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Saturday, May 25, 1935

The stiff breeze hit Douglas Bainbridge the moment he stepped onto the deck of the ocean-liner, whipping his dark blond hair back from his face. The wind was cool and crisp, and he enjoyed the feel of it on his cheeks. It tugged his necktie from inside his gray suit coat, and blew it over his shoulder. He stuffed it back down and kept his hand over the front of his coat, thinking he should have packed a tie tack. 

He leaned against the rail and looked out over the blue East China Sea. As he’d heard in the dining room, the coast was visible several miles away, low and green and shimmering in the morning sun. 

He tingled with anticipation. It seemed he’d been preparing for this his whole life. 

He enjoyed the final moments of peace and quiet, then went back to his stateroom. 

His trunk sat open at the foot of the bed, clothes neatly folded inside. His white dinner jacket still lay across the back of a chair where he’d tossed it last night; he found his black bowtie on the floor, and knelt to pick it up. He stared at it for a moment with a grin and tossed it into the trunk. 

He retrieved his white trousers from the floor, and shook his head at how wrinkled he’d left them. He folded and hung them with the jacket, placed them in a suit bag, and folded it in the trunk. 

The porter knocked as he finished packing his shaving kit. 

“All ready for disembark, Mr. Bainbridge?” 

“All ready, Xiao,” Doug said, handing him a silver dollar. 

The porter lugged his trunk down the narrow hall, and Doug followed with his valise in his right hand, his gray fedora in his left. 

The deck was more crowded now as Doug set his valise beside his trunk with the rest of the First Class luggage, all with numbered tags. Seeing no available space along the rail, he strolled toward the bow of the ship. He nodded to the well-dressed matrons and their daughters who had made his acquaintance on the voyage, and returned their greetings, brief but polite. 

He’d been a bit of a sensation the first half of the trip—an unmarried young man of twenty-five traveling alone in First Class—and the ladies of a certain age had sought his attention. Some were widows seeking a dance partner after dinner, but most were mothers only too eager to introduce him to their eighteen or nineteen-year-old daughters. Most of these gave him back his space once they learned he planned to stay in China for two years. This amused him immensely. 

The most persistent, however, was Mrs. Herbert Kinzler of Chicago. Perhaps it was because her daughter Lucy was twenty-one, and Mrs. Kinzler could hear the clock ticking. At least Lucy was more amused than complicit, and took steps to aggravate her mother. 

He’d enjoyed getting to know Lucy. She reminded him of a character right out of an F. Scott Fitzgerald novel—tall and blonde, witty and a bit sardonic, well-coifed but seemingly careless about it, and thoroughly modern right down to the cigarettes she hid from her mother. 

Every night he danced with the kindly widows, always obliging them, taking them for a waltz around the ballroom; or if they felt a bit more daring, a foxtrot. But by the end of every evening, he would be dancing with Lucy. 

They’d hit it off right away, discussing China, literature and music while strolling the deck. She shared his admiration for Fitzgerald and Faulkner, but disagreed with him on Hemingway. 

“But he is without a doubt the greatest American writer of our time,” Doug had said the first night after they’d tired of dancing and went out on deck for fresh air. 

“His stories are all rather self-consciously ‘manly,’ don’t you think?” she’d said. “It’s as if he’s overcompensating for something.” 

Doug had clasped his hands over his heart in mock pain, and took two staggering steps backward. This made her laugh. 

“I know how you feel—Mother doesn’t approve of my taste in books,” Lucy said as she lit a cigarette. “I read a lot of Gertrude Stein for a while, and Alice Toklas, but lately I’ve been more drawn to Virginia Woolf.” 

“I confess I’ve never read any Virginia Woolf.” 

“Oh, you should! She’s wonderful.” 

She leaned back against the railing and took a long tug on her cigarette. “I wish I could write like her. I rather fancy myself a writer,” she said with a grin. 

“And with rather a penchant for the British turn of phrase,” Doug teased. 

She blew cigarette smoke into his face, and they both laughed. 

Stopping now just before the bow of the ship, Doug thought about last night’s stroll, when Lucy had stopped in almost this exact spot and asked if he had a light. He’d taken a matchbook from the inside pocket of his dinner jacket and struck a match, shielding it with his hand while she lit the cigarette and took a long drag. 

“Ah, that’s good,” she’d said. “Mother won’t let me smoke, you know. For the last twelve days I’ve had to slip off to the ladies’ to do it.” 

“Doesn’t she smell it on you?” 

Lucy grinned. “Why do you think I keep an atomizer in my purse? Vanity?” 

He’d laughed with her. 

“Mother likes to pretend the ‘20s never happened,” Lucy said. “Nice girls don’t drink or smoke.” She’d stopped and stared into his eyes a moment. “Or do this.” 

She leaned in and kissed him. 

He’d been so surprised, he hadn’t kissed back. She pulled back and regarded him with a raised eyebrow. 

“Too forward?” 

“No,” he replied with a nervous laugh. “I’ve just never had a girl kiss me first.” 

She grinned again. “Mother says the reason I’m still single is that I’m ‘too bold and forward.’ I say it’s because I haven’t found a man interesting enough yet.” She leaned her elbow on the rail, cocked her hip, and looked up at him. “You’re awfully interesting, though.” 

After twelve days of thwarting her mother’s every attempt at match-making, this frankness surprised him. But only slightly. They had enjoyed each other’s company. 

And so he’d kissed her, and they embraced right there on deck, for several minutes. When they broke the kiss, she winked at him, took his hand, and led him down to his stateroom. 

He shouldn’t have; he knew he shouldn’t have. And yet, he hadn’t been able to stop himself. 

As the ship moved into the wide mouth of the Yangtze River and to the left of a pair of islands, the salt smell of the air mingled with the sour smell of fish and dirty water. 

The estuary was full of fishing boats, some no bigger than a dinghy, most with single sails raised, coming back from the morning catch. Occasionally a larger Chinese Junk floated past going the opposite direction, its multiple sails fluttering in the breeze. Doug watched them bobbing in the wake of the giant ocean liner. 

“There you are!” 

He turned around to see Lucy walking toward him. She was dressed casually in a light short-sleeved dress of pale blue, the sleeves sheer. The breeze billowed the hem around her legs just below the knees. Her hair was pulled back from her face by a pair of barrettes, and tied up in a hairnet at the back of her neck. 

“Good morning,” he said with a smile. He glanced over her shoulder and saw the plump middle-aged woman hurrying after her, and groaned on the inside. 

“I thought I might find you here,” Lucy said with a crooked smile, lowering her voice so only he would hear. 

“No chance of a repeat performance,” he muttered with a nod toward the woman just about to reach them. 

“Mr. Bainbridge, how pleasant to see you,” the woman said, attempting to hide her shortness of breath. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and she wore a navy blue dress that hung almost to her ankles, and a small matching hat pinned to the top of her head. “I thought we might run into you at breakfast, but you must have risen early.” 

Doug forced a smile. “Good morning, Mrs. Kinzler. Yes, I did. I didn’t want to miss our first look at China.” He nodded toward the endless vista of rice fields stretching away from the river, dotted with the stooped figures of peasants in dark trousers and pale blouses, their heads hidden beneath conical straw hats. 

Mrs. Kinzler’s smile faded slightly. “Yes, it’s quite something, isn’t it?” Her tone sounded forced, and he suppressed an amused grin. 

“I think it’s incredible, Mother,” Lucy said, leaning against the railing and looking out. 

Doug had to look away so Mrs. Kinzler wouldn’t see his smile; Lucy had said she’d insisted on Asia rather than Europe when her mother suggested a summer tour abroad, and wouldn’t agree otherwise. He noticed Lucy had positioned herself between Doug and her mother; a tall barricade in blue pumps. 

The older woman chattered about the fine restaurants and tea houses she’d read about in the guidebook. Doug barely listened, watching the low banks of the muddy river slipping past and occasionally casting a sideways glance at Lucy, who rolled her eyes. 

The crisp breeze died away, replaced by a wall of humidity. Perspiration began to bead on his forehead, and the air felt heavy. 

Like Washington in July, he thought. Welcome to Shanghai. 

“Perhaps you could join us for lunch, Mr. Bainbridge?” Mrs. Kinzler was saying. 

He shook his head and did his best to look regretful. “I’m afraid I have lunch plans already. Business to attend to.” 

Mrs. Kinzler’s face showed disappointment mingled with a hint of skepticism. “On Saturday? Your company still observes the six-day workweek?” 

“It’s his first day in Shanghai, Mother!” Lucy said. “Of course he has business to do—that’s why he’s here.” 

“Oh, yes, of course.” Mrs. Kinzler gave her daughter a frosty look. “Come dear, we must check on our luggage. God only knows what those Chinamen have done with it.” 

Doug cringed, but knew better than to criticize his elders for their prejudices. He glanced at Lucy and saw a pained look flash across her eyes. 

“I’ll join you in a moment, Mother.” 

Mrs. Kinzler’s expression softened as she looked back at Doug. “Yes, I’ll give you two a moment to say goodbye.” 

“God, I’m dying for a cigarette,” Lucy muttered as her mother walked away. 

Doug chuckled, and she regarded him thoughtfully. 

“You could pretend it was yours if she came back, you know. It would be the gentlemanly thing.” 

Doug shook his head. “Wouldn’t work. For twelve days we’ve been cooped up together on this boat, and she’s never once seen me smoke. She’d catch you for certain.” 

She groaned. “Good God, why do you have to be right?” 

He looked away, and watched the shore pass by. He thought back over their time together, the laughs, the easy familiarity—last night—and wished their timing had been better. 

“Penny for your thoughts,” she said, drawing him back into the present. He saw her looking at him, pencil-thin eyebrows raised. 

“They wouldn’t even be worth that,” he said. What could he tell her that would change anything? That he wished circumstances were different? He looked back at the water. The ship had slowed considerably, and began a hard left turn into the narrower Huang Po River. 

She looked away. After a moment’s silence, she said, “You never give away much, do you?” 

He said nothing. What could he say? That he wasn’t allowed to? He stared at the filthy water of the Huang Po, littered with flotsam and the iridescent shimmer of oil, and tried to ignore the stench that now filled the air. 

The breeze had stopped entirely, and the late morning sun beat down mercilessly. He took a step back from the rail and put his hat on. 

“I knew all along that last night wasn’t the beginning of something, you know,” she said. “You needn’t feel guilty.” 

“I don’t,” he said, quietly. 

She straightened, looked toward the collection of luggage, which seemed to have gathered a collection of passengers around it. “Well, we had some laughs, didn’t we?” 

He smiled in spite of himself. “Yeah, we had some laughs.” 

He wished he didn’t like her so much. 

She hesitated, as if she had something else she wanted to say, but then she just smiled, and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek. 

“If we see each other again, I’ll thank our good fortune. If we don’t, I’ll always remember our conversations fondly.” 

She waved as she turned and walked away, and he watched her for a moment. A feeling of regret hit him, but he pushed it aside. Duty first. 

He turned back toward the rail. The green fields of rice gave way to low brick buildings, packed together like sardines in a can. The rural vista disappeared, replaced by a modern cityscape of brick tenements with blackened chimneys on flat tar roofs, and iron fire-escapes along the sides. Warehouses fronted the river, workers swarming around them like ants. 

The ship rounded a bend, and a skyline of clean limestone skyscrapers loomed on the far side of a wide boulevard filled with cars rushing past a planted median of potted palms and marble statues. Numerous docks jutted into the filthy river, sleek and elegant yachts moored to their sides. 

Farther down, Doug could see docked naval vessels flying several different national flags—battleships mostly, a few destroyers, and one gigantic aircraft carrier flying the Japanese rising sun. He strained to get a better look. 

The ship slowed to a crawl, and stevedores on the shore caught ropes tossed by the crew. 

He straightened, squared his shoulders, and strode toward the crowd gathered near the First Class gangplank. 

Porters moved the luggage to shore, and the First Class passengers disembarked. Doug stood near the back of the crowd, which gave him time to look out. Motor cars of every make imaginable, many quite luxurious, shared the road with bicycles and man-powered rickshaws. Businessmen and ladies in western fashions shared sidewalks with workers in plain trousers and tunics. There were even older Chinese men with long thin beards wearing robes of brightly colored embroidered silks and stiff square hats, looking as if they’d stepped off the pages of a school encyclopedia. 

Car horns competed with the shouts of rickshaw drivers in the chaotic traffic. 

As Doug stepped onto the gangplank, its canopy shading them from the intense midday sun, he spotted Lucy and her mother standing at the edge of the boulevard. A porter raised his arm, and a rickshaw stopped, its runner barely dropping the handles before reaching down to throw their trunks in the back of his cart. The porter helped the ladies into the seat, said a few words to the runner, and they were off. 

Doug wondered if he’d run into them while they stayed in Shanghai. Even in a city of three million people, Mrs. Herbert Kinzler just might sniff him out. Part of him hoped so; part of him hoped not. 

He reached the bottom and looked back. The First Class decks sat empty, only a few porters scurrying around. Below on the Second Class deck, a smaller crowd waited their turn to exit, carrying their own valises. 

There wasn’t much of a middle class left these days, Doug thought. He’d almost been with them, before he’d used his own money to upgrade his ticket the day they departed. Now that he was twenty-five, his parents could no longer keep him from his trust funds; could no longer punish him by withholding the money his grandparents had bequeathed to him. 

Below in Steerage, the deck above the water line was packed with passengers. Most of their faces were Chinese—but scattered amongst them were the grimy faces of a few white men. They’d probably heard there was work in Shanghai, unable to find any in the States. 

He turned back toward the city. Around him he heard conversations in at least five recognizable languages, plus several he didn’t recognize. Most were in the local dialect, and he listened hard, trying to pick out words or phrases. 

The customs officer at the front of the line was a pink-cheeked blond man with thin reddish-blond mustache, the emblem of the International Settlement on the arm of his blue uniform, and a name tag that said “Johansson.” 

He gave Doug a pleasant smile and asked in English for his passport. He opened it, glanced at the photograph stapled inside, and handed it back. He took Doug’s declarations form, gave it a quick look and marked it with a check. “Welcome to Shanghai, sir.” 

Doug chuckled at the ease of entry into Chinese treaty ports.

“Your luggage ticket, sir?” a Chinese porter asked in English. He handed it over, though he could have simply pointed out his trunk and valise in the dwindled collection. The porter hauled them to the sidewalk, and hailed a rickshaw. 

“Where to, sir?” the porter asked, but Doug waved him off. “I’ll tell the driver myself.” He climbed in, and hesitated a second while trying to decide on Mandarin or Cantonese. It was a gross oversimplification, but Shanghainese was more or less in the middle. He opted for Mandarin, and directed the runner to take him to the Cathay Hotel. 

The man replied in Shanghainese, and Doug had to give him a blank look and a shrug. 

“Okey-dokey,” the runner said in Pidgin, picked up the handles and pulled out into traffic without so much as a sideways glance at the motor cars. 

**
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It was just after noon when Doug approached the glittering art deco entrance of the Cathay Hotel, past the brass frieze of two whippets over a large stained glass window. A tall white man with a full beard, brown with twin streaks of gray, and deep-set blue eyes stepped forward and took his luggage from the rickshaw. 

“Welcome to the Cathay, Sir. What room?” he asked twice, first in Shanghainese and second in English, with a thick Russian accent. 

“Just lunch,” Doug replied in English. “Please hold them for me for an hour.” He handed the doorman a half-dollar and went inside. 

The cavernous lobby was walled with gray and rose marble, with huge paintings of fantastical cities high on the walls. Sunlight streamed through stained glass of orange and red arranged in geometrical designs, softening the light from the giant crystal chandeliers. 

He found the restaurant, and was about to ask the Chinese maître’d if Robert Hilliard was waiting, when a tall man of about thirty stood from a nearby table and raised his hand. 

Doug assumed the wave was for him, nodded to the maître’d, and walked to the table, where the man extended his hand. 

“Lt. Commander Bainbridge, I presume. I’m Commander Hilliard. Welcome to China.” 
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“Thank you, sir,” Doug said, shaking Commander Hilliard’s hand. “I’m glad to be here.” He resisted the urge to salute, taking his cue from the superior officer’s civilian attire and handshake. 

The restaurant was full, and he wondered how much they would be able to say. 

“And welcome to ONI’s immersion program,” Hilliard continued after they sat. “We’re very excited about this program. It’s unusual for us to find an officer fluent in both Mandarin and Cantonese. That should make it easier for you to acclimate.” 

Doug felt his cheeks flush. “I have to confess, sir, so far Shanghainese has confused me. I’ve barely understood a word.” 

“It’ll take a little while,” Hilliard said. “It’s as unique from Mandarin or Cantonese as Spanish is from Portuguese or Italian. We have a hell of a time getting the brass in Washington to understand that. But, in the same way that someone who speaks Portuguese and Italian can learn Spanish quite easily, I think you’ll find that Shanghainese will come to you pretty quickly. You may wake up one day and it will suddenly make sense.” 

A tuxedo-clad Chinese waiter approached with a pair of menus, but Hilliard waved them off. “I hope you like seafood,” he said to Doug. 

“Yes, very much.” 

“Of course—you’re from San Francisco.” Hilliard turned to the waiter and rattled off an order in Shanghainese. 

Doug listened closely, and was able to pick out a few words—shrimp, rice—even though the pronunciation was different. He made a mental note of how Hilliard had pronounced them. 

After the waiter departed with a bow, Hilliard turned back to Doug. “I ordered Drunken Shrimp—a Shanghai specialty. They take them off the boat and throw them in rice liquor, let them drown and soak for a couple of hours, then cook them in a wok and toss them on rice. Delicious.” 

“I’ve never heard of it,” Doug confessed. “I’m more familiar with the Cantonese food we’d get in Chinatown when I was a boy. My parents used to take us there often. It reminded them of their childhoods.” 

“Try everything,” Hilliard said. “That’s what we want you to do while you’re here. You bought the recommended guidebook?” 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Good, start with that. Then when you’re comfortable, wander on your own. Try to memorize the boundaries of the International Settlement—not that you have to confine yourself to the IS. There are good restaurants in the French Concession, if you don’t mind snobby French waiters. Remember French law applies there—the French opted out when every other western power consolidated their concessions.” He shook his head. “Crime is higher in the Chinese municipality, so don’t venture there at night if you’re alone, but there are things to see in the old town.” 

He paused while the waiter returned with a pot of tea and two little porcelain cups, set them down, and bowed. 

“Our first order of business,” Hilliard said after the waiter departed, reaching into his white linen suit coat and removing an envelope. “That’s your first month’s stipend, less the month’s rent we paid to your landlord. It’s in U.S. currency, which you can use just about anywhere, but the merchants will gouge on the price. I’d exchange most of it for the local Shanghai dollar if I were you, but keep a few American dollars in reserve. In the future we’ll deposit directly into an account we’ve set up for you at the HSBC—that way no nosy neighbor sees a check from the United States Navy in your mailbox. You can find the bank on the Bund, a few blocks from here—it’s the building with the dome on top.” 

“I passed it on the way here.” Doug put the envelope inside his breast pocket without looking at the money. He knew how much the stipend was; he’d do the math later to figure out his rent. 

Hilliard smiled. “Relax, your job is easy. Just soak it all in.” 

Doug realized his shoulders were tense, and he relaxed them and made an effort to breathe more easily. 

“They probably told you before you left Washington that your immersion isn’t really ‘top secret’—I’m sure they said you could tell your family, if you asked them to keep it to themselves. We know mothers never do that, though—they brag to a couple of neighbor ladies, and swear them to secrecy, but the neighbor ladies tell a few more neighbor ladies and swear them to secrecy, and so on. It’s fine.” 

Doug had difficulty imagining his mother bragging about anything he did. More likely she’d sit rigid in her high-backed parlor chairs, hands folded in her lap, and say vaguely, “Douglas is in China,” if anyone asked about him. She’d no doubt let them assume he was working for his father’s firm. 

Lucy wouldn’t have told anyone, he mused. He wondered what might have happened if he’d been more forthcoming with her. Then he scolded himself. He didn’t really know her, after all. His instincts about her reliability might be spot on, but there was no empirical evidence to back that up. Best to have kept her out of it. 

Hilliard continued. “This isn’t cloak-and-dagger. You can write home as often as you like, socialize at will—enjoy the city. That said, it would be prudent not to broadcast your association with ONI, given the political climate toward foreigners these days.” 

This startled Doug. “Oh? I hadn’t heard there was difficulty.” 

He knew only too well his maternal grandparents’ stories of fleeing during the Boxer Rebellion thirty-five years before, full of references to friends—fellow missionaries—who hadn’t survived. Not that his mother ever spoke of it, of course. 

Hilliard held up his hands. “Don’t worry, there hasn’t been any unusual violence against foreign civilians in the International Settlement, or even in the Chinese municipality, but locals don’t hesitate to show hostility to western authority figures. Chinese republican politics and public opinion are pressing for the return of the heart of the city to Chinese control, and some foreign residents in the Settlement have reported intimidation, mostly the British and Japanese.” 

The food arrived in a big steaming bowl, and the waiter set smaller bowls and chop sticks in front of them. He bowed and backed away without a word. 

“Enough business,” Hilliard said with a smile. “We can finish that up after I take you to your new home.” 

**
[image: ]


Tim McIntyre sat at the bar and dug into his bowl of noodles, bringing his mouth down to the chopsticks and chewing in the mass of noodles hanging from them. His shirt sleeves were folded up past his elbows, and he wore no jacket. His white straw hat lay on the bar beside his bowl, the sweat stains on the rim still wet. He washed down the bite with a gulp of hot tea from a little cup. 

The stockier man beside him fanned himself with his hat and took a drink of his martini. Condensation dripped from the glass. He was about forty, with a thick brown mustache and round cheeks flushed red. 

“I’ll never understand how you can eat hot noodles and drink tea this time of year. You have definitely gone native, my friend.” 

“And I’ll never understand how you can drink a martini at lunch time,” Tim replied. 

His companion chuckled. “When you’ve been in the business as long as I have, you’ll have liquid lunches too. And if you’re lucky, you’ll have rich sources who buy them for you.” 

“Ha!” Tim’s laugh was hard-edged. “I don’t think I’d want to take any favors from the sources I’ve spoken to lately.” 

“Still digging into the underworld?” his companion asked, and shook his head with a ‘tisk-tisk’ expression. 

“Something like that,” Tim said through a mouth full of noodles. 

“I hope you have a license to carry a firearm. And then carry one.” 

“I never took you to be a worrier, Jonesy.” 

“I’m not. I’m just practical. I carry a Colt .45 right here under my coat.” He patted his side. 

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you ‘the pen is mightier than the sword?’ What kind of newspaperman are you, anyway?” 

Jonesy chuckled. “The kind who didn’t waste time studying ‘journalism’ in a classroom. Unlike you with your fancy junior college degree, I earned my chops working the labor beat in Detroit for sixteen years—where I learned there are all kinds of weapons mightier than a pen.” 

“Such as?” 

“The almighty buck for one,” Jonesy said, his expression growing stony. “I saw dozens of union men beaten to death by strike-breakers, and then had editors refuse to print the stories.” 

Tim made a little grunting noise as his only reply, and finished the tea in his cup. As he poured more from the teapot, something caught his attention and he overflowed his little cup. 

“Whoa there! You haven’t even been drinking,” Jonesy said, throwing down his napkin where the overflow had started to drip off the bar onto his seat. 

“Sorry.” Tim nodded toward the lobby. “Believe it or not, I know that guy over there—the young one in the gray suit, who just came out of the restaurant. Doug Bainbridge. I went to day school with him when we were kids. I used to caddy for his dad at the country club they belonged to.” 

“Well, well, well,” Jonesy said. 

“What? You know him, too?” 

“Not him, his lunch companion.” 

Something about Jonesy’s tone and expression piqued Tim’s interest. “So are you gonna tell me who it is?” 

“That’s Robert Hilliard—Commander Robert Hilliard—one of the Assistant Naval Attachés from the U.S. Embassy in Nanking. I heard he was in town yesterday, touring a factory in Yangtzepoo. Apparently he stayed in town, and now he’s had lunch with your boy.” 

“Interesting,” Tim said. He remembered hearing something from a mutual acquaintance he’d run into in a little jazz club in San Francisco not long before he’d left, said in a gossipy whisper. Something about Doug joining the Navy after graduating from Stanford, she’d said. An odd choice for someone with his background, Tim had agreed, and then promptly forgot about it. 

“I know that tone,” Jonesy said with a knowing smile. “You want to know what’s going on there. Reporter’s curse, the insufferable need to know everything about everyone. Go on, then—go find out where they’ve gone. I’ll buy your lunch, and you can owe me. Maybe a good tip sometime, huh?” 

“Thanks, Jonesy,” Tim said, retrieving his hat from the bar. 

He hurried through the revolving door facing toward Nanking Road, but Doug and Hilliard had already gone. He put a few coins into the hand of the Russian doorman and asked in Shanghainese where the two Americans had just gone. 

“They took rickshaw,” the Russian replied. “I heard one tell runner in Shanghainese to take them to Huang Lei Road in North District.” 

Tim smiled. “Thanks, Ivan. I know just where that is.” 

**
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Doug listened closely when Hilliard gave directions to the rickshaw runner; the address he gave on Huang Lei Road would be home for the next two years. The runner was shirtless in the heat, and the sweat on his yellowish-tan skin gleamed in the bright midday sun as he hoisted Doug’s luggage into the back. His faded blue trousers were cut off just below the knees, and the waist band was soaked. As he pulled them down Nanking Road, rivulets ran down his spine. 

What a way to make a living, Doug thought. And not much of a living at that—Hilliard had paid him just twenty-five cents. 

They came to a stop at a busy intersection—Honan Road, Hilliard said—where a tall, dark-skinned man with a thick black beard, in a blue police uniform and bright red turban directed traffic. A Sikh from India. Another stood at the corner and held the lever that operated the traffic signal. 

“Strange that they have a stop light, but still have someone out in the road directing traffic,” Doug remarked. 

“That’s Shanghai,” Hilliard said. “The modern world meets the ancient orient, where no one gives a hoot about the color of the traffic signal.” 

As he spoke, a rickshaw runner on the other side of the intersection looked around and sprang forward, dodging the cross traffic, oblivious to blaring horns and shouts from other rickshaw drivers. The Sikh in the intersection pulled out his baton and struck a blow against the errant driver’s thigh, eliciting a yelp, and went back to directing traffic. 

The Sikh officer on the corner pulled his lever, their light turned green, and the Sikh in the road turned 90 degrees and motioned them on. Their runner rounded the corner and pulled them north along Honan Road. 

They encountered a similar situation a couple of blocks farther, at the intersection with Peking Road—again with a pair of Sikh police officers. Doug commented about the anomaly. 

“The British recruit from their colony in India for traffic duty and riot duty in the Settlement,” Hilliard explained. “The British pretty much run the Shanghai Municipal Police. Technically they’re supposed to cooperate with the American, Japanese, and other concessions represented in the IS, but in practice they run the SMP any way they want to.” 

They crossed a bridge over Soochow Creek. Doug gazed down the creek –really a small river—and saw women crouched in clusters, running clothes across washboards. Near the bridge dozens of Chinese boys were skinny-dipping in the slow-moving brown water, then shamelessly scrambling up the muddy banks and running down wood planks to jump back in, laughing and squealing like it was a Coney Island roller-coaster. 

The street narrowed north of the creek, and they passed through a neighborhood of short brick buildings, three or four stories tall, with shops on the ground floor and tenements above. Fresh ducks and chickens hung by their feet from the open windows of butcher shops; street vendors shouted to passersby to buy pork dumplings or dried fish; and old women hung out windows and chattered with their neighbors in rapid Shanghainese. A pair of police officers—one white, one Chinese—strolled down the street, and the white one nodded to Doug and Hilliard and touched the rim of his hat as their rickshaw passed. 

They made a couple of turns, and stopped in front of a building on the corner of two side streets. They stepped out and waited for the driver to remove Doug’s luggage and set it down by the door; Doug fished a quarter from his pocket and tipped him, thanking him in Mandarin. 

Hilliard had already entered the store, a laundry, and Doug hurried to join him. He found the commander speaking to a young woman with round cheeks at the counter, and when Doug entered she looked at him. Their eyes held for only a second before she looked down, and mumbled something to Hilliard with a quick bow. 

A moment later a rail-thin man with deeply lined face came from the back, moping his brow. He greeted Hilliard with both a bow and a handshake—East meets west, Doug thought—then turned and gave Doug the same greeting. 

“Doug, this is Mr. Hwang, your landlord,” Hilliard said in English. 

“Very nice to meet you,” Mr. Hwang said in careful English, his words slow and deliberate. “Welcome to Shanghai.” 

Doug said ‘thank you’ in Mandarin. Mr. Hwang’s face lit up. He said “Ahh!” and proceeded to correct Doug’s pronunciation to the Shanghainese variant. Doug repeated it with a bow, grateful for the lesson. 

Mr. Hwang led them out of the store to a second doorway at the corner of the building. Doug hesitated at the door, then lugged his trunk off the sidewalk and into the hall. It was hot and stuffy as they climbed up two flights of stairs, each flight turning at a landing midway between floors. At each floor the stairway opened to a small hallway with three doors. At the third floor, Mr. Hwang led them to a door and unlocked it. 

“You have a flat on the top floor, with windows over the street and courtyard,” he said in Shanghainese, slowly for the newcomer, enunciating carefully, and beamed as he stood aside for Doug to enter. 

Doug hid his disappointment as he looked around. It was even smaller than his apartment in Washington, and not as attractive. The bare wood floors were plain and unlacquered, the wooden walls unpainted. There was one cushioned armchair in the corner, and a small table with two chairs in the middle of the room. A window stood open, with plain white curtains stirring in the occasional breeze. 

There was a kitchenette near the back with a couple of cabinets, a small counter, an ice box, and a cast iron wood-burning stove. An open window looked down on a courtyard surrounded by other brick buildings, clotheslines strung from window to opposite window, most hung with damp laundry. Women in the courtyard chattered in Shanghainese as they chopped vegetables to prepare the evening meals. 

A short hall led to the bedroom, with a little linen closet to the side. In the bedroom he found a bed with a wrought iron frame, the mattress sagging in the middle, covered with a blue cotton blanket. A little table stood next to it, a dresser faced the bed, and another window stood open with white curtains stirring in the slight breeze off the street. 

“You like?” Mr. Hwang asked with an expectant smile. 

It was smaller and plainer than he’d expected, and the furnishings left a lot to be desired—it was far from how he’d pictured living for two years—but the place was clean. Most Chinese lived in squalid conditions in one-room shacks or tenements, so Doug nodded and returned the smile. 

“Yes, very much.” He hesitated, mindful of Chinese manners. “Where do I find the toilet?” 

“Ah, the toilet and bath are off the main hall,” Mr. Hwang said, a proud smile on his lips. “One bath for every two flats, very nice.” 

“It is exactly what we had in mind, Mr. Hwang,” Hilliard said, bowing. “Mr. Bainbridge will be very comfortable here.” 

“Your neighbor is English,” Mr. Hwang said, pointing toward the door opposite Doug’s. “He has lived here many years, speaks very good Shanghainese.” 

“Well, isn’t that nice?” Hilliard said to Doug, with a smile for Mr. Hwang’s benefit. 

“Yes, thank you, Mr. Hwang,” Doug said, careful to imitate the Shanghainese pronunciation. He bowed. 

Mr. Hwang returned the bow and handed him the key. He bid them good afternoon and departed. 

“We’ve put you in a middle-class neighborhood in the old American Concession,” Hilliard told him, returning to English. “This will be a good place for you to get comfortable while you explore.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“First off, get yourself a lighter suit, something linen—every westerner in Shanghai wears linen—and some electric fans. This is typical weather for May, so you can imagine how hot it will be in a couple of months.” 

Doug nodded. He was wearing his summer suit, and he felt like he was roasting in it. 

“I come to Shanghai several times a year, and I’ll meet with you every three months during your immersion. I’ll send you a telegram inviting you to lunch, and sign it ‘Your friend Bob.’ I’ll give you a few days’ notice. 

“I’m sure they told you in Washington that completing the immersion doesn’t guarantee advancement—and as a matter of fact, there are two others besides you who have already started the program here. If things go as we’d like, others will come. So there’s competition. You won’t know who they are, and may never encounter them. But let’s be honest—do well in your immersion, and you’ll get placed somewhere, either as an assistant Attaché in Nanking, or as on-board intelligence officer in the Asiatic or the Pacific Fleet. You’ll learn vital skills that ONI will need.” 

Hilliard paused and took a deep breath. “Which brings me to our last piece of business. It’s no secret the Navy has concentrated its intelligence quite heavily on Japan for the last fifteen years.” 

“Since the Great War.” 

“Precisely. ONI has run a three-year immersion in Japan for nearly a decade, and we had to fight hard to get Washington to grant us an opportunity to run an immersion in China. How you and the others do over the next couple of years will determine if this program continues. The Navy knows our next fight is going to be against the Japanese—even if the public would scoff—but we believe it’s as likely to take place on the China coast as out in the open Pacific. So you can see how important your role is.” 

“Yes sir,” Doug said, feeling the excitement building in his gut. 

“Good. I’m confident you’ll do well. You should have little trouble, but in case you do,” he paused and took a card from inside his coat, and handed it to Doug. There was a number printed on it, but no other writing. “If you get into trouble and need help fast, call that number. It’s classified, so memorize it and hand it back to me. Use it only in an emergency. If you need ordinary assistance, just call the Embassy in Nanking and ask for me, I’ll get back to you when I can.” 

Doug memorized the number, and handed the card back. 

Hilliard walked to the door, but paused with his hand on the doorknob. “One more thing—two years is a long time, and you’ll get lonely. It’s been said if God lets Shanghai survive, He owes an apology to Sodom and Gomorrah. There are prostitutes everywhere, not to mention gold diggers. Officially, fornication is against Navy policy—but we’re realistic. You’ve probably read in the papers about the ‘miracle drug’ that cures infections: penicillin. It’s not available to the public, but we’ve had it for five years. So just in case...” He let his voice trail off. 

Doug felt his cheeks flush. “I understand, sir.” 

“Most of the prostitutes are Chinese or Russian. Not that you’d ever visit any, of course; just keep in mind the Chinese hookers are more likely to be infected with something than the Russians, but don’t trust any of them.” 

Doug stiffened. “Understood, sir.” 

That’s awfully racist, he thought, hearing it in his grandfather Bainbridge’s voice. Grandfather had been a freethinker and an egalitarian, and Doug always wished he could be more like him. 

“Good luck, Bainbridge,” Hilliard said, returned Doug’s salute, and walked out. 

Doug relaxed his shoulders and let out a long exhale, tingling inside with a mix of excitement and apprehension. 

He was on his own. Again. 
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They collided as Doug exited the store with two boxes under his arm. The boxes fell to the ground, and he cringed at the sound of metal pieces clanging. 

“I’m awfully sorry,” the young man who ran into him said, in English with an American accent, looking at the boxes and kneeling to help pick them up. “I hope they’re not broken.” 

“I’m sure they’re fine,” Doug replied. The voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t place it. 

“Ah, Eskimo. That’s the same brand I have,” the man said, nodding at the boxes containing small desk fans. “You must be new to Shanghai.” 

He stood and handed a box to Doug, and they looked at each other. 

Doug knew that face, but out of context it took him a second to realize who it was. 

“Doug Bainbridge?” the man said, sounding surprised. 

Something about his tone and the surprised look seemed a little put on. But that didn’t make sense. He told himself to not be so suspicious. 

“Tim. Tim McIntyre,” the man said, and extended his hand. 

“Yes, Tim, I remember you,” Doug said, shaking the offered hand. “You attended Carlisle Day School, in San Francisco. It’s been years. I didn’t know you were in China.” 

“Couple years now,” Tim said, smiling from ear to ear. “I write for the AP, one of their Far East correspondents. I don’t live too far from here, actually. A few blocks that way. I’ve got a nice girl, and we’ve got an apartment just off Woosung, almost to Japantown in Hongkou.” 

“I’m around the corner,” Doug said. “As a matter of fact, I just arrived this morning. Getting settled in.” He nodded down at the fan boxes and raised the shopping bag in his right hand that contained a kettle, tea pot, and tea cups. “I’m going to be here a while. My family’s been in the China trade for a long time, but we haven’t had anyone on this side of the Pacific in thirty-five years.”

“You don’t say? Well then, I should take you out tonight, show you some of the good clubs. Shanghai’s famous for its nightlife.” 

“Thanks, maybe some other night,” Doug said. “It’s been a big day, I’m not sure I’m up for a night on the town.” 

Tim nodded. “I understand. Maybe next Friday? I know a couple of great places.” 

Why not? Doug thought. “That would be swell, thanks.” 

Tim grinned. “Great! Here, give me your address, and I’ll come get you at eight o’clock.” He handed Doug a slip of paper and a pencil, then took it back with a smile after Doug had written his address on it. “It was great running into you. Perhaps I’ll see you around the neighborhood. If not, I’ll see you Friday.” 

Tim touched the rim of his hat and nodded as he turned away. 

“See ya, Tim.” 

As he headed back to his apartment, fan boxes back under his arm, Doug wondered about the odds of running into someone from San Francisco on a neighborhood street in Shanghai. 
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After a nice cool bath in the claw-foot tub he shared with his third floor neighbors—whom he had yet to meet—Doug headed out at dusk to explore and find some dinner. 

The neighborhood bustled with activity as the sun went down and the temperature fell from stifling to barely tolerable. All around him were conversations in multiple varieties of Chinese—most in Shanghainese, which he was beginning to recognize, but also several in Cantonese, a few in Mandarin, and some in other languages or dialects he didn’t recognize at all. 

Old men sat in groups on the stoops of every building, most playing Mah Jong with great intensity, but as Doug passed they looked up and stared at the new foreigner in the neighborhood. Doug knew they would watch his every move, until they grew accustomed to his presence. 

There seemed to be a tea house on every corner, and at this time of day they were packed. He strolled by slowly, listening to the conversations through the open windows, and settled on an establishment that seemed to cater to a Cantonese clientele. 

He found a seat at the counter along the side wall, and a waiter approached him immediately, bowed—polite but stiff—and handed him a folded paper menu. Doug thanked him in Cantonese and ordered an Oolong tea and a bo luo bao—a pineapple bun with red bean filling—eliciting a broad grin from the waiter, who then bowed and hurried to fill his order. 

The other customers cocked their heads in curiosity and watched him a moment, then returned to their conversations and appeared to ignore him. 

As he listened to them, Doug could pick out two distinct languages—Cantonese, and another that sounded a bit like Cantonese with its harsh nasalization, but incomprehensible to him. 

When the waiter returned, Doug asked what the other language was. “Fujian,” the waiter said. 

Of course, another southern language. Doug knew people in the south of China felt distinct from the rest of the country—much like the Deep South in the United States. 

The waiter was very attentive now that he knew Doug spoke Cantonese, and Doug decided to ask him for directions. Before he’d left San Francisco, his mother had given him the address of a Presbyterian Church on Tianjian Road—the pastor was an acquaintance of his grandparents—and said it would be good for him to go there on Sundays. Doug had no doubt she’d written to the pastor and told him to keep her informed of her son’s attendance at Sunday services. 

The waiter knew the address—Doug stifled his disappointment—and told him it wasn’t far. 

After his tea and snack, Doug wandered west a few blocks toward Honan Road. Twilight deepened, and the air was thick with the smells of garlic, soy, and peppers cooking. Doug could hear the muted sizzle of the woks and the chatter of the women cooking for their families, hidden from view in the courtyards behind the buildings. 

Honan Road was brightly lit, and here he saw several white people in western dress among the Chinese on the sidewalks and in the street. He heard several conversations in English, with both American and British accents. 

He considered several small restaurants for dinner, pausing as he passed to look inside, and waiters called out to him in Pidgin—“Wantchee good eat, Mister?” 

He eventually settled on a Sichuan restaurant with a mixed clientele. He ordered gong bao ji ding in Mandarin, a spicy chicken dish, with hot and sour soup, and sat for a while in deep thought. 

He felt an exciting touch of discomfort, and wondered if he’d ever be able to let his guard down here. He’d felt excited and apprehensive like this when he first moved to Washington—before he found he had nothing in common with any of his coworkers, and spent almost three years feeling alone. But he wouldn’t think about that now. 

Would he run into Lucy and Mrs. Kinzler somewhere? That thought gave him mixed emotions. 

And finally, what about Tim McIntyre? Something about the interaction hadn’t seemed natural. He supposed the fact that Tim was a reporter added to his unease, though he couldn’t think of any other reason Tim would have anything other than friendly intentions. 

It was an interesting crowd. A pair of tall Scandinavian-looking men in linen suits, blond and pink-faced, chatted at the table next to his in what he decided was probably Danish judging from their red and white ties. There were two tables of Americans—four businessmen in the front, and two couples to his right—who laughed and conversed quite loudly. Several Chinese families sat at long tables, usually three generations, conversing more quietly but with equal mirth. And in the back sat a group of seven young Chinese in somber gray clothing, boys and girls, with books open; their voices were quiet, but their faces were intense, and they leaned in close to one another. He presumed they were university students, but wondered about their drab matching clothes. 

The door opened while he was eating his soup, and he looked up to see the round-faced young woman who worked at Mr. Hwang’s shop. She was looking toward the back of the restaurant, but noticed him watching her and looked down. She hurried to the table occupied by the seven young people with books and serious expressions. 

Doug stole glances her direction as he ate his chicken. She still wore the same outfit she’d worn at Mr. Hwang’s—light blue tunic and dark blue trousers; she was pretty, and her expression was more passive than those of her companions. She seemed quiet
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