darkened in response to the movement of the air. She saw Kuan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy, holding an infant on her lap, and the vision reminded her of MeiMei but she did not want to think of MeiMei, for the wound was too raw. Then Kuan Yin darkened and was replaced by Mo-Li Hung, the Lord of Growth and Guardian of the South. Above his red face he held the Umbrella of Chaos, causing universal darkness, and in this, at least, the omen was correct.
A clatter of firecrackers snapped Ming Li from her musings, and she automatically looked up to the sky, but the only things above her were buildings leaning precariously towards each other.
The old man left the brazier, unrolled a small mat next to the old woman and lay down beside her. The girl joined them, snuggling between the two old people where it was warmest, and the old man adjusted the quilt to cover them all.
‘I’m sorry about your daughter,’ the son said at last. ‘My mother said you’d asked about her.’
Ming Li nodded but didn’t trust herself to speak.
‘It’s happening everywhere now. Every day. People here one day, gone the next.’
Ming Li didn’t want to speak of MeiMei. The silence between them lengthened.
‘I should see the priests,’ she said at last, ‘to help my daughter’s soul. But I don’t know which papers to ask for – the ones for those assassinated, or the ones for those who died in prison …’
‘Why do you want those? Your daughter’s not dead!’
Ming Li stared at the man. The alleyway, the old people asleep on the pavement, all faded into darkness. Only the man’s face registered. Surely he was lying. But to be so cruel – why? She felt light-headed, knew she was about to faint.
‘Are you all right? Wait. Sit down.’ He pulled the small stool towards her. ‘Here, sit down. Did you think your daughter dead? Why? It’s my mother, isn’t it? She told you your daughter’s dead. And you believed her.’
Ming Li could only stare at his face.
‘You did, didn’t you? Did she tell you your family’s been shot? She tells everyone that. Her mind’s going and she’s seen too much. Your daughter is MeiMei, right? Huang Feng’s wife?’
Ming Li nodded.
‘That’s right. And they have a boy. Lived in the apartment above ours. They’re not dead; they’ve been sent to live in a factory in Yibin. To teach the workers about Communism; get them to join the Party.’
‘But you said you were sorry …’
‘I meant I was sorry they had to lose their apartment; it was one of the best in the building. Apartments are nearly impossible to get nowadays. I didn’t mean—’
‘But your mother – she said she heard banging and shouting.’
‘There’s always banging and shouting in that building. When she noticed them gone, she put two and two together and came up with five. But I know; I talked to Huang Feng just before they left.’
‘They’re in Yibin?’
‘That’s where he said they were going.’
‘And they have a son?’
‘Yes. A boy. Three – four years old maybe?’
‘Do you know … do you know what they named him?’
‘Ho. They call him Ho – Huang Ho. After the Yellow River.’
Yes, thought Ming Li. Huang Ho – the Yellow River. But if she knew her daughter, there could be another meaning to her grandson’s name – the Yellow River had killed millions with its flooding, again and again, so that the Huang Ho was also known as China’s Sorrow.
In the brazier the coals were now covered with white ash. The son joined his family to sleep on the pavement, leaving Ming Li to her thoughts. Lights in windows went out one by one.
MeiMei’s alive! Ming Li thought. MeiMei’s alive, and she has a son! She hugged this thought to herself, and with this thought came another – I’m a grandmother! – and she felt the beginning of a laugh deep in her belly. How long since she had laughed? She couldn’t remember.
She glanced at the family huddled by the wall. They’ll think me crazy if they hear me laugh, and the thought made her want to laugh even more.
It was then she remembered the money deep in the pocket of her coat. She moved the stool so that her back was to the family, and pulled out the notes. Five, ten, fifteen, twenty. Twenty US dollars – a fortune! Quickly she calculated in her head – twenty US dollars was around a hundred and thirty Hong Kong dollars. Stupid boy – stupid wonderful boy! What a naïf! He’d paid her nearly three times what she knew was the going rate. At this pace the girls of Wan Chai would have sent him broke in no time. But what did she care? She’d been surviving – barely – on around a hundred Hong Kong dollars a month, nearly thirteen dollars in American currency. What she could do with this money! She could buy foreign cigarettes to sell – no, forget selling on the streets. She could rent an apartment – a ‘single space’. But the money wouldn’t last more than a week or so going on rent … Unless …
Until MeiMei and the boy joined her – and she was sure, now, that they would one day – she could sub-let the extra space. How many could she fit in a ‘single space’? Then use that money to rent a shop as well. Sell something of quality. Food? Clothes? No, not that. Antiques maybe. No, something smaller, cheaper to stock … Chinese knickknacks. Pots and vases as well, maybe. And she might sell smaller antiques after all – Edward had paid a fortune in China for such artefacts, and she knew something about them from Xueliang’s collections. Here in Hong Kong refugees were selling anything of value, for whatever money they could get, and Westerners were always looking for souvenirs, though few knew the real worth of such things. She would mark up the price and allow them to barter her down, and they would still pay too much but leave happy, thinking they had bought a bargain. She smiled. The omens in the fire had been right – the Goddess Kuan Yin had represented MeiMei and the boy, and the tortoise had told her she had the strength and endurance to create a new life.
Tomorrow, she would not sell cigarettes, one at the time, in the streets of Hong Kong. Tomorrow, she would look for an apartment.
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‘You can’t not go. Honestly Dad, I can’t believe you’d do that to him!’ Charlotte wrapped another of Edward’s wineglasses in newspaper and carefully placed it in the wooden tea chest. ‘You’ll regret it for the rest of your life, you know. You’re not being fair. Poor Chen Mu …’
She frowned, frustrated at her father’s stubbornness. When he’d first returned from Korea three years ago, she’d understood, then, that he needed to time to rest – to heal – and though she hadn’t understood why he’d refused to see Chen Mu at the time, she’d respected his decision. But three years was a long time, and now he was moving interstate, but still he refused to see his old friend. She couldn’t help think he was running away.
Edward picked up his cup of coffee, kissed his daughter on the forehead, and went into his bedroom. Though he appreciated Charlotte coming to Sydney to help him pack, he didn’t want to discuss his feelings about Chen Mu. How could she ever understand what he now felt towards the man? That he was afraid to face him because he couldn’t guarantee how he’d react. To her, Chen Mu was – and always had been – a friend. But to Edward, the thought of acting in a friendly manner to anyone Asian, no matter whom, was impossible. He could no longer look at an Asian face without feeling hatred tightening in his stomach. Without shaking. Without remembering the camp. Without flashbacks of interrogations, beatings and pretend executions.
It didn’t matter from which country they were, the feeling was the same. He would feel himself go cold. Feel the beginning of panic, the pounding of his heart, the swelling of anger, the need to hide. He could manage not to be rude, but that was it. He could rationalise that not all Asians were Chinese or Korean, that war forced men to do things they never thought themselves capable of, even that he himself had done things he was not proud of, but it made no difference. No amount of rationalising could ever erase the memory of that stinkhole. Of being reduced to living like an animal. Of his body drenched in water slowly freezing to the ground as he was made to stand hour after hour in sub-zero temperatures. He could argue that to hate all Asians was an irrational feeling, that to include Chen Mu in this was not being ‘fair’ to the man, but did fairness even come into it? Had they been fair when they questioned him, day after day after day? Had they been fair when they let him freeze, when they beat him, when they stuck him in that latrine for hours – days – without end? When it got so hot he could actually feel himself cooking in that stinkhole? What about when they cut off his toe with gardening shears, then left him to cope as best he could? No, fairness had nothing to do with it. He could intellectualise all he want, it made no difference. He was being ‘fair’ by being polite to them, but he could do no more. In the end, Chen Mu was just another victim of war.
He could understand that for Charlotte the end of the war in Korea had meant joy – it had brought her father back. When months, then years passed with no news, she had tried to get information. She’d written to Canberra, even made the trip over, thinking she’d get better results in person, but no one would tell her what had happened to her father. Eventually, after months of worry and mourning, she came to accept that he must be dead.
Then one day, some months after the Korean war ended, she’d received a phone call – her father was in a military hospital in Japan. She’d flown over, stayed by his side whilst he recovered, then taken him back to New Zealand where he got to know his son-in-law better, and met his granddaughters for the first time. And for a while, in that peaceful, windy city of Wellington, surrounded by the love and attention of his daughter, it seemed as if he’d really recovered. But it had all been a charade, because how do you recover from what he’s been through? He’d felt an overwhelming apathy, an apathy that could turn into barely controlled anger at everyone’s solicitous attitude. What did she know of Korea? Of the camp? And even if he were to explain – which he had no intention of doing – how could she possibly understand? How could he tell her that every time he heard a knock at the door, a car backfiring, a sudden noise, he felt a moment of panic, a need to take cover. So he pretended to shut out the last years of his life and enjoy some simple pleasures. He’d spent his days playing with Margaret, or Maggie as everyone called her, a bubbly two-year-old who’d been fascinated by his missing toes, so that he dared not go without shoes in her presence. Or he’d rock baby Sophie to sleep then hold her for hours on end, just looking at her beautiful, perfect face, trying his hardest to superimpose his granddaughter’s sweet features over the visions that were constantly present, visions of other babies, their bodies blown apart by grenades, their beautiful dark lifeless eyes already being devoured by armies of ants, but he never, never succeeded.
Only at night did he feel he could relax, but only whilst awake. He’d go to bed when the family did and read for as long as he could, sometimes even till dawn, but eventually he could no longer stay awake and nightmares would invade, and he would wake shaking and covered with sweat. But by morning he’d be in control again, and he’d take Maggie to the garden to show her a flower, or maybe a ladybird, because he’d found having something of beauty to concentrate on helped, but it never eased the guilt he felt at having sent so many to their death, and he’d pass the day pretending, keeping busy, dreading the coming of the night. He could pretend to be the father and grandfather they expected him to be, and he could be thoughtful and playful and helpful, but in all that time he could never explain to anyone what had happened to him in Korea.
Added to these feelings was Australia’s fear that its freedom was being threatened. By the time he’d returned to Sydney news of the atrocities that were Korea had leaked out, and with them a new word had surfaced – brainwashing. The Australian people were concerned that returned POWs, ‘brainwashed’ by Communists, would spread their beliefs in towns and cities around the country. Reds under the beds, the newspapers shouted, fanning the fear that communists might be everywhere, about to start a revolution. So how could Edward speak to anyone about what had happened to him? Instead, he buried his experiences even deeper within himself, so that his wounds did not heal but festered, hidden deeper and deeper within him.
‘Dad?’ Charlotte knocked on his door and peeped in. ‘The removalist’s on the phone. Says he can be here at ten tomorrow instead of twelve. Is that okay?’
‘That’s fine.’
‘You okay?’
‘I’m okay. I’ll be out in a minute.’
He looked around the room, remembering the satisfaction he’d felt every time he’d come back to this house from his trips overseas, that feeling that no matter how exciting a country may be, here was home. But home meant a history, a past, and the past was what he wanted to forget. In every room, in every corner had been curios from his travels. Souvenirs. Memories. And at the forefront of those memories, Ming Li. He couldn’t bear it. He’d asked Charlotte to pack them all and either give them away or sell them, and though she agreed to pack them away, she refused to get rid of them in case he changed his mind one day. But removing the curios hadn’t removed the memories …
When, true to the Brigadier’s word, Edward received an invitation to lecture at the Canberra University College, he’d refused. Instead he hibernated. He spent his time reading, avoiding people, trying to stop thinking, trying to forget the past, only going out when absolutely necessary. Then his mood would change and he’d become restless, craving the state of being alive he’d felt before Korea, so he’d go out to a nightclub or a pub and more often than not pick up some woman, and before the night was out he’d have sex with her, needing to feel the life he once knew, needing to feel lust, needing to feel a body that was soft and warm and willing, but this was always just sex and never making love, and though the women could not guess his thoughts still they felt used, and so would refuse to see him again.
He’d tried to compartmentalise his past into neat little boxes that he could lock and store deep in his mind, never to open again. Korea. Too agonising even to think about. Just pack and lock away. China and Tulip Force – the irony there was too great – pack it away and don’t think. Shanghai. Another world, another life. Hedonistic. Sensuous. But to think of Shanghai meant to think of Ming Li, and he couldn’t think of Ming Li. She was lost to him forever in China, and maybe that was just as well. Could he ever make love to her again? Would it be different with her? Could he ever look at her beautiful face and not see Hana superimposed? Better not to think about it. Too raw. Too painful. Pack and lock and store deep. So deep it will never resurface.
But even packing away those memories hadn’t been enough. There was always something – a sound, an odour, a comment – that would unlock one of those neat little boxes and torment him all over again. So he’d decided sell the house. Move on. Forget Korea. Forget Chen Mu. Forget Ming Li.
Though he’d refused the offer from the University College, it had made him reconsider his options, and helped him find a place at the University of Adelaide instead, lecturing on Asian Politics. He’d felt a moment of panic when they offered him this, and argued he’d prefer another subject, but in the end it was that or nothing, and he had to go with what he knew and what was available. The subject was so broad – he’d convinced himself he could cope. India. He could start with India. He would take things one day at the time. A new city, a new house and new people, well away from the eastern coast. That would help. And if he found he couldn’t cope, he’d do something else.
‘There’s a casserole in the oven. Should be ready. Let’s eat now then I can wash up and pack this lot up as well, and that’ll be it. Want to set the table?’
Edward smiled. Since becoming a mother, his daughter thrived on organising other people, but she meant no harm.
‘I can do that, Miss Bossy Boots.’

‘I know you don’t want me to say it, but I still think you’re being cruel.’
Edward pushed back his empty plate and pulled his cup of coffee towards him. Cruel? What did Charlotte know of cruel? In many ways she was still an innocent. He could tell her about cruel …
‘All right, don’t talk to me then! But that man practically brought you up. You know he did. Now he’s old and nearly blind and he’s dying. And he wants to see you. How can you say no, just like that? Sometimes I just don’t know you anymore, Dad. I really don’t.’
‘You don’t understand.’
‘I do understand – I’m not totally stupid. I know Korea must have been horrible. I know you were taken prisoner and that the guards were Chinese. I saw how you were in that hospital. But come on, Dad, that was three years ago. It’s over! You can’t blame every Chinese person for what happened to you. You’ve got to get over it!’
Edward wanted to slap her. Hard. Get over it? Could she really think like that? Did she really believe you could say okay, war’s over, let’s forget all that happened? Could she really be so insensitive? So shallow?
‘Don’t look at me like that; I really mean it, Dad. You told me over and over again Chen Mu was like a father to you. He wasn’t in Korea. He didn’t do whatever it was that was done to you. Why can’t you see that?’
‘I think you’ve said enough, Charlotte.’
‘No, listen to me—’
‘I said enough!’
‘Fine. Don’t listen. I’ll be quiet. But I want you to think of one thing. Before you dismiss Chen Mu, before you turn your back on him now that he needs you, ask yourself this: were you – and by that I mean all of you, the Australians and the English and the Americans – were you so bloody perfect in Korea? How did you lot treat the Koreans? The Chinese? Answer me that, Dad. What did you do to them?’

He kicked the sheet and blankets off and tossed, exhausted yet unable to sleep, unable to block out Charlotte’s words. Answer me that, Dad. What did you do to them? He didn’t want to think about what he’d done in Korea. He didn’t want to think at all.
He turned on the bedside lamp and looked at the time. Three thirty. Too early to get up. Turned off the light. He had a long drive to Adelaide tomorrow. Like it or not, he had to get some sleep. Think of something pleasant. What? His granddaughters. There were three now. Little Elizabeth – all pink and soft and smelling of milk and talcum powder. Such a big name for such a little soul. Elizabeth. Beth. Yes, that’s what he’d call her, though Charlotte would probably object. Beth and Maggie, but then Sophie would want a special name too. What could he call her? He was too tired to think of a name just now. He could tell her a story instead. She always wanted stories, that one. He’d make up a new one for her.
Granddad, tell me a story. Tell me another one. Please, Granddad? Okay. Once upon a time there was a beautiful princess. No, not a princess. There was a … A bunny rabbit, Granddad! A bunny rabbit! Yes, a rabbit. Sophie loved rabbits. Once upon a time there was a bunny rabbit who loved carrots. Every day he would eat his carrots until one day he had no more to eat. None at all. ‘That’s no good,’ thought the rabbit, ‘what will I do now?’, but a little brown sparrow told him of a paddock full of carrots not far away. So the little rabbit hopped away, down the lane and over the hill. By the time he got to the paddock it was getting dark. The little rabbit was worried to be away from home so late, but he really wanted those carrots. So he hopped into the paddock, and was just about to pull a fat juicy carrot out of the ground when a shadow spread across the rows. The rabbit turned and there, towering over him, was a huge scarecrow. A scarecrow with the face of a monkey. The rabbit screamed and ran, but the paddock swelled and rose, becoming rocky pinnacles around which huge black crows circled. The rabbit ran into a cave, trying to get away, and the floor of the cave melted, turning to water that swirled around his feet then froze again, freezing him to the ground, freezing his fur into needles of ice that pierced his flesh whilst on rocky ledges around the cave Korean women laughed and yelled at him to confess as they cut their hearts out with slim-bladed knives and gave them to Ming Li who threw them in a woven basket where each exploded in a flash of phosphorous. The monkey-faced scarecrow laughed and scooped out handfuls of flaming maggots which he slowly spread over Ming Li’s body and she moaned with pleasure whilst a cacophony of bugles and whistles reverberated around the cave walls.
Edward sat up, stifling a cry. Rivulets of sweat wriggled down his shivering body. He swung his legs over the side of the bed and lit a cigarette, drawing deep. The sooner he got to Adelaide, the better. He needed a drink.
In these predawn hours the house no longer looked familiar. Tea chests and boxes stacked on top of each other were silhouetted against bare walls. He moved from room to room, his hand skimming walls and packing containers – though he no longer needed a cane, he lacked confidence in the dark. When he came to the kitchen he turned on the light. Though everything had been packed, Charlotte had left the kettle and the makings of coffee on the kitchen bench, but he was no longer thinking of making coffee.
She had placed it in the centre of the kitchen table, on its own, on top of its box. A translucent apple-green shard from a past he had forced himself to forget. It burrowed deep into his memory, shredding his defences as easily as his knife had slipped between men’s ribs.
He sat at the table, shivering, staring at the delicate jade brush-rest. The clock on the kitchen wall tick-tocked the seconds.
Slowly, hesitantly, he ran his finger along the sculpted edge of the lotus leaf. While firm, it will not wound, suggesting duty … Was that Charlotte’s message – that it was his duty to visit Chen Mu? His finger outlined the lotus flower bud. The light outside the kitchen window lightened to a predawn grey. A bird chirped, then was silent. He ran his finger over the conical seedpod, feeling the tiny pointed seed heads. He remembered a little boy running after a Chinese gardener. Wait for me, Chen Mu! Wait! Chen Mu sitting cross-legged opposite him, asking the Chinese words for a rice bowl. A clay jar. He heard the slow clip-clop of the milkman’s horse coming up the street, the clatter of milk bottles. Remembered Chen Mu cycling the roads of Macoomba during blackout. Chen Mu absorbing his anguish, his despair at never seeing Ming Li again. Absorbing, accepting, never judging. The milkman’s horse passed the house and stopped two doors down. Never judging. Would Chen Mu still not judge if Edward were to tell him how many Chinese he’d killed? If he were to admit that there were times when feeling the glide of his knife slitting a man’s throat had been an almost erotic experience? Edward could barely admit to himself the strange intimacy he’d felt when grappling with an enemy. These thoughts were unacceptable, even to himself, so why did he think of that now? And what about the innocents? The women and the children he’d killed? What would Chen Mu think if Edward were foolish enough to tell him, he who’d led such a sheltered life? For a moment he wished he could behave like his daughter and her husband, like all those who hadn’t been to war, who believed war could come and go without changing men’s hearts, without mutating men’s souls.
Edward picked up the brush-rest and laid it in the palm of his hand. He lifted it towards the light, repeating the gesture of long ago. I would have given it to my eldest son, had I children. I want you to have it. He placed the little jade brush-rest back into its silken nest. It could not possibly go to anyone else. He sighed. Replaced the lid on the little box.
Maybe he should go see Chen Mu – for the sake of his relationship with Charlotte, if for no other reason. The old man was dying, she’d said. Surely he could manage a short visit. There was no rush to get to Adelaide; he could pay the removalist to hold his things for a day or two. It would please his daughter and close that part of his life forever. Charlotte was big on closure. Another little box, another lock. He should be able to manage that. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, he had been close to the man once. That had to mean something. Had meant something. Did it still? No, he couldn’t weaken. Not now that he had his emotions under control. But surely he was strong enough to visit the man and still control his emotions. Maybe Charlotte was right; maybe he did owe him that much.
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He reminded Edward of a little old Chinese mouse. Propped up slightly in bed, surrounded by pillows, Chen Mu dozed, his glasses slipped to the end of his nose. His hair was now all grey except for a white tuft in the centre, and a few white hairs sprouted from his upper lip and chin, giving the impression of whiskers.
‘He sleeps most of the time now,’ the woman who’d introduced herself as Betty Ingram told Edward. ‘His mind wanders a bit, when he’s awake. But he’s comfortable.’
‘What does the doctor say?’
The woman shrugged. ‘There’s nothing to say, really. He’s just old. Older than most folks around here, I’d say. It’s just that his time’s come …’ She pulled a chair beside the bed for Edward. ‘I’ll give you some privacy. Call out if you want anything.’
Edward watched Chen Mu sleep. What would he say to him when he woke? How would he explain being back three years and not once visiting in all that time?
Chen Mu breathed gently, and every few breaths he seemed to stop for a few seconds, then he’d take a deep breath and breathe normally again. The bedroom window was open and a soft afternoon breeze fluttered the curtains. From the kitchen Edward could hear Betty Ingram pottering about. He was glad Chen Mu slept – it gave him time to examine his own feelings. Did he, as he had expected, feel hate? No. Not hate. Fear, at first, yes, when he’d walked up to the cottage, but this thin wrinkled little old man was no threat. But he did feel anxious. Why? He didn’t want to examine why right now. He looked around the room. Though he’d been to Chen Mu’s cottage many times in the past, he’d never been in this room. A wardrobe, a matching tallboy. By the window, a small table with photographs in frames. He rose to look at the photographs.
The first was more a card than a photograph. On thick cardboard with bevelled edges painted gold, it showed a sepia portrait of a young Chinese man that could only be Chen Mu. He wore a dark morning suit and a tie in a Windsor knot. His hair was parted in the centre and he sat ramrod straight on a chair. Beside him stood an Indian woman in a dark, slim fitting, pinched-waisted dress that looked like taffeta. The skirt was trimmed with shirring and pleating, and the cuffs and yoke were ruched. She wore a small bonnet, and held a posy of flowers in her right hand. Both had a serious, formal expression, and the photograph could have been considered impersonal if not for the woman’s left hand – with its shiny new wedding band – resting on the man’s shoulder.
Edward replaced the card and picked up the next photo in a frame. It was of himself – his graduation photo from Oxford. How did Chen Mu come to have a copy? The rest of the photos on the table explained its presence – a photo of Charlotte on her wedding day, photos of Charlotte’s children. Another of Charlotte and her husband each holding a child. One with Chen Mu holding Maggie as a toddler – it must have been taken when Edward was in Korea. At the back, a photo of Chen Mu wearing his air raid tin helmet and armband, gas mask hanging off the handle of his bicycle. He was smiling broadly at the camera. Had Charlotte taken this photo?
‘I thought you might be hungry, so I made you some sandwiches.’ Betty Ingram carried in a tray laden with sandwiches, a pot of tea and a cup. ‘Hello, he’s awake. I’ll let you visit then, shall I?’
Edward sat beside Chen Mu’s bed, embarrassed, not knowing how to begin. Chen Mu watch Edward for a while, then closed his eyes. The silence between them grew and Edward wondered if Chen Mu had fallen asleep again.
‘I knew you’d come, Master Edward,’ he whispered at last.
Edward nodded, then realised Chen Mu still had his eyes closed.
‘I couldn’t. Not before.’ Chen Mu nodded but still did not open his eyes. ‘I’m sorry.’
Chen Mu smiled and made a dismissive gesture with his hand. Edward waited for him to say something else. Knew he should explain himself, apologise with more than an I’m sorry, but he didn’t know what to say, what words to use to explain. So he sat there, watching Chen Mu, until he heard him begin to snore softly. He rose quietly and took the untouched tray back to kitchen.
‘Will you be staying?’ Betty Ingram asked, pouring a cup of tea and placing it, and the plate of sandwiches, on the kitchen table in front of Edward.
Should he stay? They’d barely said two words to each other, and suddenly that wasn’t enough.
‘Yes, I think so. I’ll sleep on the couch.’
‘I’ll make it up for you then, before I go.’
‘No need, I can manage. Mrs Ingram, I appreciate what you’re doing for him. You must let me pay you for the work you’re doing.’
‘But I’m already being paid, Mr Billings. Your daughter and her husband – they hired me months ago. Didn’t you know? Though to tell you the truth, I’d have helped out for nothing. Lovely gentleman, Mr Chen. Everyone in town thinks so. But your son-in-law, he said no, he wanted someone here every day, to look after Mr Chen properly like, and cook and keep the place clean, so he pays me a wage; puts it straight into my bank account, he does, every week. He does it all from New Zealand. I thought you knew. ‘
‘Yes. Yes, of course. I forgot – overtired, I imagine.’
‘Of course. Well, I’ll be off then. If you need anything, my number’s by the phone. The doctor’s too. Well, goodbye. I’ll see you tomorrow.’
‘Goodbye, Mrs Ingram. Thank you.’

He’d been sitting beside Chen Mu’s bedside for hours, unable to sleep, feeling shamed by his daughter and her husband. And in the silent hours of the night, he came to admit that this man had, indeed, been more of a father to him than his own grandfather. His assumed hate for Chen Mu, his refusal to face the man, had been his refusal to face his own fears, his own guilt. ‘If you don’t understand what life is, how will you understand death?’ Chen Mu had once quoted in a letter. He’d never really thought about those words before …
It had been so much easier to lump them all in the one box – the Koreans, the Chinese, Chen Mu – and label the box ‘hate’. Because then you didn’t have to question. Didn’t have to face your own behaviour. You could pretend you’d never weakened – that there were never times in Korea when you would have done anything to get them to stop – that you never told yourself next time, next time I’ll sign whatever they want and then the pain will stop. You could forget that you’d slit Chinese and Korean throats with no regret or pity. That you’d been willing to kill your own team if need be. Chong Lueng. Thinking of Chong Lueng meant admitting that he probably wouldn’t have died if he hadn’t gone to find Ming Li in your place. Your fault, your guilt. How many had you killed in Korea?
And when you’d come back, hate had made it easy to ignore someone who had always been there for you, ever since you were just a very lonely little boy, because deep down you’d known that if you didn’t hide behind hate, you could never look at yourself in the mirror anymore.
‘I’m sorry, Mā. I’m sorry!’
‘Chen Mu? What’s wrong?’
‘Mā? Please, I didn’t mean to kill them. Please Mā, I’m sorry! Don’t send me away!’
‘It’s all right, Chen Mu. You’re all right. Everything’s all right.’
Chen Mu shook his head, then sighed. Edward took the old man’s hand in his and stroked it, hoping to calm him. Outside a wind sprung up, rustling the trees. Chen Mu laughed.
‘His queue’s like a mouse’s tail! Cut the tail! Cut the mouse’s tail!’
‘Chen Mu? Wake up. It’s me, Edward.’
Chen Mu frowned, then opened his eyes, confused.
‘It’s all right, Chen Mu. Everything’s all right.’
‘Master Edward?’ His voice was weak.
‘I’m here, Chen Mu. How are you, old friend?’
‘I’m dying. Yes, I am. I don’t mind, Master Edward. It’s the universal order of things. I’ve been here too long already.’ He coughed and Edward helped him sit up. When the coughing subsided he laid him down again. ‘I’m leaving the cottage to Miss Charlotte,’ he said, his voice weaker still. ‘Everything else – nearly everything – to you.’
‘Don’t talk about that now. Chen Mu, listen. I have to tell you something. Explain. When I came back from Korea—’
‘You don’t have to explain, Master Edward.’
‘I want to. Have to. When I came back, I hated you. Or I thought I did.’ Edward felt like a small boy again, admitting some naughtiness to Chen Mu. ‘I thought I hated you but I was wrong. So wrong …’
‘I understand, Master Edward. No need to explain …’
Chen Mu closed his eyes. His breathing became so soft Edward thought it had stopped. He stroked the old man’s hand.
‘Chen Mu?’
‘Did you ever …’
‘What? I’m sorry, what did you say?’
‘The woman. Did you ever find her?’
‘No.’
‘Aah …’
Chen Mu coughed again, and this bout seemed to tire him even more.
‘Don’t talk, my friend. Don’t talk. I’ll be here. We’ll talk in the morning.’
He sat holding Chen Mu’s hand for the rest of the night. Sometimes Chen Mu would call out, talking to people Edward didn’t know. He called to Sahira once, urging her to go swimming, and another time he spoke to Mrs Hannigan, the Dawsons’ cook on Walpinya Station when Edward was a boy, about rabbits that needed skinning. And as the night deepened, Edward allowed himself to open some of those little boxes he had buried deep inside, and peer into them. Hesitantly. Carefully.
The hours dragged into dawn, and Edward rested his head on the bed but didn’t let go of Chen Mu’s hand. He knew now that he could tell Chen Mu anything, and that Chen Mu would still never judge him.
When he woke to the sound of a kookaburra laughing at the dawn and Betty Ingram’s keys in the lock, he saw that Chen Mu had died.
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Ming Li dusted the glass cabinet that held an assortment of hairpins. Made of gold and silver, and decorated with jade, pearls or feathers, they made attractive souvenirs for Westerners. Over the seven years she’d had this shop she’d amassed quite a collection. Their small size made them easy to hide and smuggle into Hong Kong by refugees who risked their lives for freedom.
Whilst the borders between China and Hong Kong remained firmly closed, the flow of refugees continued, though now illegally, and with them came news of Mainland China. Ming Li had heard the results of Mao’s Great Leap Forward – the blast furnaces, the forests stripped of vegetation, the agrarian reforms – and with it the political meetings, imprisonments and re-education farms. She could well imagine what people were going through. And now there were reports of droughts and typhoons such as had never been seen for generations – maybe, she thought, nature had finally decided to seek revenge.
She worried constantly about MeiMei and the boy. How old was Huang Ho now? Ten? No, he’d been born in ‘49 – that would make him eleven. But were he and MeiMei even alive? She knew famine had China by the throat, and had heard how millions were dying, falling wherever they stood, left unburied in the fields and muddy paths, or in streets whose buildings were plastered with brightly-coloured posters showed plump, rosy-cheeked children cavorting amongst abundant fields of giant vegetables, and where those surviving crawled on hands and knees amongst the bodies to hunt for something to eat – maybe a frog, or a weed struggling through concrete. Was MeiMei one of those crawling on her hands and knees? Was Huang Ho? No wonder so many were willing to risk their lives to reach Hong Kong. Here, at least, if they managed not to be caught at the border, they could present themselves the next day at the police station for a Hong Kong identity card, thanks to the Hong Kong government’s ‘reach base’ policy, which stated that if the Chinese illegal immigrants were not caught at the border and managed to reach town, they were permitted to stay and begin a new life.
Ming Li shuddered, remembering an old couple who had swum across the shark infested water to freedom – a desperate act by two desperate people. They had tied themselves together so as not to lose each other, but had been attacked by a shark, and when the old woman reached land exhausted and distressed, she was still firmly tied at the waist to the legless corpse of her husband. Ming Li constantly wished MeiMei would try to escape, but what if something similar happened to her? To Huang Ho?
The small brass bell on the door of the shop announced customers. Ming Li smiled and nodded at the two women – obviously tourists – but did not offer help. Experience had taught her she was likely to sell more if she first let them browse.
Her mind wandered back to the refugee who’d told her there were no animals left in China.
‘Not one. Not even a rat,’ he’d whispered whilst furtively looking over his shoulder. ‘There isn’t even a bird left in the sky. They ate the crops, you understand.’ He’d sighed then, a deep tremulous sigh, glancing at her before lowering his gaze. ‘There are some …’ he’d whispered so quietly she barely made out his words, ‘there are some who say that in some parts of China, there are no babies left either.’
It wasn’t the first time Ming Li had heard this. Rumours of cannibalism were rampant when a people starved, and infants were so easy to kill. But she could never think about this horror beyond a fleeting acknowledgement that it may happen; to think more deeply about it, to imagine the actual act, would have driven her crazy. What if this had happened to Huang Ho when he was still little? No, MeiMei would have fought tooth and nail to protect her son. Better to think instead about the insanity that had brought about the lack of birds.
Under the Campaign Against the Four Evils – flies, mosquitoes, rats and sparrows – not only sparrows but all the birds of China had been frightened into the sky, on one specific day at a specific time, by a cacophony of noise-making instruments – the hammering of washbasins, woks and saucepans, the blowing of trumpets and whistles, the explosion of firecrackers – on and on and on and on across the whole country, so that they flew panic-stricken round and round until at last they fell to the ground, dead from exhaustion. And for the next few days everyone had feasted on fried sparrow or crow, unaware that with no pesticide available, they had just killed their only source of insect control for their crops. Ming Li tried to imagine a country without a single bird, forests without their chirps and rivers without the flapping of ducks’ wings …
The two customers moved towards the counter and examined the shelves behind it.
‘This is nice,’ the younger of the women said, pointing to a tall blue and white porcelain vase.
The elder woman barely glanced at it. ‘Tourist ware,’ she declared. ‘You can always tell. Well, I can, anyway.’ She moved to a display table in the middle of the floor. ‘Come look over here, dear. These are better.’
Ming Li lowered her gaze so the women would not read her thoughts; she had trouble keeping a straight face. The vase the elder woman had so casually dismissed was in fact about two hundred years old, from the Qing dynasty. Nearly a metre tall and meant to be read like a comic strip from top to bottom, it depicted scenes of the West Chamber tale, a famous love story hundreds of years old.
‘Here, now this is really Chinese. What do you think of this?’ The woman handed her companion a much smaller oval vase decorated with a dragon.
It was a common piece, mass-produced in one of the many factories of Hong Kong, but Ming Li was not surprised that the woman preferred it. She’d come to learn there were two types of Western buyers, and so stocked her shop to please both.
Some, she’d found, had the knowledge – or simply the inherent good taste – to be able to differentiate between true beauty and show. These Westerners understood instinctively the skill and steady hand needed to cut intricate lattice patterns in clay dried leather-hard, or the massive wastage that occurred in order to produce just one small, simple, but absolutely perfect quanbei, or urging cup. And if their lack of knowledge of the Chinese language sometimes resulted in them not being able to interpret the hidden meanings, or the play on words, of the decorations on some ware that would be obvious to a Chinese person, still they recognized the powerful link between the past and the present.
But the second type of Westerner – Westerners like the elder of the two women now in her shop – didn’t seem to understand such things. They would overlook a fine, perfectly glazed bowl because it was too plain, not understanding that its very plainness was its beauty, and be attracted instead to thicker, mass-produced items such as bowls imprinted with dragons or insipid Chinese maidens.
Another woman entered the shop and glanced at the Westerners, then made her way to the back of the room where she pretended to look at the items displayed there. From her manner and appearance Ming Li guessed she was not here to buy, but to sell some family heirloom that would hopefully feed her family for a few more days. She knew the woman would not approach her until the Westerners had left. It was time to move them on. She approached them, smiling.
‘Now let me handle this,’ the elder said, straightening, ready for battle. ‘You have to barter with these people, you know.’ She turned to Ming Li. ‘How much?’
Ming Li automatically tripled the true value of the dragon vase. ‘Six hundred dollars.’
The younger woman gasped.
‘It’s all right dear – she means Hong Kong dollars. Leave this to me.’ She turned back to Ming Li. ‘Too much too much! Four hundred,’ she said in a loud voice, and she put up four fingers, automatically assuming that Ming Li could not speak English.
Why, Ming Li wondered, do these people automatically think that a) you couldn’t possibly speak English, b) you must therefore be deaf and c) being deaf enabled you to understand bad English? She kept her expression pleasant and shook her head. ‘Six hundred.’
‘Four fifty.’
Ming Li remained silent but shook her head again.
‘Cash always gets them,’ the woman told her companion, as if Ming Li was not standing beside her. She took a purse from her bag and withdrew some notes, which she put in Ming Li’s hands. ‘Here, and not a cent more. No more, you understand? Too much too much!’
Ming Li counted the notes – five hundred Hong Kong dollars – more than twice the real value of the vase. She gave the women a shallow, insulting bow – had the woman understood it – and took the vase from them to wrap.
‘See? You have to be firm with these people,’ the woman told her friend.
With the Westerners gone, Ming Li attended the Chinese woman at the back of the shop. From a worn, black silk scarf the woman unwrapped a small figurine. Ming Li recognized it straight away – Xueliang had collected these. Made of grey pottery, it represented a stage actor with a clapper in his hand. This figurine would be part of a larger collection representing a particular stage show, which would include other actors, as well as musicians and dancers. She knew that if she gave the woman a fair price there was a very strong likelihood the woman would return again and again, to sell one piece at the time.
She asked what price the woman was after, but the woman didn’t name a figure. Ming Li waited, content to be silent. The bell on the door announced another customer but Ming Li ignored it, aware of the importance of giving this woman her undivided attention at this crucial stage of the transaction. Eventually the woman named a price. It was fair and Ming Li decided not to counter it – if she eventually obtained the full set she could make a handsome profit. She nodded her agreement and turned to go to the cash register.
He was standing beside the counter, looking at the tall vase the Western woman had dismissed as ‘tourist ware’. She hadn’t seen him for so long – not since that day when he had dropped those small diamonds in the palm of her hand – not for eleven years. He had aged and his hair had greyed at the temples and he now wore a trim moustache, but she recognized him all the same. She stared at Edward, open-mouthed. Her knees turned to jelly. Edward, here in her shop. Edward, who had loved her so passionately for so long, then returned home and forgotten about her.
‘Can I have my money?’ the woman asked, looking from Ming Li to Edward and back again.
‘Yes, yes of course. I’m sorry …’
At the sound of her voice Edward spun towards her. He too stared, and Ming Li saw his face pale, his hands clench.
‘My money?’
‘Yes. Your money. Of course.’
Gaze lowered, Ming Li went to the counter. She could feel Edward watching her every move. She opened the cash register. How much had she agreed on? He had ignored her letter. She took out the correct amount of cash. He would have married again by now. He would have an Australian wife. Her knees felt as if they would give way. Her hands shook. Would Edward notice? The woman was still in the middle of the shop, watching, waiting for her money, and Ming Li knew she could not walk those few steps back to her.
As if reading her thoughts Edward took the money from Ming Li’s hands, gave it to the woman and, guiding her firmly with a hand on her elbow, hurried her out of the shop. He closed the door and turned the lock. In a few steps he was beside her.
‘My God LiLi! I thought I’d lost you forever.’
His voice was so intense she felt a shiver down her spine. He went to take her in his arms but she placed her hands on his chest and pushed gently, taking a step back, her gaze lowered, her face flushed.
‘LiLi? What’s wrong? I can’t believe I’ve found you! I thought you were in China. Why didn’t you let me know you were here? Why didn’t you write?’
‘I wrote.’
‘I never got anything.’ His gaze caressed her face, her hair, the soft curve of her neck. ‘But what does it matter now? I’ve found you again! That’s all that matters. I never stopped loving you – never stopped thinking about you. Worrying if you were all right—’
‘Then, maybe …’
‘Then and now, and every day in between. There hasn’t been a moment – an instant – when you haven’t been in my thoughts.’
He went to take her in him arms again, but again her hands went up in defence and she turned from him. It was as if she’d kicked him in guts.
‘LiLi? What’s wrong?’
‘Things are different now.’
Different? What was she saying? Was she trying to tell him she loved someone else? Had Xueliang somehow, miraculously, survived the Japanese occupation all those years ago? Or had she remarried? Was that what she was trying to tell him? She must have remarried. A woman like her would have many men happy to take Xueliang’s place. No! He couldn’t have found her only to lose her again. Only with her had he ever felt truly alive. This was meant to be. It was fate. Why else had he decided to stopover in Hong Kong on his way back home?
When he’d received news that his sister Rose had died, he’d been tempted not to attend the funeral. He’d never been close to his sister, who’d been so much older than him, and who’d moved to the UK after marrying an Englishman whilst Edward was still very young. After his return from Oxford so many years ago, they’d had little contact, apart from exchanging cards at Christmas. But in the end he’d decided it was his duty, and it would be nice to see his old haunts again. The decision for a stopover in Hong Kong on the way back had been something of an impulse – though he no longer felt fear when facing an Asian person, he hadn’t tested himself in an Asian country, and he knew himself well enough to realise that until doing so, he’d always wonder.
As it turned out, he’d only felt an initial moment of apprehension when he’d first stepped out of the airport terminal. But he’d quickly overcome it, and so had been able to give in to his old habit of hunting curios. But maybe it hadn’t been an impulse after all. Fate. It had to be fate. Even walking along this particular street, entering this particular shop, was fate. It had to be. Proof they weren’t meant to be apart.
‘Ming Li, are you married?’
She shook her head. A knock on the shop window made them both jump. A face peered in.
‘Look, we need to talk. We can’t stay here. Can you close up this place? Will you get in trouble with your boss if you do?’
She looked back at him then, and smiled for the first time since he’d been here.
‘No, I won’t get in trouble.’
‘Good. Then lock up. Where shall we go? Your place? My hotel?’
‘No, not there.’
‘All right. Let me take you to dinner then.’

They lay rediscovering each other. For her sake he took his time, reading her with each caress, conscious of the years apart, the unshared history. This was why no other woman had ever managed to hold his attention. This woman in his bed, this body, this dream. She was thinner than he remembered, and her body had softened with age, but she was more beautiful than ever. He caressed the soft curve of her hip, her belly, cupped her breast in his hand and rubbed her nipple between his fingers. They had talked over dinner, hesitantly at first, filling in the missing years in an almost superficial way, neither delving too deeply in the other’s account, aware of the wounds, afraid that if they picked at the scars they would reveal a putrid exudate that would smother the fragile foundation they were trying to rebuild. After dinner they’d walked along Nathan Road, conscious of each other’s bodies but still too uncertain to touch, until they reached the hotel where he was staying, and he had placed a hand on the small of her back and guided her through the door, holding his breath, and he did not release that breath until the lift doors closed and he felt the lift moving upwards. He had waited too long to rush this now. He couldn’t risk losing her again. He kissed the soft satiny skin on her belly, breathing in her scent, and she pulled him towards her then, her hips rising to meet his, and when he entered her they held each other with their eyes, and the waves of emotions that flowed between them, slowly, rhythmically, conveyed what they had not had the courage to put into words. And when, their passion exhausted, they lay with her head resting on his chest, she looked up at him and was not surprised to see a tear run down the side of his face.

Even this early in the morning the air was hot, humid. But Edward didn’t care about the weather. He was content – at peace for the first time in years. Ming Li was at his side and she held on to his arm as if their being together was the most natural thing in the world.
The open-air market was busy and they jostled their way past buyers from restaurants, housewives with children clinging to their skirts, pedlars hawking their wares. Honking geese and clucking chickens in bamboo baskets rivalled the babble of dialects. In flat bamboo baskets, pyramids of the day’s offerings painted an abstraction of colours – tiny ears of corn known as jade sprouts, hot red chillies and wind-dried sausages. A huge flat basket of hens’ eggs nested a smaller basket of speckled quail eggs. Further along, the silvery scales of small fish contrasted with a mountain of giant crab claws. A small girl, with a large tray suspended from wire around her neck, offered them Cantonese pastries her mother had cooked before dawn.
As Ming Li shopped, testing the plumpness of a chicken with probing fingers, or weighing a vegetable in her hand, Edward was content to watch her and wonder at her resilience. Last night, after their lovemaking had unlocked their hesitancy, they’d spoken almost till dawn, filling in the missing years. She’d told him she still lived in a tiny apartment in one of the low-cost housing estates, and though it only had two rooms and she had to share a communal bathroom, she preferred it to the high-rise, barrack-like concrete buildings of the Shek Kip Mei area. She’d taken a chance, for the rent of her small apartment was higher, but she sublet one of her rooms to a family of five, and rented floor space in the second room where she slept to two sisters as well.
With some of this money, and profits from her shop, she had bought the lease on a tiny four-roomed house on Repulse Bay on Hong Kong Island, which she also rented out, and whose value, she’d proudly told him, had doubled in the short time she’d owned it. Clever woman, his LiLi. She was becoming a woman of substance. She’d told him then, shamefaced, about losing the diamonds, and how she would sell the lease of the house on Repulse Bay to pay him back, but he’d refused. He was full of admiration for her willingness to live as she did so as to rebuild her life. The diamonds were irrelevant now.
‘Hungry?’ he asked when she’d paid for a bag of dried mushrooms.
She nodded and they made their way to a stall where the cook, embraced by clouds of fragrant vapours, steamed a variety of dumplings.
They ate watching a noodle maker, ghost white from a layer of flour, twirl a sheet of thin dough into the air, stretching it, doubling then redoubling it until it divided into ribbons, each thinner and thinner, multiplying in number until he had a curtain of noodles ready to boil or fry.
They left the market then, and their mood became sombre.
‘I wish I could stay longer,’ he said at last, thinking of his flight taking him back to Australia that evening.
‘I know. I wish you could, too.’
‘If the term didn’t start again next week … But I’ll be back. Soon. I’ll look into what sabbatical I can take – I should be due for some.’
‘Sabbatical?’
‘Time off from uni to do my own work – a few months. I could rent a place here. I’ll find a way.’
‘I’d like that.’
‘You’re sure I can’t persuade you to come to Adelaide? ‘
Ming Li smiled and shook her head – it was becoming their little joke, this pretence that she could simply pack up and hop on a plane to Australia. They’d discussed it last night, and she knew that though there had been moves to relax the White Australia Policy, change was slow in coming. He, on his part, also knew she would not leave Hong Kong as long as she believed MeiMei and the boy might one day join her. That she had heard no news of her daughter and grandson in years didn’t matter. She still questioned refugees, and hoped.
‘All right, I’ll come here then. As often as I can. In between, we’ll write. And I’ll ring you at the shop – every single day. It won’t be as bad if I can speak to you every day.’
‘It’ll cost you a fortune.’
He kissed the top of her head. ‘I’ll just have to come back quickly then, won’t I?’
He remembered the last time he’d left her, the fear and uncertainty. The unbearable pain. But this time it would be different. Both knew he’d soon be back, and both knew she’d be here when he returned.
When they reached his hotel room, she gave him a cheeky grin and went straight for the bathroom. He heard water running. When she called him a short while later she was in the tub. Bubbles overflowed and the air smelled of apple blossom. She smiled, raised an eyebrow and opened her arms out to him.
Later, as he lay back against her chest in the cooling water, her legs around his waist, he wished he had something to give her to express what he felt. And then he remembered.
‘When I get back to Adelaide, I’m going to send you a present. It was given to me by a very special man.’ And he told her about the brush-rest shaped like a lotus leaf, and about how he’d come to have it, and even how he’d turned his back on his friend, until it was almost too late. ‘I think you’ll appreciate its beauty,’ he finished. ‘It’s made of apple-green jade – so fine you can see the light through it.’
‘I’ll treasure it. Not because it’s made of jade, but because it comes from you.’ She kissed the back of his head, the side of his neck. ‘Jade … crystallized moonlight. Do you know,’ she asked, almost copying Chen Mu’s words from so very long ago, ‘that it means wisdom? And truth, and loyalty. Compassion, and courage too … Your friend was right in giving it to you.’
Edward kissed the inside of her wrists, not trusting himself to speak.
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Ming Li stood amongst the crowd gathered at the Hong Kong border of China in the New Territories, and watched the refugees trudging over the bridge crossing the Shumchun River. She had waited so long for this day. Thirteen years! From the very day she’d arrived here in ‘49 till today, she’d dreamt this day would happen. And now she refused to think past this moment – this minute – in case the gods took it all away from her. But even as she thought this her mind drifted back to Edward.
True to his word, he’d taken some sabbatical leave after their first meeting and moved to Hong Kong for six months. They’d been together constantly then, and he’d proposed marriage, but she’d refused because she knew it was impossible for her to follow him to Australia whilst there was a chance that MeiMei and Huang Ho could join her. When he’d returned to his classes at the University, they’d begun a routine where they spoke on the phone nearly every day, then spent hours writing to each other, continuing their conversation.
In these past two years Edward came to Hong Kong anytime he could, even saving up his sick leave to extend his trip for a few more days. With his commitments, these trips were few and far between, and both yearned for the time when he could take another sabbatical. But that was years away. When together they were happy, and when apart they grieved, so that there were times she thought that maybe she was fooling herself – that MeiMei would never come to Hong Kong, and that she should grab whatever chance she had at happiness with Edward.
But then, ten months ago, she’d received news that both MeiMei and Huang Feng, her husband, had died. Ironically, it was Huang Feng who’d been denounced as counterrevolutionary, and he’d been publicly executed. MeiMei and her son had been sent to the Jiangxi Province, where massive canal and irrigation projects were taking place, and they’d joined thousands of the wretches of China who moved billions of cubic metres of rock and soil by hand to create massive dams and canals. MeiMei had died of illness and starvation, but Huang Ho was still alive.
This time there was no questioning the reliability of this news. The person who’d brought it to her had been a friend of MeiMei, and when this woman had confided that she was going to try to escape to Hong Kong, MeiMei had asked she contact Ming Li. A few days later MeiMei had died. Her friend had been there. Had seen the body. There was no doubt.
‘Are you sure the boy is still alive?’ Ming Li had asked.
‘Still alive when I left. By now, of course, he could have joined his mother.’
There had been little she could do at the time, except send parcels of food that she doubted would reach him. She refused to accept that Huang Ho could also be dead – believing her grandson alive was the only thing that helped her cope with the grief of losing her daughter. So she planned her life around the possibility of getting him out of China.
She rented a better apartment – three rooms, running water, a bathroom and a private balcony, and even a telephone – and she didn’t sublet as before. It was absolute luxury after the places she’d lived in these past years, but properties on Hong Kong Island had risen so much in value that she could charge astronomical rent for the house in Repulse Bay, and the shop brought in a healthy profit. She then set about finding those in Hong Kong who went back and forth into China on a regular basis. Few would risk it, not even to visit their ancestral homes during festival time, for fear of not being allowed back, but there were some – amahs and labourers – who regularly took the risk so as to take to their families food and clothing, all wrapped in large cloth bundles to ease the strict cloth rations. They would obtain a re-entry permit from the Hong Kong police, make the journey, and on their return would start scrimping all over again so that they could make the journey one more time.
When she found such a person going to the Jiangxi Province, she would give them a parcel of food for Huang Ho, and beg them to urge him to apply for an exit permit, even though she knew those were almost impossible to get. Then she would slip a few notes into their hand for their trouble, and to help convince them to do as she asked. She knew, of course, that the likelihood of them finding Huang Ho was almost nil, and that many of her parcels would end elsewhere, but she had to try. Finally word came back that Huang Ho was alive, but that he had no intention of leaving China.
‘He says he’s a man,’ the old labourer told Ming Li, ‘and as a man it’s his duty to help Chairman Mao build China into a prosperous nation. He says he doesn’t owe anything to a grandmother he’s never seen, but he does owe his loyalty to The Great Leader.’
‘But he’s just a boy – he’s barely thirteen!’
The man shrugged. ‘To you he’s a boy, but he’s a man. But I tell you, he’s not well. Already he walks like an old one.’
How she’d wished she could go into China then! Find Huang Ho and bring him back herself, but she knew she couldn’t chance being recognised. Anyone who’d known her and Xueliang would label her as ‘ultra-rightist’ – she would be denounced in no time. The very fact that she’d escaped to Hong Kong would be seen as an admission of guilt, and how would that help Huang Ho? She had to find a better way. Until then, she’d continue to send food parcels. He was MeiMei’s son, her grandson. That was all the reason she needed.
Then last week, like wildfire, word had spread that both China and Hong Kong would open their borders. It was only to be for a few days – rumours said it was to ease the famine in China – and no one was sure when they’d close again, but it was her only chance. This time she would risk it – she would go into China herself and fetch Huang Ho. She’d rung Edward to tell him the news.
‘Don’t! I beg you, LiLi, don’t go. I don’t care what they say, if you go in you may never come out. I don’t think I could live if I were to lose you again.’ He knew people in Hong Kong. He would arrange for someone to go in her place. ‘I have a friend – you remember the Springwells – Jonathan and Olivia from Shanghai? One of their daughters married a Chinese man – Mike Wang – they’re in Hong Kong. Mike will help. I’ll chase him up right away. Huang Ho may be more willing to listen to a man.’
In the end, this argument had persuaded her, and she’d withdrawn most of her savings for Mike Wang to use as bribes. They had so few days – they couldn’t afford to wait for officials to ponder whether or not Huang Ho should be given an exit permit.
And now, Mike Wang was coming back with her grandson.
Around her, Red Cross officials and police mingled with people from Hong Kong carrying bundles of food, who hoped or had heard their relatives would be amongst those crossing the border this day. Overhead a helicopter circled, watching for any who might try to sneak in illegally. Journalists waited, cameras at the ready. Nearby, a police truck with a cage on the back waited for those who were found trying to sneak into Hong Kong by swimming the river.
A train pulled in on the Chinese side and stopped. On the Hong Kong side, the atmosphere changed to one of expectation. Everyone pressed forward, hoping to catch a glimpse of a mother, a brother, a wife alighting. No human, except for the crew of trains bringing pigs and cattle into Hong Kong, was allowed to cross the border by rail. All had to get off the train on the Chinese side, walk across the bridge, and take another train on this side of the border to Kowloon. A moment of waiting, and it was as if all held a collective breath.
They struggled across the bridge, one by one or in groups. Colourless people, worn and tired. On their faces desperation mingled with hope. The Hong Kong police stopped them, handed out food and checked their papers. Ming Li stood on tiptoes, trying to see above the heads of those in front of her, but she couldn’t see Mike Wang. Had they been stopped? Had something happened? A young woman carrying a toddler reached the border. Was stopped by the police. A man from the Hong Kong side – a husband, a brother? – ran towards the woman and child but another police officer held him back. They called out to each other. The police officer kept questioning the woman but she ignored him, calling out to the man. The police insisted. She shook her head, crying, obviously begging, but the police officer’s face remained impassive. She let out a wail that silenced the crowd. The man freed himself from the grip holding him back and ran towards her, and she only had time to thrust the screaming toddler in his arms before being taken back across the bridge. A picture of heartbreak that Ming Li imagined would be repeated many times before the end of the day.
She saw them then, and it took all of her will power to restrain herself and wait. She watched Mike Wang, dressed in a business suit and carrying a briefcase, hand the police some papers. His self-assurance presumed no hindrance. The young man beside him contrasted so sharply that surely the police would question his association with Mike Wang. Though almost as tall as Wang he was half the weight, and his baggy wraparound Chinese trousers flapped in the breeze. He stood quietly, hunched and gaze lowered, though he occasionally glanced here and there then quickly looked down again, as if afraid of being found curious. Barely a minute after handing over their papers Mike Wang and Huang Ho were allowed to pass.
Up close, the boy looked even thinner, unwell, with deep circles under his eyes. But when introduced to his grandmother he stood up straighter so that Ming Li had to look up at him, and she detected a hint of haughtiness in his gaze.
‘Welcome, Huang Ho,’ she said in Mandarin Chinese, but he refused to meet her gaze.
‘He’ll only speak Gàn,’ Mike Wang explained, ‘but I suspect he understands you perfectly.’
Ming Li didn’t know what to do next. She’d imagined many scenarios for this moment, but none had included her grandson refusing to talk to her.
‘Very well then,’ she said at last, pulling back her shoulders so that she stood as rigid as her grandson, ‘we shall speak English. I know you understand English; you would have learned it at school, and I suspect your mother would have spoken it to you as well. It will be good for you.’ She noticed a fleeting reaction in his eyes – she had guessed right. ‘Come, we’d better find our seats,’ and she headed for the Kowloon train without a backward glance.
Rocked by the movement of the train, Huang Ho slept. Ming Li took in his much-patched tunic, his trousers so thin in places she could see skin beneath, and regretted her earlier sharpness. Asleep, Huang Ho didn’t look like the man he pretended to be.
‘He didn’t want to come,’ Mike Wang told Ming Li quietly. ‘I really thought I’d come back alone.’
‘How did you convince him?’
Wang looked uncomfortable. He took his wallet out of his pocket and withdrew a few notes. ‘Here. There’s not much left, I’m afraid, but I had to move quickly.’
‘I’m not worried about the money,’ Ming Li said, taking what he offered without bothering to count it. ‘But you haven’t answered me. How did you convince him to come?’
‘You’re not going to like it …’
‘Just tell me.’
‘Well, you have to understand his thinking. He really believes all this Mao bullshit about making a better China. He kept on telling me how much better off the people are now. Jesus Christ! They’re all starving to death and he really believes they’re better off!’
‘So what did you say?’
‘I had to get him moving – you understand, don’t you? It was like sitting on a ticking time-bomb. The way he was just digging in … Anyway, in the end I told him you were rich, and if he played his cards right he could get all your money, and with it he could really help the people. I’m sorry, Ming Li. But you have to understand—’
‘So the only reason he’s here is my money?’
Mike Wang nodded. Ming Li battled a surge of emotions. She wanted to laugh. Be angry. Cry. She looked at Huang Ho, still sleeping. Stupid boy! She wasn’t really rich, not like they’d been in Shanghai. And she certainly didn’t have any savings left to speak of. She felt like kicking him awake, telling him he needn’t have come to Hong Kong to get her money, that everything she had would have been his, eventually. Or did he mean to get it sooner? Well, maybe he wouldn’t get her money after all – not now, not later. If that stupid boy thought—
But he was her only grandchild. Maybe, with time, now that he was in Hong Kong, he’d come to see that things were better here. Yes, surely he would. She’d just have to be careful how she handled him. It would take time, but he was still a just a boy, really. He could go back to school – how long had it been since he’d been in school? He could make something of himself instead of digging rocks until he dropped dead from exhaustion. He’d soon come to realise he had no future in China. And when he did, then they would start building a relationship. And one day he’d marry and have children, and she’d have a family again.
‘We’ll keep this between ourselves,’ she told Mike Wang.
‘Yes. Yes of course. Whatever you say …’
She leaned her head back against the seat then, and closed her eyes so that Mike Wang could not see what she was feeling.
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Ming Li watched Huang Ho leaning over the balustrade of the balcony, looking down at the street below, quickly tapping his heel up and down up and down up and down, as if he yearned to jump over and run.
He’d spent most of his first week sleeping, and eating whatever she put in front of him, so that already his skin had more colour, and he’d lost some of that gaunt look so typical of newly arrived refugees. But apart from the day after he’d arrived, when she’d taken him to get a residency permit, he hadn’t wanted to venture out of the apartment. She’d found this strange – she would have thought he’d want to explore – but she didn’t want to push him. Occasionally she’d seen him on the balcony, head back, eyes closed, as if soaking up the sun and the relative quiet, but as soon as he noticed her watching him he would busy himself, as if ashamed of having such needs. At night, when he thought her asleep, she’d heard him wandering around, opening cupboards and drawers, checking out the apartment, but this didn’t worry her – Mike Wang’s words that day on the train had prompted her to remove anything of value to a box at her bank.
She still refused to speak anything but English to him, ignoring him if he spoke Gàn, and after the first couple of days he’d given in – his English was hesitant, but he would soon become fluent. And even though she’d taken that week away from her shop in order to begin building some sort of rapport with Huang Ho, still he refused to show any warmth towards her. So they’d settled on a cold but polite relationship, and if she yearned to break through that façade she also realised that to push would be counterproductive. She had time. She’d waited thirteen years for this. She could wait a little longer.
Now, however, it was obvious he was bored with his self-imposed confinement, and she needed to get back to work. Tomorrow she’d take him shopping for clothes, and then he would have to start at his new school, whether he wanted to or not. She’d accept no argument. She hoped getting him back into school life would mellow his ideology and help him realise there was more to life than backbreaking toil. She also wanted him to think for himself – she’d been amazed at his inability to make a decision about the simplest thing; which do you want me to have? he’d answer to as simple a question as whether he’d prefer rice or noodles. Were they all like this now in China, or was this passivity his way of objecting to being here? Either way, it was high time he got out of the apartment and started living.
A small flock of tree-sparrows flew towards the balcony then soared upwards, all except a juvenile who continued straight on, crashing into the glass of the window and dropping, stunned, at Huang Ho’s feet. From within the apartment Ming Ling watched her grandson as he picked up the small bird. Holding it in his cupped palm, Huang Ho softly whispered as he stroked the small bird’s back. She remembered the lack of birds in China. For some minutes the tree-sparrow did not move, and Huang Ho continued stroking and whispering, until the bird stood and fluffed its feathers. Tested its wings. Huang Ho stretched out his arm, palm open, and the bird hesitated, hopping to the tip of Huang Ho’s finger before finally flying off. Huang Ho watched its progress, a gentle smile on his face.

‘How can you not see what’s happening here?’ Huang Ho asked, opening the fridge door. ‘Everyone in Hong Kong is dedicated to living selfish lives. Everyone’s only out for himself.’ He took a bottle of Coca Cola out of the fridge and opened it, taking a long swig. ‘In the People’s Republic, people are happy to make sacrifices for the good of the country. But not here.’
Ming Li only half listened to Huang Ho’s argument – she’d heard it all before. Contrary to her hopes, the British system of education practised at his high school had done little to change his ideas these past three years. He’d quickly found a group of friends with similar ideology from the many Communist families in Hong Kong, and it seemed to Ming Li that each week Huang Ho was drawing further away from her.
‘Look,’ he said, pointing to an article in the newspaper he’d been reading, ‘look what’s happening here. In China they’d be working in the fields, being useful, instead of wasting their time.’
She pulled the paper towards her. It was an article bemoaning the immorality of the local Hong Kong youth, comparing 1965 Hong Kong to the Hong Kong of ten years ago. It blamed a mop-haired British group called The Beatles – or the Four Crazy Guys, as the older people called them – who had held a couple of concerts in Hong Kong last year. Since then the local pop scene had exploded with bands covering English and American music. Local radio stations played English pop songs as well as the Cantonese, Mandarin and Chinese opera songs they normally broadcast, and lyrics books such as OK Hit Songs sold out almost as soon as they hit the streets. A new phenomenon – Tea Dances – sprang up everywhere. These weekend afternoon dance parties were usually held in restaurants or nightclub, where for the price of admission teenagers could watch their favourite local bands perform English pop tunes, and scream and dance their excitement all afternoon as they drank soft drinks and snacked on food included in the price. Ming Li had noticed these young people, but the girls’ short skirts and boys’ long hair didn’t bother her – there had been much worse in Shanghai many years ago. Why couldn’t Huang Ho go to these Tea Dances? Enjoy himself a little?
‘The city’s full of crime,’ Huang Ho continued, ‘and do you know why?’
Ming Li shook her head and went back to finely slicing a piece of pork for their evening meal.
‘It’s because there’s no purpose to their miserable lives. It’s all greed greed greed. In China, we managed on the bare necessities. We didn’t need all this stuff.’ He gestured widely, encompassing her whole living area. ‘And because we didn’t worry about all this, we could concentrate on doing something for the country – it was a struggle, but everyone benefited.’
‘Benefited, did you? What utter rubbish! How can you believe that? Your own mother – my daughter – worked herself to death “doing something for the country”. And you – you were starving. I remember when you first came here. You were so skinny I thought—’
‘You’re exaggerating – I wasn’t starving. It’s under the Kuomintang that the people starved – you should know that. But all that changed with Chairman Mao. I’m lucky to have been born under the red flag. To be able to serve the people. Soon it’ll time for me to go back and I’ll—’
‘Enough!’ Ming Li didn’t want to discuss politics with her grandson right now, and his threats to go back to China annoyed her. She wondered briefly if she should point out that the bottle of Coca Cola in his hand was the product of what he’d call ‘Western Imperialism’, but decided against it. He was irritating her. ‘Go study,’ she snapped. ‘You have exams coming up. You have a good hour before we eat.’
Huang Ho threw up his hands in frustration. His grandmother’s refusal to accept the truth about the situation in China irritated him. But he knew the truth, even if she refused to see it. And while many in his class aimed at high marks to go on to universities overseas, Huang Ho and his friends – Zha You and Leo Xin – aimed at guaranteeing themselves future security in the Party. They all planned to return to China together.
They believed in what Chairman Mao was trying to do. Only when the people realised that they were responsible not only for their own lives, but for the lives of others, could China be unified. Only when the people shared freely what was available, so that no one had more than his brother, would China then outshine every Capitalist country in the world. And he and his friends wanted to be a part of that. So they held peer-assessment and self-criticism sessions to strengthen their bond and weed out any hypocrisy within themselves, and spent many evenings in political study.
Some papers in Hong Kong blamed the famine in China on Chairman Mao, but everyone knew it was caused by natural disasters. And if his mother had died working for the good of the people, then he was proud that she’d died in this way. Hadn’t the Great Leader himself said that death varied in its significance – that to die for the people was weightier than Mount Tai, but to work for the fascists and die for the exploiters and oppressors was lighter than a feather? His grandmother refused to see that. She had become a real xiang jiao ren - a banana person, yellow on the outside but white on the inside.
Huang Ho noticed his grandmother staring at him with that tight-lipped expression of hers – her way of saying she was waiting for him to do as she asked. He picked up his school bag and rummaged through it. Yes, she would learn – State President Liu Shaoqi may have denounced the Great Leap Forward, but Chairman Mao would return in time. Soon the people of China would realise that fat cats like Liu Shaoqi were not interested in them, and they would want their Great Leader back. He pulled a copy of Tom Sawyer out of his bag and went to sit on the balcony to read.
Ming Li finished slicing the pork and put a wok on the stove to heat. Huang Ho worried her more each day – she had to do something. Edward was due back in Hong Kong next week; she’d ask for his help.

‘He’s getting worse,’ Ming Li told Edward as they drank coffee after their lunch in his hotel room.
Since Huang Ho had come to Hong Kong, Ming Li had insisted she and Edward not be seen in public together. It had annoyed Edward at first, but now that he knew something of the boy, he could understand why she was anxious Huang Ho not learn his grandmother had a Western lover. Even so, he felt this hiding had been going on for too long – it reminded him too much of Shanghai.
But now he’d done something about it. He had a surprise for Ming Li that would enable them to see each other more often. He’d applied for a position at the University of Hong Kong, and had just learned that the position was his, starting next year. At last they would be together – if not in the same house, then in the same city.
‘He’s out most nights,’ Ming Li continued, ‘and won’t tell me where he goes.’
‘Maybe he has a girlfriend?’
‘I wish it were that simple; I could handle a girlfriend. But if he’s interested in girls – or even boys, for that matter – he’s shown no sign of it to me.’
‘All boys that age are interested in girls.’
‘Maybe so, but when I mention anything along those lines, he tells me that falling in love at his age would show bourgeois and individualistic thinking. He says he’ll only take on a wife when the time is right for him to do his reproductive duty for the state. Can you believe that? His reproductive duty? I can’t believe he’s my grandson.’
Edward smiled but Ming Li shook her head, bemused.
‘No, I’m sure it’s not a girl. I think he’s involved in a student-activist group. What little conversation we do have consists solely of Party propaganda on his part.’
‘How’s his school work?’
‘Good. But he tells me he wants to go back to China to join the Cultural Revolution. He says the old have not succeeded, and now it’s time for the young. They’re going to create a new China, apparently.’
Edward nodded. ‘I’ve heard that sort of talk before. Mao’s behind it, of course.’
‘I’m frightened, Edward. There are rumours China’s preparing to take over the colony. There have been demonstrations. Riots. Slogans painted on shopfronts. I think Huang Ho’s involved.’
Ming Li’s worries convinced him more than ever that he’d been wise to apply to the University of Hong Kong. He’d be able to keep an eye on the boy – find out what he was up to – in a way Ming Li never could. And he’d be able to look after Ming Li.
‘I think I can help.’
‘I think so too. Oh, Edward, I know it’s a lot to ask, but I’ve had an idea that I think may work. I really believe he needs to be separated from the type of people he associates with – mingle with young people who have different ideas. Who enjoy life. Open up his mind a little. Do you think it would be possible for you to get him into your university?’
How did she know about his new position? He’d only just found out himself.
‘Please, Edward. Could you do it? He really needs to get away – it’ll never work if he stays here. I don’t know how it works in Australia, but could you get him there, even if only for a term?’
Australia? She wanted him to get Huang Ho into Adelaide University? No! He was moving to Hong Kong. They would see each other every day. No more frustrating phone calls when he could be talking to her face to face, holding her in his arms. It was their time now.
‘There’s no need for him to come to Adelaide, Ming Li. I have a surprise for you. I have work – right here at the University of Hong Kong. I start next year. I’ll be able to keep an eye on the boy. We can be together—’
‘You don’t understand! It’s not keeping an eye on him that’s the problem. It’s the people he associates with—’
‘We can change his school. I can talk to his teachers …’
‘Edward, please!’
‘No, Ming Li. I won’t do it. Listen, we can—’
But Ming Li wouldn’t listen. Shaking her head, holding back tears, she rose and walked out of his hotel room.

He tried to ring her that evening, but she didn’t answer his call. When he tried a few hours later, the phone was engaged. It stayed engaged all night. First thing next morning he went to her shop, but though there were no customers, she refused to discuss anything.
Unwilling to return to his hotel, he paced the streets of Hong Kong, frustrated by her behaviour. He pushed his way past street entertainers, and long queues of people lining up, buckets in hand, at standpipes because of the water restrictions. Past the many bookshops displaying reading material reflecting every political persuasion, including a newly released export publication of a little red book titled Quotations from Chairman
Mao. He felt Ming Li was being unreasonable. What she was asking would mean giving up his new post. Giving up seeing her on a day-to-day basis. Was he willing to do that? Give it all up for a kid that really meant very little to him? No, damn it! This was their time!
She hadn’t even thought of what it would be like for them to be together, to see each other every single day. Hadn’t even reacted to his news. Was she really that worried about the boy? It wasn’t like Ming Li to act this way …
A group of students pushed past, laughing and jostling each other. In their hands were bundles of leaflets, and as they passed one dropped her leaflets. She gathered them up but missed one. Edward picked it up.
The leaflet shows people of different ethnicities at a commune meeting, discussing the Three Constantly Read Articles – Mao’s early political essays. Above it, in red characters were the words The people of Xinjiang of every ethnicity have boundless love for the thought of Mao Tse-tung. To the left of the image was a patriotic song, and on the back of the leaflet were three photographs. The first showed a group of women looking admiringly at a photograph of Mao, whilst the other two showed people reading his little red book. The red characters on this side of the leaflet proclaimed The masses are the makers of history. The masses grasp Chairman Mao’s thought, and become the most intelligent, the most courageous, and exhibit boundless strength!
Edward folded the leaflet and put it in his pocket. One of Chen Mu’s quotes came to mind: ‘To study and not think is a waste. To think and not study is dangerous.’ Maybe Ming Li was right. If Huang Ho had no other intellectual stimulus than the study of Mao propaganda, if he only socialised with people who regurgitated the same dogma, Edward could understand Ming Li’s concern. And it was the first time she’d ever asked for his help. Could he really refuse? Insist it was time they think of themselves for a change? There had to be another way. But her eyes had begged him. He couldn’t refuse those eyes. He looked for a public phone to ring her.

‘It’s going to take some doing, Ming Li. He hasn’t even matriculated yet. I’m not even sure I can do anything.’
A knock at the door of his hotel suite interrupted them – room service collecting their dinner dishes. When alone again, Ming Li came to sit next to him on the sofa.
‘Please, Edward. He’ll have finished high school this year; I won’t be able to hold him back then. I don’t want to lose him again. I can’t lose him again. He’s the only family I have left. If he were in Australia … It’s my last hope, Edward. Can you please try? I trust you. If I knew he was somewhere safe, that you were keeping an eye on him …’
‘All right, LiLi. If it means so much to you, I’ll try. I know there were scholarships available under the Colombo plan, but I’m not sure if they’re still going – I’ll have to check. There’s probably some other scholarship he could try for, but of course there’s no guarantee he’d get one – they’re pretty competitive. He might have a better chance coming in as a privately funded student, especially if he’s only going to be there for a term or two. Let me look into it. I might have to pull a few strings, but I’ll try.’
‘I’ll pay. If I have to let out rooms again, I’ll pay.’
‘No. This time you have to let me help – it’s the only way I’ll do this. No, don’t look at me like that – can’t you understand I want to look after you? Properly? I’ll pay his fees. You can open an account for him – make deposits for his everyday expenses, if you want. He needn’t ever know who paid what. But you have to let me do this, LiLi.’
She nodded then, and moved to sit on his lap. She curled up, her arms around his neck, content in the knowledge that if he said he would try, then Huang Ho would definitely be going to Australia.
From beneath the hotel window, a cacophony of Australian voices embarked on a raucous rendition Waltzing Matilda – boys on R & R from Vietnam. Edward thought of how he’d been alive through four wars. The first, he’d been just a boy. The second and third had separated him from the only woman he’d ever truly loved. When Australia began conscripting men for Vietnam last year, he’d been relieved that he was too old to be called up, and that this war could not interfere with his relationship with Ming Li.
But he hadn’t counted on a kid wanting to join some revolution in China.
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‘You could, in fact, say that Doctor Faustus is the personification of the clash between the values of the medieval world and the spirit of sixteenth-century Renaissance. With God at the centre of …’
The lecturer’s voice droned on but Huang Ho wasn’t interested – he’d given up. Though he’d done well in school in Hong Kong, here in Australia he was failing miserably – English 1A in particular, and there was nothing he could do about it. He had tried – genuinely – but the English they were expected to read was not the English he knew. He hated these lectures, hated being in this country, and yearned for the term to be over so that he could go back to China.
When he’d first arrived in Adelaide a week before the beginning of term – on a scorchingly hot February day – he’d been suspicious of the welcome offered to him, so that he’d refused the invitations the Rotary Club extended to all foreign students for trips to the wine regions or the beach, or to dinner, preferring instead to hide in his room at the students’ lodging house. He was the only Chinese there – most being from India or Malaya – and though all spoke English, he saw no common bond between himself and his fellow boarders. And so, as soon as he’d gotten his bearings, he’d shut himself up in his room with the books he’d bought from the list provided by the university. He’d intended, then, to study before the start of term, so as not to lose face in front of his fellow students. And though he’d spent an enormous amount of money on a massive dictionary, still he couldn’t understand most of these English texts.
Aakesh, a second-year student from India who shared his room, told him to start with The History of Tom Jones, a foundling. ‘It’s sexy!’ he’d laughed, telling him a little about the book, and Huang Ho thought that if the text was indeed ‘sexy’, it was probably an example of decadent bourgeois ideas about love. But the idea that someone would abandon a male child, however, kindled his curiosity and so, confident that he wouldn’t be polluted by its content, he’d attempted the book. He’d struggled on, page after page, but found the sentences difficult, and by the time he’d finished the first chapter of Book 1, had decided to temporarily abandon the book for the familiarity of his physics textbook.
Still intent on getting ahead before the term started, however, and aware that his weakest subject was likely to be English, he’d attempted Dubliners instead, and here, at least, he’d understood the writing. And though he hadn’t understood every expression, still he could empathise with the characters’ frustration at their mundane and repetitive existence.
Then the term started and with it, the analysis of the play The Tragicall History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus. To Huang Ho it seemed that this was written in a foreign language. He looked down at the text in front of him:
And I, that have with subtle syllogisms
Gravell’d the pastors of the German church,
And made the flowering pride of Wittenberg
Swarm to my problems, as th’ infernal spirits …
He could tell it was English because he recognised some of the words, but the meaning of these verses was beyond him. He ignored the book and stared instead at Suzie Mitchell’s hair. He always sat behind Suzie Mitchell – she had hair such as he’d never seen, long and thick, falling halfway down her back, and so blonde it was almost white, like the soft silk of corn. She always wore it down, parted in the middle, with a long fringe that brushed her eyebrows. He had, of course, seen blonde hair before, and he’d seen long hair as well, but never had he seen hair like this.
‘Of course, the betrayal of ideals is obvious. But once Faustus has signed the pact, can human standards be considered relevant? Mr O’Neil?’
‘No, Sir.’
‘No, they can’t. And why is that? Mr Huang?’
Huang Ho glanced at the lecturer, then averted his gaze – he had no idea what the man was talking about. Suzie Mitchell turned and looked at him expectantly, and he wished he could give an answer that would impress her, so as not to lose face, but all he could do was shake his head.
‘Miss Mitchell? Do you know?’
‘Well, when Doctor Faustus signed the pact, what he was doing was rejecting things like logic and the law and religion and all that, you know? So the fact that he did that meant that he no longer …’
Huang Ho clenched his fists under the desk, feeling shamed. Once more he cursed his grandmother for sending him here. When she’d told him that she wanted him to spend time in Australia he’d laughed, so absurd was her idea, and he’d refused, insisting he would soon be back in China. But the woman was clever, and she’d argued that if he spent one term in Australia – one term only – then she would not only not hinder his move back to China, but would give him enough money to live on comfortably for a year. Still he’d refused. So she’d argued that he could study the sciences and bring back that knowledge to China, and that argument had nearly convinced him, but not quite.
‘Are you so unsure, then, of your political ideals that you fear being exposed to capitalist ideas? Are you really so weak in your beliefs?’
He’d become angry then, and would have struck her as she stood there, so much smaller than him but standing so straight and rigid staring him down, but he realised to do so would be a sign that she’d hit a nerve, and so he’d controlled his temper and agreed to go for one term only and not a day more.
In return, he’d informed her, he would take her money, not, as she’d assume, to live comfortably, but to support what Chairman Mao was doing – to help the people. As well, he also demanded that she write an official statement severing her relationship with him. He, in turn, would publically denounce her on his return. He didn’t want having a grandmother – one who was a bad element and a landlord as well – giving him a bourgeois antecedence when he applied to join the Communist Youth League on his return to China.
He wished, not for the first time, that his parents had been poor peasants. But his mother had died building China’s great waterways – surely that would be looked on favourably. Bringing back some Western scientific knowledge would also increase his chances – hadn’t Chairman Mao himself said everyone should be animated by five loves: love of Country, love of People, love of Labour, love of Science, and love of Common Property?
But though he did study physics, the university also insisted he study English …
Suzie Mitchell turned back towards him, looked him in the eye and smiled, then turned back towards the front of the class and whispered to the girl sitting beside her. They giggled, and Huang Ho knew they must be laughing at him. How dare she! She may know something about this Doctor Faustus, but what did she know of class struggles, she who sat there every week with skirts showing more leg than he’d ever seen on girls in Hong Kong, and bracelets jangling every time she moved her arm? She wouldn’t last one week on an irrigation project. He picked up his books and left the lecture theatre.

Edward was crossing the University Footbridge on his way home when he noticed Huang Ho walking along the banks of the River Torrens. He stopped for a moment and watched him pick up something off the grass, then throw it in the river. The young man looked lonely and Edward wished he could go and talk to him, but to do so would break the promise he’d made Ming Li.
‘He’s not stupid, Edward, far from it. If you should befriend him, then he were to see you with me later in Hong Kong, he’d guess straight away what was going on. Keep an eye on him, yes – I’d feel so much better knowing that – but please do it from a distance.’
So he regularly checked on Huang Ho’s progress, and spoke with his lecturers and tutors, but he never approached Huang Ho directly. He thought of his phone conversation with Ming Li the previous night, and of her disappointment that her grandson was not doing as well as she’d hoped. It was not his marks that disappointed her most, but the fact that Huang Ho kept pretty much to himself, and appeared to have made no friends.
Ming Li had hoped that once here he’d compare life in Australia to life in China, and even Hong Kong, with an objective eye. She’d hoped he would learn to appreciate a life where everyone was free to think and say what they wanted, and where there were no shortages or restrictions, and even if he didn’t embrace it, at least it would open his mind a little. She’d even hoped he’d want to stay longer than a term. But if Huang Ho continued to fail English he wouldn’t be allowed to stay.
Edward sighed and continued on his way home. He’d never say so to Ming Li, but maybe it was better this way – once she accepted there was nothing more she could do, that Huang Ho was meant to live a different life, then maybe she’d start thinking about them. Here or in Hong Kong, it didn’t matter anymore, as long as they were together.

Huang Ho lay on his bed, frustrated by the fact that he was missing out on the events in China. He’d received letters from his friend Zha You who, together with Leo Xin, was now back on the Mainland. Zha You told of the developments they were involved in. Apparently only a few weeks ago a young woman at Peking University had written a dazibao, or big-character poster, denouncing professors at the university as ‘black anti-party gangsters’. Chairman Mao had been so impressed with her actions that he’d ordered the text of the poster to be broadcast across the nation, and he told the youth of the country that to rebel is justified. Now high school and university students everywhere were calling themselves Red Guards and writing their own big-character posters against their universities, against their professors, their fellow students and even their families, determined to purge China of intellectual elitism and political enemies. And Huang Ho was missing all of this.
It would soon be the end of term and he’d be going back, but the waiting was becoming unbearable. He missed his friends, and he knew this was all a waste of time. No, that wasn’t quite true – if anything, his time in Adelaide had simply reinforced the wisdom of Chairman Mao’s teachings. Nothing here convinced him that capitalism was good for the people. Knowing how easy it was to show only the positive, he’d decided to see for himself, and so had walked the streets on his own at night, and he’d seen the homeless sleeping in parks and in doorways, the drunks staggering down streets, the poor scavenging rubbish bins. How much better was the Great Leader’s idea of sharing everything, so that none had more than his brother?
They had tried, his lecturers and tutors, to change his ideas, but he hadn’t been fooled. They’d tried – not overtly of course, they were too clever for that – but he’d seen through their clever talk. Their meetings with him were not, as they pretended, an attempt to help him improve his marks, but simply a thinly veiled stab at his position. They knew he didn’t have a scholarship, and they obviously wanted him gone. They believed in the bourgeois theory of ivory tower education, which favoured the elite of this country, or if not, then the brilliant. They didn’t want someone like him in their university.
Aakesh came into the room and threw his satchel on his bed. In the time Huang Ho had been here, he had become the closest thing to a friend.
‘Hey, Huang Ho, come down to the common room. We’re having farewell drinks for Chanarong.’ Chanarong was a Thai student who’d started at the same time as Huang Ho, and was in many of his classes.
‘He’s leaving?’
‘Yes, his father’s ill. He’s going home, but he’ll be back. Don’t know when though.’
Huang Ho liked Chanarong, even though he had a scholarship. When he’d stormed out of the lecture room last month, after thinking Suzie Mitchell was laughing at him, Chanarong had sought him out; he’d noticed the girls giggling, and guessed Huang Ho’s interpretation.
‘You’re wrong, you know,’ he’d told Huang Ho. ‘I think she likes you. My sisters always whisper and giggle like that when they like someone. Trust me, I know – they drive me crazy with it! That girl must like you.’
Huang Ho had never thought a girl might like him. In China where love was denounced as bourgeois decadence, and permission had to be obtained from local officials before even thinking of starting a relationship, sexual attraction was not a thing he remembered experiencing. Since the Communist takeover it hadn’t been patriotic to dress in fashionable clothes, and expensive fabrics, jewellery and cosmetics had disappeared, to be replaced by drab unisex clothing. But even if this hadn’t been enough to dull any attraction, sex was not a priority when everyone worked every single day to the point of exhaustion. In Hong Kong he’d noticed the girls, of course, with their colourful clothes and makeup, but he’d subjugated any feelings they may have aroused with intense political study, self-criticism and scorn at those who flaunted their sexuality.
Only in Adelaide, where the pace was so much slower and he’d had time to think, and where there were no political sessions to occupy his mind, did he experience sexual arousal. He fought these feelings constantly, reminding himself that sex and love shifted focus from working for the collective good, that it encouraged an exclusive world of decadence where personal happiness mattered more than the political life of the community. He’d even tried joining the others from the rooming house in the back garden, where they often gathered in the evening to drink beer and relax, hoping the alcohol, jokes and roughhousing in exclusively male company would dampen any such sensation, but though he tried hard to conquer himself still there were nights when he couldn’t sleep, and he’d toss and turn in frustration until at last his hand would reach between his legs and he’d masturbate, all the time hating himself for being so weak. And now Chanarong thought Suzie Mitchell liked him; it was an idea he would never have contemplated. An idea he didn’t know what to do with.
He rose from his bed and washed his face, then went down to wish Chanarong farewell.
By the time the sun set Huang Ho had drunk more than usual and didn’t feel like returning to his room, so that when Aakesh suggested they all move on to a party he knew about in Glenelg, right by the beach, Huang Ho agreed to join them.

The Beatles LP finished on ‘Nowhere Man’ and someone put on The Atlantics’ ‘Bombora’. As the sound of reverb-drenched guitars vibrated around the room, Huang Ho lounged back on a stack of cushions on the floor and watched Suzie Mitchell dance.
This was her and her flatmates’ party and he wouldn’t have come had he known, but he’d only found out once there and Suzie had seemed pleased to see him, so he’d decided to stay. He’d never been to a party before.
He looked around at the room. It was sparsely furnished – an old couch covered by a blanket pushed against a wall, piles of cushions on the floor, a bright yellow plastic coffee table in front of the cushions. Young men with either Beatles’ haircuts or hair touching their collars, girls with long loose hair or short geometric cuts, bright coloured clothes, plastic jewellery, heavily made-up eyes and pale lips. The room was crowded. Noisy. The air thick with perfume and smoke.
Huang Ho stood up, a little unsteady on his feet. He detoured via the kitchen to get another beer then went to examine the posters covering the walls. A red cow on a yellow background, and beneath it ‘Andy Warhol - 1965’. A black-and-white poster of soldiers in battledress, the one at the front wearing a beret, sunglasses and a row of medals. Below, in blood red, the title The Battle of Algiers, and beneath that ‘One of the most gripping films ever made.’ Next to that, cut out of a newspaper, a photograph of a couple. The woman, long haired and smiling, sat on the arm of a park bench. The man sat on top of the bench back and smoked a cigarette. Beneath the photo, the words ‘Bob Dylan and Joan Baez in London.’
He moved on to the next wall, tripping over someone’s legs. There, a huge poster advertised last year’s Beatles’ tour, and attached to the poster with a drawing pin were two tickets stubs from the Festival Hall in Melbourne for Monday, 15th of June 1965, seats F57 and F58.
‘Come on, Ho. Dance with me!’ Suzie took his beer from his hand and put it on the floor, then grabbed his hand and pulled him to centre of the room. Huang Ho wanted to refuse – he didn’t know how to dance. The music changed to Barry McGuire’s ‘Eve of Destruction’ and before he could protest Suzie put her arms around his neck and, close against him, swayed to the music. Huang Ho stood still, not knowing what to do next, but Suzie put his hands on her hips and smiled up at him, then she rested her head on his shoulder.
Huang Ho held his breath. He’d never held a woman. He could feel her swaying against him. Feel her breasts pushing against his chest. The soft material of her dress. ‘Just move your feet to the music,’ she said quietly, and he slowly shuffled his feet. He was sure others must be laughing at his inability to dance, but when he glanced around no one was looking at them. He relaxed a little then, and breathed in the clean smell of her hair. He moved his arms to circle her waist and when she didn’t protest he pulled her closer still and still she didn’t object. He closed his eyes and nuzzled her hair and swayed to the music, and he felt himself swell but if Suzie felt his erection she pretended not to notice. The music stopped but still they stood, gently swaying to the echoes of the song.
‘My Boy Lollipop’ broke the spell. Suzie pulled away and danced around him, hands behind her back, laughing and teasing him as he stood there, dazed and once more inept. He felt embarrassed, sure everyone would notice his erection. He reached for her hand but she pulled it away, shaking her head as she smiled, stepping further away, swinging her hips. He turned then, angry and frustrated, and got himself another beer.
For the rest of the night he stayed on his cushions, watching her, drinking. It seemed she danced with every man in the room, and when the music slowed she danced with her arms around her partners’ necks as she had done with him, and he saw that it meant little to her, though he wanted to believe it had been different for her when with him.
By around 2 a.m. the party dwindled. Many had already left. The record player played Simon and Garfunkel. Huang Ho looked around for Aakesh and saw him on the couch, his arm across a girl’s shoulder. She whispered in his ear and Aakesh laughed and kissed her and she didn’t object. Suzie came back into the room, dancing and twirling on her own.
‘Who wants to come to the beach?’ she asked. Most ignored her, though one or two shook their heads. ‘Come on! I want to go for a walk down the beach.’ Still no one volunteered. ‘Ho, you’ll come with me, won’t you?’ and she pulled him up from the cushions.
They walked to the end of Nile Street, turned right onto Jetty Road and within minutes were on the beach. Suzie took off her shoes and ran to the water. Huang Ho followed her, keeping to the hard sand and she laughed and splashed him. He took off his shoes and socks then, and ran after her and she squealed and ran further into the water. He turned back towards the beach and she ran up behind him, and when he felt her close he spun around and grabbed her by both arms and tried to kiss her.
‘Let go!’ and she freed her arms and pushed him and ran on. He stumbled backward and fell, and Suzie turned and laughed, walking backward. When she saw he didn’t get up she came back, concerned. ‘Are you all right?’
He grabbed her then and pulled her down to the sand and was on top of her, kissing her, his hands reaching beneath her dress but she fought him off, no longer laughing.
‘Get off me!’ but through the alcohol haze, the blood throbbing in his ears, he didn’t hear. ‘Get off me you filthy slant-eyed bastard!’ and this time her words registered. He hit her then, a hard slap across the face, then sought her mouth again and reached under her dress once more. His hand met satin pants and their softness excited him further, and he worked his way to the waistline and pulled, trying to lower them but his weight prevented it so that he pulled harder and heard a rip.
‘Oi! Get off her!’ The beam of two flashlights running towards them. He panicked and he was stumbling along the sand, only the beam of a single flashlight following now. The soft sand slowed his progress and broken glass cut his foot but still he ran. Faster. Reached Jetty Road. Saw a taxi cruising the street.

He lay on his bed fully clothed, his eyes closed, but still he felt the room swaying. Vomit rose in his throat and he just had time to lean over the side of his bed. He threw up but he didn’t care. His head throbbed and the room stank. He lay back down. Heard a knock on his door. Ignored it. Heard the knock one more time.
‘Open up, son. We know you’re there.’
He rolled off the bed. Pulled himself up and opened the door.
One of the policemen had Huang Ho’s shoes dangling from two of his fingers.
‘These belong to you, son?’
Huang Ho just stared.
‘Come on. Come with us,’ and the grip on his arm allowed no argument.

When he woke he wasn’t sure if it was day or night. He was in a cell, a bucket of vomit by his bunk. The corridor outside his cell was dimly lit, though his cell was not. He could see more cells across from him. Heard snoring.
He sat up and the pain in his head worsened. He was on a bare mattress. A canvas blanket had covered him, now on the floor. Along one wall was a metal toilet, beside it a metal hand basin with a cake of soap. No windows. A wall of bars. By the toilet his shoes, laces removed. He checked his clothing – his belt was also gone, as was everything in his pockets. His mouth was dry and tasted foul, and his bladder felt as if it would burst. Slowly he rose, went to the toilet and relieved himself. At the hand basin he rinsed his mouth and drank water. Returned to sit on his bed.
Now what? How long were they going to keep him here? He thought of Suzie Mitchell. She’d certainly acted as if she liked him, smiling and holding him close. So why hadn’t she let him kiss her? He knew he shouldn’t have lost his temper. His control. But she called him a slant-eyed bastard. She’d insulted him. So why was he the one in jail? What would happen to him now? The university would certainly expel him – they’d threatened to do so already, and now they wouldn’t have to use his marks as an excuse. But were they going to keep him locked up? For how long? What would they charge him with?
Rape. He remembered the police saying something about rape. Where did they get that idea from? He hadn’t raped Suzie. Was she saying he had? If she was, then he didn’t stand a chance – a Chinese man’s word against an Australian girl’s. They could keep him here for years. He stood up and paced the cell.
He wanted to go back to China. Now. But would China take him back if he was a criminal? Had he lost the face of that Great Nation? Of course he had – he was worse than a running dog. Not because he was in jail, but because he’d forgotten everything the Great Leader had taught, all for the sake of a girl. He was weak – so weak! Even his grandmother would turn her face from him now …
Maybe he’d be better off killing himself right here and now. It would be an honourable thing to do – many in China committed suicide rather than lose face. Though he’d only been a small boy during the Five-Antis, he still remembered that some preferred suicide to the shame of not being able to pay their taxes. And his situation was much worse. But would they take his suicide as an admission of guilt? Was he guilty? Of losing his temper, yes. But no man should be imprisoned for losing his temper. If he killed himself now, before a trial, they would understand it was false imprisonment he’d rejected.
He paced the cell once more, looking for ways of killing himself. In China, it would have been easy – many simply used rat poison. He could tear up his shirt and hang himself, but from where? What could he use here? He checked the toilet, the hand basin. Curved edges everywhere, nothing he could use as a knife. Checked his bunk. It was high off the ground, at hip level. Not a bunk as such but a slab of concrete coming straight out of the wall, topped with a mattress covered in thick vinyl. He pulled the mattress to the floor and ran his hands along the bunk. Thick and solid. It would take a jack hammer to move that. But though the edges were rounded, he was sure he could break his skull on those. Hit his head hard enough that the bone would split. It would be quick. It would be honourable.

He came to strapped to an ambulance stretcher, one of his wrists handcuffed to the metal safety rail. A young policeman stood watching, an ambulance officer was checking his pupils. He groaned at the bright penlight shining in his eyes and turned his face away. Realised his head was bandaged.
‘He’ll be right. Not too much damage, I think.’
‘You’re sure about that?’
‘Pretty sure. We’ll detour via the Royal Adelaide. Casualty’ll X-ray him to make sure he didn’t crack anything.’
‘Scared me shitless. Blood everywhere.’
‘Yeah, head wounds do that. Lucky he knocked himself out.’
‘Yeah, lucky.’
‘You got the admission papers for Hillcrest? Okay, we’re ready to go.’ The ambulance officer tapped Huang Ho on the cheek. ‘You’re with us, Sunshine? How’s the head?’
Huang Ho glared at the man but didn’t answer.
‘Cat got your tongue, hey? That’s okay. You take it easy – we’re just going for a ride.’
‘Where are you taking me?’
‘Got your tongue back, have you? Royal Adelaide first, then Hillcrest Psychiatric Hospital. The sarge thought you could do with a bit of help.’
Huang Ho closed his eyes. They were taking him to hospital. At least it wasn’t prison.
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Edward held Ming Li close, letting her cry. It was tearing him apart and he wished he could do something to ease her pain, but he knew there was nothing. He hated the fact that he was only in Hong Kong for a couple of days, but it was the only time he could spare; to have taken more would have provoked serious questions from the university. He could not, however, have broken the news of Huang Ho’s certification to a psychiatric hospital, and the events leading up to it, over the phone. As it was, he was glad to have returned, not just for Ming Li but because he now had a better idea of the situation in Hong Kong and China. Much had changed these past few months.
From the latest refugees word spread that chaos now ruled China. Red Guards had taken over the country, systematically ridding it of the Old Fours - Old Customs, Old Culture, Old Habits, and Old Ideas. Schools and Government bureaus were closed. Their staff were being made to endure ‘struggle’ sessions where they were abused and accused, their hair shaved, and they were made to wear dunce-caps six feet tall and paraded through towns or villages, heads bowed, arms tied behind their backs. Large placards hung around their necks accusing them of counter-revolutionary behaviour. Many were shot. Others, unable to live in such conditions, committed suicide.
Mao had told the Red Guards it was their right to rebel, and rebel they did. They objected to everything – jewellery, perfume, foods they considered bourgeois delicacies. Even nicknames and films showing credits at the end – all suffered the Red Guards’ scorn because they indicated individualism. Big-character posters were everywhere, and language was becoming more and more obscene as thousands of years of filial loyalty and respect for elders were rejected. And some of that fever was spreading to Hong Kong.
‘Come, dry your eyes,’ Edward said, giving her his handkerchief. ‘Have you eaten anything today?’
‘I couldn’t. I’m really not hungry.’
‘But you must. Let me make you something – some soup maybe.’
‘No, not soup.’ She hadn’t eaten soup for a very long time. ‘A little rice would be good.’
Edward half-filled a saucepan with water from the bucket by the sink and set it on the stove – they had cut the water supply again. This seemed to be happening more and more because Hong Kong got most of its water from China. This whole situation was beginning to feel a lot like Shanghai when the Japanese had first invaded. He felt uneasy. He’d seen the anti-government and pro-Communist slogans painted in red on walls here in Hong Kong, the buses with wire guards around drivers’ cabins to protect them from assault. They only travelled in convoys now, and stopped running after nine o’clock at night, so frequent were these attacks by the Communist element.
Once more he wished Ming Li would agree to move somewhere safer. Only recently Australia had significantly reformed its immigration policy to allow non-European migrants into the country, and though still limiting, Edward felt it wouldn’t be long before Ming Li would be able to join him in Australia. But she refused to leave Hong Kong because of Huang Ho, and with what he’d seen and heard these couple of days, he was worried sick. He could only pray she’d be safe until his next return. The water on the stove boiled and he added a measure of rice. Ming Li came into the kitchen.
‘You okay?’ he asked, putting an arm across her shoulder and pulling her closer.
‘I’m okay. Edward, please look after him when you get back. Get him out of there. Bring him back home. Please Edward? Do this for me?’
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Huang Ho heard the keys of the dayshift turn in the ward’s metal gate. It was barely light, but he knew they would soon be in the dormitory, waking everyone up, making sure they dressed before breakfast. In a few moments the whole of 1B would be a confusion of activity and noise. He knew now what sort of hospital this was, what sort of doctors – quacks that tried to get into his brain, manipulate his thinking. But he was no fool. He refused to speak to them – to any of them, and when they gave him pills he only pretended to take them. Every day he sat in a corner of the room, watching, never participating, never speaking. Just watching. And when the doctors tried to get him to talk, he wouldn’t even look at them.
He’d overheard the staff discussing him, interpreting his silence as severe depression. Fools! He’d become a liang mian pai – a double-faced person – each day never giving the staff any trouble, always appearing calm and quiet on the surface, whilst deep inside his hate for them grew and he spent hours imagining horrific deaths for each and every one of them.
‘Morning gentlemen! Wakey wakey!’ The fluorescent lights flickered on. The male nurse walked from bed to bed, pulling off bedclothes. ‘Come on Jimmy, get up! Ted, get your hand out of your pants. Come on gentlemen, breakfast!’
Huang Ho sat up and reached for his clothes; he knew delay would result in being forcibly dressed.
‘Not you, Huang Ho. You’ve got treatment today. No breakfast. Just wait here for now.’
Huang Ho hesitated. What treatment? What were they planning now? But whatever it was, he knew he could outsmart them. He would pretend to go along with it, as he’d done with the tablets. He could easily outfox these capitalist dogs.

They gave him a hospital gown to change into, a dressing gown, his shoes. Took him through the metal gate separating the bedrooms from the rest of the ward, down the caged-in stairs, through the ward’s front door. The sudden impact of crisp early morning air almost hurt his lungs. While they waited for one of the two male nurses escorting him to relock the door, Huang Ho closed his eyes and lifted his face to the sky. He could hear magpies warbling, the rustle of leaves in the breeze. He hadn’t been outside the ward in three weeks. He breathed deep.
‘Come on, Ho, let’s go.’
Ward 6 smelt of antiseptic. He sat with his escorts either side of him on one of the chairs lining the walls. The nurses talked, the other patients sat and stared. Across from him a woman with greying hair hanging loose around her face hugged her belly and rocked back and forth. Occasionally she would stop and look at her nurse and say I don’t want ECT, but the nurse ignored her and she would rock some more. I don’t want ECT. Ignored once more she stood, and the nurse pulled her back down. Sit down, Janice. Won’t be long.

They took him into the next room. A woman on a barouche was being wheeled out. She was unconscious and had a rubber mouth guard half out of her mouth. A nurse came in wheeling a new barouche. For the first time Huang Ho felt afraid.
‘Morning Huang Ho. Let’s take this off, shall we?’ and the nurse began untying the knot of his dressing gown cord. He brushed her hands away. ‘You want to do it, do you? Okay, take it off and hop on here.’ She indicated the barouche.
He looked around the room. A doctor busy at a trolley covered with a cloth, on top of which lay syringes and stainless steel dishes. A nurse checking a machine with dials, plugged into a wall socket.
‘Come on Huang Ho, get on with it.’ The male nurse that had brought him here undid his dressing gown, pulled it off his arms. ‘Shoes off.’ The floor was cold. He was cold. He shivered. ‘On the bed, come on.’
Two male nurses held him – one with hands on his shoulders, the other’s hands on his knees – not hard, just hands resting casually on him, but enough to let him know they were there. The doctor put a blood pressure cuff around his arm, inflated it. Inserted a needle into his vein. This won’t hurt a bit. It hurt. His mouth felt suddenly dry. His muscles weakened by the second. The voices around him faded.

He was a caterpillar, curled in a cocoon. Warm and safe. Soft pearly light permeated the cocoon’s walls. He could see the lacy figure-of-eight loops of the silk floss crisscrossing, causing the light to fragment. He tried to stretch his legs but his womb-like enclosure restricted him. He kicked out. Warm liquid spread to his groin, over his belly and thighs. He was swimming under water now – thick indigo. He knew he had to reach the surface, but his movements were slow. He kicked harder.
He opened his eyes. Saw a row of empty beds. Why was he in bed? Was he ill? His mouth tasted foul, metallic. So dry! His jaw hurt – felt as if he’d been punched. His head pounded, his muscles ached. Where was he? Was he awake? A man was sitting beside his bed. Greying hair, moustache, business suit. Who was he? Did he know this man? He closed his eyes again.
‘Doctor can see you now, Mr Billings.’
‘Thank you. How many more of these does he have to have?’
‘Six, all up. Sometimes more. Two a week. But the doctor can explain it all to you.’
‘I think he’s wet himself.’
‘I’ll take care of it. Come.’
Huang Ho opened his eyes. Watched the man follow the nurse out of the ward. From the television in the dayroom further along the corridor, the voice of a news anchorman announced the Government was trebling the size of Australian forces in Vietnam. Huang Ho closed his eyes and slept.

At first Huang Ho spent the time between treatments as if on the ragged edge of sleep. He ate, sat in at ward meetings, and stared at the television in a grey fog-like state. Simple actions took momentous effort. Often, the first thing that seeped into his mind, those first few minutes after coming out of the anaesthetic, were thoughts of his grandmother, and he would think of her fondly, grateful that she had taken him in. Grateful for her kindness and generosity. But then as each hour passed he would remember more and more that these memories were merely an example of her poisonous influence, and that he must never forget to watch himself, even when alone.
As the days passed he found he could fight his way out of the fog, so that he no longer thought of his grandmother unless it was to curse her for having put him in this situation. He learned to participate in ward meetings. Learned to tell the doctors what they wanted to hear, to smile at the nurses. It was easy to fool them. The treatments stopped.
He kept up the pretence until they told him he was being discharged and sent back to Hong Kong. He had won.
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Ming Li watched her grandson sitting at her table, wolfing down the bowl of noodles she’d offered him when he first appeared at her door. She knew now that she’d lost him. He’d been back in Hong Kong for three months, and until today she’d neither seen nor heard from him, apart from the day she’d picked him up at the airport.
He’d fallen on his bed and slept right through that day and night and most of the next day, and when he’d woken he’d demanded his money and her official statement severing their relationship. She’d argued, but it had been of no use. He’d become angry, yelling at her that the freedom she imagined was nothing but an illusion, and his anger had been so great that she’d been afraid. In the end, she’d thrown the money and signed statement on the table, and as he pocketed both he’d called her a filthy capitalist whore then disappeared into the night.
And now he’d come back to gloat. She should have realised he wouldn’t be here for any other reason. Dressed in a faded army uniform on which he’d pinned Mao badges and buttons, a broad leather belt and a military cap, he bragged about how the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution was changing China forever. The Red Guards were beating down bad elements, beating down imperialism and counter-revolutionaries. Mao had spoken to them, told them that the world was theirs, and he, Huang Ho, was going to be part of it. Tomorrow he was crossing the border back into China. She would never see him again.
He’d studied revolutionary theory and the thoughts of the Great Leader, he told her, pulling out a small book with its red plastic cover from his pocket. He’d even learned the Revolution song.
‘We are Chairman Mao’s Red Guards,’ he sang, ‘we steel our red hearts in great winds and waves.’
‘You’re not a Red Guard yet.’
Huang Ho rose so quickly he tipped over the chair he’d seen sitting on. ‘But I will be soon,’ he said, fists clenched, in a voice so quiet and controlled she shivered. ‘I’ll do what I need to, say what I need to. But I will be a Red Guard.’
He paced the room, picking up objects, putting them down again. He came to her bookshelf. Looked at the books. ‘Decadent bourgeois ideas,’ and in one sweep crashed them to the floor. He picked up the apple-green jade brush-rest.
‘Don’t! Put that back.’
He froze, then slowly turned towards her.
‘Put it back!’ She ran to him and made to snatch the brush-rest but he easily held her back. ‘Give it to me, Ho! It’s a gift from a friend. It means a—’
‘Gifts are nothing but petty bourgeois sensibilities,’ and he dropped the delicate brush-rest to the floor. Still holding her back with one hand, he placed the heel of his boot on it and shifted his weight.
She heard a sharp crack.
She ran to the kitchen cupboard. Threw open a drawer. Came back clutching a kitchen knife.
‘Get out. Right now! Get out of my apartment or I swear I’ll kill you.’
Huang Ho laughed, but there was hesitancy in that laugh. ‘You’re nothing but a cow-demon! We will sweep away all you monsters! Wait and see – even in Hong Kong we’ll find you. You won’t be able to hide.’ He picked up his red covered book from the table and stalked out.
Ming Li sat on a chair, clutching the knife in one hand, the pieces of the apple green brush-rest in the other, and it was a long time before her trembling stopped.

‘Tell me about Adelaide,’ Ming Li asked Edward.
It was now six months since Huang Ho had told her he was going back to China, and for a long time she’d grieved as if he’d died. But now Edward was back – another academic break – and she had missed him so much …
‘It’s quiet. Peaceful. Nice place for oldies like us.’
‘Are you calling me old, Mr Billings? I’m not old – not a grey hair on my head. Unlike you …’
Edward laughed, pleased that she was teasing him again. Her grief over Huang Ho had troubled him, and if he thought that Ming Li was better off without her grandson, he wasn’t so cruel as to voice that opinion. But he had another reason to be pleased. In March last year the Australian government had further eased restrictions on the immigration of non-Europeans. The criterion of ‘distinguished and highly qualified’ had been replaced by the criterion of ‘well qualified’, and with it the number of non-Europeans allowed into the country had been increased. He’d made enquiries, and there was an excellent chance Ming Li would be allowed to immigrate.
‘My grey hairs are a sign of wisdom, Madam – I’ll have you know that I’m a highly respected academic, back home.’
‘Hmm, if they only knew … But get back to Adelaide.’
‘Well, like I said, it’s quiet. You’ve got the protest demonstrations against Vietnam now and again, but apart from that it’s good.’
‘Violent demonstrations?’
Edward caught the fear in her voice. Demonstrations here in Hong Kong were violent and escalating. Since the demonstrations in April last year over a small rise in fares on the Star Ferry – Hong Kong’s main method of crossing the harbour – people had been complaining more and more about low wages, lack of work and the exploitation of those who did work. Pent-up feelings of frustration were erupting all over Hong Kong. All this had come to a head some weeks ago, on the sixth of May at a plastic flowers factory in San Po Kong. Workers had protested and riot police had been deployed, and although the police bent over backwards not to create havoc, this had turned against them. When one of them was severely attacked by a demonstrator, they’d used batons to control the crowd. Now Communists were using this as an excuse to start movements in line with the Cultural Revolution in Mainland China. They formed what they called ‘struggle committees’ of students and workers, who banded together to strike and riot. Ming Li had every reason to be worried. He was worried. He had to get her out of here as soon as possible.
‘No, nothing like here. Just marches. I tell you what I do like,’ he said, not wanting her to lose that playful mood of earlier, ‘Elder Park and the River Torrens. It’s beautiful – green. It’s right near the university. There’s a rotunda where an orchestra plays music on Sunday afternoons, sightseeing boats on the water – all called Popeye – and even paddleboats for hire.’
‘I’ve never been on a paddleboat. Will you take me on one?’
‘Of course I will. We can— Hang on, what did you just say?’
‘I said “will you take me on one?”.’
‘On a paddleboat?’
‘Yes.’
‘In Adelaide?’
‘Yes.’
‘Are you saying you want to come to Australia?’
‘Yes.’
‘And does this coming to Australia include moving there for good? Marrying me at last? Or do you just plan to visit?’
‘Yes.’
‘Yes to which? Yes moving there or yes marry me?’
‘Both.’
Edward stood up, pulled her off the couch and put his arms around her.
‘Say it again.’
‘Yes, I’ll marry you. Yes I’ll come live in Australia.’
He laughed and lifted her up, twirling her round and round.
‘Again!’
‘Yes! Yesyesyesyesyes!’
He lowered her back down then, and kissed her, long and slow.
‘I love you, LiLi mine.’
‘I love you too, Edward Billings.’
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Huang Ho sang at the top of his voice with his comrades as they made their way towards Kowloon.
We are Chairman Mao’s Red Guards,
Absolutely firm in our proletarian stand,
Marching on the revolutionary road of our forbears
They pumped the air with their fists, their guns, waving red flags as they sang. He felt strong! Powerful! He was the Monkey King creating havoc under the heavens. He wore a red armband with the white ‘Red Guard’ characters, and no one dared question his actions.
We will smash the old world
And keep our revolutionary state red for ten thousand generations
He could do anything. Had done anything. Ransacked offices and shops, smashed statues and burned books, struggled hundreds of counter-revolutionary running dogs. All cowered under his gaze. He was all-powerful. His comrades were all-powerful. They had even attacked top-secret research facilities working on the hydrogen bomb and ballistic missiles, accusing their scientists of being revisionists and rightists. No one could stop them. No one dared.
We unite with the masses and together plunge into the battle
To wipe out all monsters and demons …
Early this morning they had smashed across the border into Hong Kong. Through the New Territories at the Man Kam To border crossing, they’d disarmed sentries and forced the police to sign an agreement to remove the barbed wire barrier. No one, nothing could stop them, not even a border.
And now they were on the train to Kowloon.
‘Long live the Communist Party of China!’ they shouted. ‘Long live the ever-victorious thoughts of Mao Tse-tung!’

Edward watched Ming Li sleep. Soon she would be in Adelaide by his side. They had an appointment at the Australian Consulate that very afternoon, and the sooner he got her out of Hong Kong, the happier he’d be. The labour strikes had escalated to violent Communist riots and armed terrorist attacks. Homemade bombs and booby traps were everywhere, and hundreds had already been killed, many of them children. Now the Governor, Sir David Trench, wanted the police to control Hong Kong with an iron fist. Riot police armed with tear gas and carbines constantly prowled the streets, whilst police helicopters throbbed overhead. He had that same feeling he’d had in Korea – that feeling deep in his gut that told him something bad was about to happen. And he always trusted his gut.
He’d taken her out to dinner the previous night, unwilling to let fear spoil their happiness, trusting his instincts to keep her safe, and they’d come back to her apartment and made love, then fallen asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. As dawn was breaking she’d woken him with kisses all down his body, and they’d made love again then dozed some more. He’d woken again feeling lazy, luxuriously relaxed. Loved. His uneasiness temporarily soothed by their passion. Now he wanted to buy her a present. Not a ring, because he wanted her to choose it, but something to show her how happy he was. Diamonds. A necklace maybe.
It was barely past nine, and he knew none of the shops he had in mind would be opened yet, but he decided to leave now anyway. The night had been hot and the day was already sultry, and he wanted to avoid the crowds. Get back in time to surprise Ming Li when she woke. He rose and begun dressing.
‘You’re up already …’ Ming Li stretched; she looked like a sleek contented cat.
Edward bent over the bed to kiss her. ‘Just going out for a little while. I’ll bring back something for lunch.’
‘It’s too early. Stay in bed. I can make us something later – there’s plenty in the fridge.’
‘Nope, I want to get it. You stay. Be lazy for once. I won’t be long.’
He washed and shaved. Ming Li was up, wrapped in a silk dressing gown. He put his arms around her, stroked the soft fabric covering her buttocks.
‘Nice,’ he said, kissing her on the forehead, the tip of her nose. Yes, definitely diamonds.
‘Be quick. Be careful.’
‘I will be. Love you.’

The east is red, the sun rises, Mao Tse-tung appears in China. He seeks the good of the people. He is the saviour of the people!
They sang as they marched into the temple. Huang Ho sang louder than any of them. ‘Sweep away demons and monsters!’ they yelled as they tied ropes around the Goddess of Mercy and pulled her down. The plaster statue smashed and they cheered and fired shots into the air, then tied the four Celestial Kings and pulled them down as well.
A monk came hurrying in. They shot him.
They spread through the temple like locusts over a crop, smashing ceremonial vessels, joss stick bowls and lanterns. Threw vases of flowers across the rooms and a goldfish bowl fell to the ground and smashed. The three goldfish – two red and one black – flapped on the floor. Paper money for the dead, ancestral tablets, scattered. Yellow papers to burn for the gods fluttered in the air like injured butterflies and fell to the wet floor, and their colour seeped out like the blood of the monk.
They left the temple then, shouting Down with religion! Mao Tse-tung is the saviour of the people! and marched on down the street.

Edward was pleased with himself. He had found a beautiful art nouveau necklace that would suit Ming Li perfectly. It was delicate gold lavaliere with flowing lines, accentuated by two gold flowers whose centres were two rose-cut diamonds. Suspended in the centre was a drop pearl, and the lavaliere was attached to a gold chain whose links were of a delicately-worked scroll design. He thought of the way the necklace had felt in his hand – warm, heavy in spite of its delicacy, as if it still carried the heart of those who’d made it. That was why he liked old things – they had souls. He smiled, remembering his conversation with Ming Li about their ages. Yes, they were getting old, but they still had many years to go, and they would spend every one of them together from now on. He intended spending the rest of his days spoiling her, loving her.
The odour of the food he’d bought for their lunch tickled his nostrils. If he didn’t want it to get cold he should hurry. He crossed the street and took an alley that was a shortcut to Ming Li’s apartment.

We are the Red Guards! We beat down foreign religions! We beat down Jesus’ following! If you’re not a revolutionary, then damn you, damn you, damn you to hell!
Huang Ho marched at the head of the group. He was strong! He was a revolutionary general! He had proven himself to the revolution. Killed bad elements. Chopped off the hands of artists and musicians, the fingers of surgeons. Smashed into the shops and houses of capitalists and destroyed everything. It was even better than sex. He didn’t need any blonde-haired cow-demon to shame him. If she were here now he would slit her with his knife from cunt to mouth. Death to the shit capitalist devils! We’ll wipe out all pests and vermin!

Edward turned from the alley into Ming Li’s street. The feeling in his gut, that sense of foreboding, suddenly became more pronounced. Was Ming Li all right? Of course she was. Don’t
go getting spooked now, Billings. He hurried. Up ahead he could see her apartment. He crossed the street to see it better. She was standing at the window, still in her silk dressing gown, waiting for him. He relaxed.
He patted the pocket of his jacket to make sure the necklace was still there. How would he give it to her? They would have lunch first. Maybe just come up behind her and slip it around her neck. Or maybe after they’d been to the Consulate. A celebration. He heard chanting and his feeling of foreboding crystallised, his senses more acute.
From a side street a gang of Red Guards appeared and marched towards him, yelling slogans and punching the air with their fists, their guns. The scum has risen, he thought. He stopped. They were between him and Ming Li’s apartment. Should he turn? Take cover? No. He knew to show the slightest hesitation – the slightest hint of fear – would bring out the vulpine in them. Rather be a fragment of jade than a complete clay tile. Chen Mu’s old saying surprised him. He hadn’t thought of it in years. For an instant his mind jammed trying to work out what to do next – it had been too long; he was too old. But you never really forgot. Stay calm. Show no fear. Don’t look at them. Continue walking as if everything was normal. The Red Guards marched on. Cars and buses stopped. The street began emptying of people. Then, with the suddenness of a knife-thrust, the Red Guards dispersed, running to either side of the street, into buildings, smashing shop windows and knocking down people in their way. He saw a group of them enter the block of apartments next to Ming Li’s. Within seconds, windows smashed as chairs and household goods were thrown into the street. Ming Li, still at her window. He had to get to her. Keep her safe. He felt suddenly exhausted at the thought of having to deal with violence once more. He squared his shoulders and put one foot in front of the other. Hurry. One step at the time. One second at the time. He knew how it worked. He still had a chance.

Ming Li saw Edward coming home. From his stride she knew he was happy. She saw him look towards her window – he always did this, as soon as he was close enough. She saw Red Guards come from the side street. Heading toward him. No! She wanted to warn him. Yell at him to run, go into a shop, hide. Do anything to keep safe. But she knew that from here he wouldn’t hear her. She pressed her hands, her body, against the glass, as if doing so would allow her to move through it and float down the street to stand at his side. She saw him stop. He had seen them.

Down with class enemies! Down with Western Imperialists!
Huang Ho could feel the adrenaline pumping through his body. Through his legs, his groin, his arms. He realised which street they were in and looked up at his grandmother’s apartment. There she was, at the window, watching them. Now she would see how powerful he was! Now she would learn to fear him. The air was tense, electric. He could almost see the swirl of air currents as he swung the butt of his rifle to smash another window.
Vanquish the capitalist dogs! Vanquish the capitalist roaders!
He saw him then, crossing the street. A Western capitalist running dog. Swaggering by as if they didn’t exist. How dare he! He should be showing respect. Fear. They were revolutionary generals! They were all powerful!
‘Comrades, look! A capitalist devil! Kill the capitalist dog! Smash the imperialist demon!’

Edward heard the bone crack. His knees gave way. His head crashed on the pavement. There were too many, he couldn’t breathe. Kicking his head, his chest, his groin. He felt the tip of a knife slit his side. No pain. Relieved it wasn’t his gut. Fists and boots. His hand connected with a face and his fingers automatically searched for the eyes. Dug deep. He heard police sirens. The sound of pounding boots.
The heavy, six inch metal tear gas canister hit the ground across the road from him, skipping like a stone over water as it discharged its acrid cloud. He heard the Red Guards running. People screaming. He had to get up, get somewhere safe, but the gas made his eyes burn, his nose run. He could barely swallow, felt like he was choking. Ming Li! Go towards the police, Billings. Get behind them. Grabbing his side, he tried to rise but his legs gave way. He had to open his eyes. Excruciating pain. Open your eyes, Billings!Now! There – he saw him. Through the tears and the swirl of blinding smoke the helmeted silhouette of a police officer, gas mask in place, tear gas launcher in hand. Not ten feet away, walking straight towards him. Help at last. The muzzle flashed.

We are Chairman Mao’s Red Guards,
Vanguards of the Cultural Revolution.
We unite with the masses and together plunge into battle
To wipe out all monsters and demons …

Their song echoed in the distance, becoming fainter and fainter. Police sirens wailing, overriding the song. The smoke cleared.
Doors opened. People came back onto the street, handkerchiefs to their noses. Clustered around the man lying in the street, his face half blown away, his blood running to the gutter to join the waters of Kowloon Bay. Beside him, the exploded remains of a tear gas canister resting on the tangle of a delicate art nouveau necklace.
At an apartment window, a woman in a silk dressing gown, both hands on the glass, slowly sank to the floor.
From across the harbour, on Hong Kong Island, the noonday gun went off.
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