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Saturday, November 9, 1935

Douglas Bainbridge both loved and dreaded the arrival of a mail shipment from the United States. This morning’s visit to the Shanghai Municipal Post Office provided two letters that had come on the steamship from San Francisco yesterday. 

Sitting at a corner table at the Cantonese teahouse he frequented a few blocks from his apartment, Doug re-read the letter from his girlfriend, Lucy Kinzler, to reinforce his good mood before taking in the much briefer letter from his mother. 

It was a beautiful fall day in Shanghai—November having finally brought an end to summer-like weather—and a fresh breeze blew through the large open windows that ran the length of two walls in the teahouse. It was in the upper sixties on the Fahrenheit scale, a relief after the stifling heat and humidity he had experienced for most of his first five and a half months in Shanghai. Plus, the pervasive sour stench that enveloped the city like a blanket diminished somewhat as the temperature moderated. 

The letter from Lucy put a smile on his face, even with a second reading. The first had been before he left the post office, and was rushed. This time, he read slowly, savoring her words to him. 

Before she’d left in August after a summer tour of Asia with her mother, Doug and Lucy promised to write to one another every other week, and they had kept that promise. It usually took three or four weeks for their letters to travel between Vassar in upstate New York, and Shanghai, so she was always answering questions he’d asked her two letters ago, and vice versa. 

He didn’t mind a bit. 

Finishing the letter, he didn’t care that he had a big goofy grin on his face as he folded it and put it back in the envelope. He kept a stack of Lucy’s letters in a dresser drawer in his bedroom. 

“Good morning, Mr. Bainbridge!” a familiar friendly voice said to him in English, with a Chinese accent. 

Doug looked up to see Li Baosheng—one of his next-door neighbors—coming into the teahouse. He waved to Doug, and Doug returned the wave. 

“Good morning, Bao. How are you and Charlie this morning?” 

“Charlie caught a sniffle yesterday, drank all the tea. I come to get more.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Doug said. “Tell him I hope he feels better soon.” 

“He’s OK,” Bao said with a laugh. “Just a little sniffle. He went to work little bit ago.” 

Charlie Ford, Doug’s other next-door neighbor—Bao’s lover—worked as a handyman at a Chinese theater downtown. He was English, forty-three years old, and one of the most genuinely nice people Doug had ever met. He hated hearing Charlie caught a cold, even a minor one. 

He hoped he didn’t catch it. He took a long drink of his Oolong tea. He shared the Chinese belief that tea was the best prevention, if not also the best cure. 

Then he looked down at the envelope addressed to his full name—Douglas Preston Bainbridge—in his mother’s stilted script, and decided to take another drink of tea for fortitude. He took a deep breath and tore open the seal. 

It was brief—one page, front and back—and consisted of the barest details of news regarding family and old friends, followed by one of his mother’s signature scoldings. 

“In the most recent letter I received from Rev. Allen in Shanghai, he mentioned that he saw you ‘on a few occasions.’ This was after multiple inquiries to him, which he failed to answer in any but the vaguest of ways. It is clear to me that you have abandoned regular attendance at Sunday services, which causes me great consternation.” 

She continued on for a couple more sentences, mentioned that she would write again before Christmas, and signed “Cordially, Mother.” 

Doug sighed as he refolded the letter and put it back in the envelope. He was twenty-five years old, and capable of ignoring her admonitions—but it still got into his craw in a way that he couldn’t stop. 

He finished his tea, and contemplated where he might go for lunch. 

Then the peace of a late Saturday morning was shattered by the loud crack of gunfire nearby, followed by screams. 
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Doug jumped from his chair, and put his head through the open window to look down the street in the direction the sound had come. It had seemed to come from the east—from Japantown. 

The bustle of mid-day activity came to an eerie standstill, people standing in place and looking around. Shouts of confusion and concern on the street, mixed with nervous murmurs from the other patrons inside the teahouse, replaced the initial screams from a few blocks away. 

“What do you see, Mr. Bainbridge?” Bao asked from behind him. 

Doug pulled his head back inside, and turned to face his neighbor. The young man’s eyes were wide, and Doug patted his shoulder to reassure him. 

“Nothing within sight,” Doug said. “I’d stay inside for a little while, though, just to be safe.” 

Rumors flew in multiple languages through the crowds on the street. Doug listened for snippets in Shanghainese or Mandarin. 

“They’re saying someone shot a Japanese man,” Doug murmured to Bao, and kept listening. “Some say he was in a Japanese navy uniform. And others are saying a store has been attacked on Wusong Road.” He turned back to Bao and shook his head. “I don’t think anyone really knows what’s going on—some are saying there was one assassin, and others are saying a group of masked bandits sacked a Japanese store.” 

Shrill police whistles tore through the noise, and a pair of officers—one Chinese, one Indian in a bright red turban—went hurrying down the street, shoving crowds of pedestrians out of their way as they went. Doug heard other police whistles from the direction of Haining Road, a block to the north. 

“I suppose it’s safe to go home now,” he said to Bao, and laid a few coins on the table next to his empty teacup. “I’ll walk with you, if you’d like.” 

But Bao shook his head. “I have to go to the fish market in Yangtzepoo, get some to make Geng for dinner. You come for dinner tonight, Mr. Bainbridge?” 

“Thanks Bao, but I have dinner plans with friends tonight. I hope the stew helps Charlie’s sniffle.” 

“He be OK,” Bao said with a grin. 

“I’ll walk with you as far as Wusong,” Doug offered. Now that the police were there to take charge, he wanted to look around and satisfy his curiosity. 

It was two blocks east to Wusong Road—until recently, the western boundary of Japantown, though of late the growing Japanese colony in Shanghai had spread to the west side of the road. This was a source of tension with the Chinese residents of the neighborhood west of Wusong. 

As Doug and Bao drew close to the intersection with Wusong, angry shouts in Japanese rose above the noise of the crowd, and mixed with screams and shouts of protest in Chinese. 

Doug put a protective arm across Bao’s chest. “Wait here,” he said, and hurried ahead to get a look. 

Dozens of uniformed Japanese marines moved north up Wusong, swinging the butts of their rifles at Chinese pedestrians and clearing the road. 

Doug stood on the sidewalk and craned his neck toward the north, where he could see several police officers keeping a tight perimeter a block away, at the busy intersection of Wusong and Haining Road. As the Japanese marines cleared the street, he got a better view, saw a pool of blood on the pavement, and glimpses of a body lying in the street. 

Then he was startled by a loud shout in his ear, in Japanese. He jumped, and looked at the Japanese marine standing barely two feet in front of him, jabbing a finger toward his chest and shouting incomprehensible words. 

“I don’t understand,” Doug said, first in Shanghainese, and then in English. 

The Japanese marine shoved Doug’s shoulder, glaring. Then he repeated whatever it was he had shouted a moment before. 

Doug held up his hands. “Alright, alright,” he said, backing away. The Japanese marine continued shouting at him, and gesturing angrily, until Doug was far enough away that he felt safe turning his back to him and hurrying back to where Bao waited. 

“You’re not going to the fish market today,” Doug said, taking Bao by the arm and turning him back toward their neighborhood. 

“What about the Geng? What will I do about dinner?” 

“Try one of the grocers on Nanking Road,” Doug suggested. “You can’t cross Japantown right now, trust me.” 

**
[image: ]


An hour later, Doug answered a knock on his door, and was greeted by a young man in an American Express uniform. 

“Telegram for Mr. Douglas Bainbridge,” the young man said in English, with a Chinese accent. 

“I’m Mr. Bainbridge,” Doug said, and signed for the telegram. He gave the young man a dime, which elicited enthusiastic thanks. 

Doug took pride in being a good tipper. 

He closed his door and tore open the telegram. 

VISITING SHANGHAI MONDAY, STOP

MEET FOR LUNCH NOON CATHAY, STOP

YOUR FRIEND, BOB

Doug was only mildly surprised to get the invitation. His next quarterly meeting with Commander Hilliard wasn’t due for another two weeks, but he suspected today’s shooting—and the Japanese reaction—might have something to do with the early visit. 

**
[image: ]


He arrived at Velardi’s Italian Restaurant at seven-thirty, and found his friends Kenneth and Abigail Traywick already waiting for him. He kissed Abbie on the cheek, then he and Kenny shook hands and patted each other’s shoulder with their other hands. 

“We hear there was some real excitement over ‘round your neighborhood today, eh? Aboat noon, was it?” Kenny said, his accent Canadian. 

“That’s one way to put it,” Doug said. “As it happens, I was at the teahouse around the corner from my place when it happened, and the murder was only two blocks from there. I got a front-row seat to the panic in the street.” 

“It must have been terrifying!” Abbie said, fingering the pearl necklace around her neck, and looking at Doug with wide eyes. She was an attractive woman with wavy black hair cut just above the shoulders, and dark brown eyes, that both contrasted nicely with her pale white skin. She wore a burnt orange dress that hugged her curves. 

Doug shook his head. “Not really. Not at first, anyway—I walked over to Wusong Road to get a better look, and Japanese marines were clearing the street. One got in my face and started shouting at me in Japanese.” 

“Good lord!” Kenny said, mouth staying open. He was a very tall young man, six-foot-four, and thin like a bean-pole, with light brown hair cut short and parted on the right without brilliantine, and pale green eyes. His white dress shirt was baggy, and his black necktie was knotted high so that it hung low enough that it didn’t look unnaturally short—which meant the back was too short to tuck into the band. “What did you do?” 

“I left,” Doug replied with a shrug. 

“I’m glad you’re safe,” Abbie said, and stood on her toes to kiss his cheek. “You should be more careful.” 

Just then a portly middle-aged Italian man with bushy eyebrows and sideburns approached the host stand, and greeted them with a broad smile. 

“Ah! Mr. and Mrs. Traywick, Mr. Bainbridge—so lovely to see you tonight. Your usual table? I’ll have Gino bring you some Chianti, on the house, huh?” 

“Thanks, Luigi,” Kenny said, reaching out to shake the owner’s hand. “That sounds marvelous.” 

Kenny and Abbie lived a block around the corner, on Soochow Road South, in a building that faced north overlooking Soochow Creek—which was actually a small river more than a hundred feet wide, lined with houseboats. They were regulars at Velardi’s, on Honan Road just south of the bridge, and Luigi Velardi always made a point of taking good care of them. 

“Did you get a good look at the victim?” Kenny asked after they’d been seated at a table by the window. “I mean, before the Jap marines shooed you away.” 

“Not really,” Doug said. “I couldn’t get close enough to see much. The police had formed a circle around him by then.” 

“The evening paper says the victim was in the Japanese Navy,” Kenny said, a gossipy sort of smile curling up one corner of his mouth. “A Seaman First Class named Naka—Nakayama.”

Doug let out a low whistle. “That explains the response from the Japanese marines.” 

“Two hundred of them!” Abbie said. “That’s what Kenny read me from the paper.” 

“They were from the same ship as that Nakayama fellow,” Kenny explained. 

Doug shook his head. “It’s awfully gutsy to attack a sailor from the Japanese Navy, right on the edge of Japantown. Foolhardy, even.” 

“This is our second year here, and I don’t think there’s been a single day since we arrived that there hasn’t been a Japanese Navy ship of some sort docked in port,” Abbie said. 

“And usually more than one. Foolhardy is right, Doug.” Kenny grinned and patted the side of Doug’s arm. 

“No matter what they took from that store, it wasn’t worth the retaliation they’ll get for shooting a Japanese sailor,” Abbie said, shaking her head in wonder. 

Doug somehow doubted that robbery was the motive, but he just nodded in agreement. 

“I got a letter from Lucy today,” he said, changing to a happier subject. 

“That’s wonderful,” Abbie said, briefly touching Doug’s hand on the tabletop. “I got a letter from her about three weeks ago, I think. How is she?” 

Doug filled them in on everything Lucy had written. Almost everything, that is. He kept the more intimate romantic notions to himself. 

“I’m so glad she’s coming back,” Abbie said as the waiter set a giant wooden bowl of antipasto salad in front of them, and began tossing it. “The four of us had such fun while she was here this summer. And the two of you are really adorable together.” 

Doug felt himself blush, and he covered it by taking a drink of wine. 

Doug had first met Kenny and Abbie Traywick at a swanky cocktail party at the Sassoon House in June. It was not a particularly fun evening for Doug—he’d nearly been shot by their host, whom he learned had murdered his friend Tim McIntyre the week before—so he barely remembered Kenny when he ran into him on a street corner downtown a couple of weeks later. 

But Kenny remembered him—enthusiastically, in fact—and invited Doug to dine with them at Velardi’s. Doug thought, ‘why not?’ and accepted the invitation. He ended up hitting it off with both of them, and the three of them spent hours talking and laughing over multiple carafes of Chianti, until they were the last patrons in the restaurant. 

By the time Lucy returned to Shanghai at the beginning of August from her travels around East Asia, Doug was excited to introduce her to his new best friends, and thrilled that she and Abbie hit it off so well. The four of them went out dancing almost every other night for the next two weeks, before Lucy had to return to the States with her mother. 

“This probably sounds silly, but sometimes it’s hard to believe it’s only been three months since she left,” Abbie continued. “Or that we only knew her for a couple of weeks before then.” 

Doug smiled. “I know what you mean. Not silly at all.” He hadn’t really known Lucy much longer than that himself. And yet it sometimes felt like she’d been part of his life forever.  
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It was after nine-thirty when they left the restaurant, and parted company at the corner. Doug kissed Abbie’s cheeks and shook Kenny’s hand, then crossed the bridge out of downtown and into the Hongkou district. It was only a half-mile walk home from Velardi’s, so he ignored the street car as it went past, clanging up Honan Road. 

On the other side of Soochow Creek, the Temple of the Queen of Heaven was dark and silent on his right, but there were plenty of people on the sidewalks along Honan Road, mostly westerners returning home. The side streets were quiet as he approached his building, with only the hint of conversations in Shanghainese coming from the open windows above him. 

He spotted a police constable strolling down Huang Lei Road, and caught up with him just before reaching his building. 

“Good evening, Billy,” he greeted, and fell into step beside him for the rest of the short distance to his door. 

“Oh! Good evening, Mr. Bainbridge, sir,” Constable Billy Dickinson said in his thick working-class English accent, touching the rim of his police hat. 

“Are things tense at your precinct tonight, after the shooting in Japantown today?” 

“Yes, a bit,” the young constable said with a nod. “Very nice of you to ask, sir.” 

“Have they caught the killers?” Doug asked. 

“Not yet, but they will. The Japanese consul insisted only Japanese detectives work the case. Our captain didn’t like that bit of interference at all.” 

“I can imagine not.” Doug stopped at the front door of his building. 

“Don’t worry, Mr. Bainbridge, sir,” Billy said with a grin as he kept walking. “Me and Constable Patel are on patrol tonight, and we’ll keep the neighborhood safe. Those killers won’t stay at large for long, in any case. Good night, sir.” 

“Good night, Billy.” Doug unlocked the front door and headed up the stairs. 
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Monday, November 11

The English maître’d at the Cathay Hotel downtown informed Doug that Mr. Hilliard had already arrived, and led him to a booth in the back corner, partially hidden by a potted palm. 

“Sorry for the short notice,” Hilliard said as Doug shook his hand. 

Commander Robert Hilliard was an Assistant Naval Attaché at the U.S. Embassy in Nanking, but when he came to meet with Doug every three months, he wore a civilian suit, and shook hands rather than accept a salute. 

“I don’t mind,” Doug said, taking a seat. “I assume this has something to do with the shooting of that Japanese sailor on Saturday.” 

“That’s correct,” Hilliard said. He paused as the Chinese waiter approached their table and bowed. They ordered lunch in Shanghainese, and the waiter bowed before departing. 

“I also assume the shooting had nothing to do with robbery,” Doug said after the waiter left. “That sailor was assassinated, wasn’t he?” 

“We believe so,” Hilliard said, nodding. “Do you remember the August First Declaration?” 

Doug was surprised. “The communists?” 

Hilliard nodded, his expression grave. 

On August 1 of that year, at the Seventh World Congress of the Comintern in Moscow, the Chinese Communist Party Central Committee issued a declaration calling for a “National United Front” for resistance against the Japanese in China. It called on the ruling Kuomintang—the Chinese Nationalist Party—to end the civil war and unite with them against the Japanese. 

“So you think Nakayama was assassinated by the communists, as part of their ‘national resistance’ to the Japanese?” 

“That’s what we’re hearing,” Hilliard said. 

“From government officials?” 

Hilliard nodded. 

Doug took a second to ponder that. “But why attack a Seaman First Class? Why not an officer?” 

“Testing the waters, perhaps.” 

A puzzle piece seemed to fall into place as Doug thought of the two hundred Japanese Marines who had secured Japantown within fifteen minutes of the shooting. “An experiment, to test the Japanese reaction.” 

Hilliard nodded. “And they got what they wanted. The Japanese reaction was swift, strong, and readily observable—and yet, the assassins got away.” 

“So a pretty successful experiment,” Doug said. 

Hilliard fell silent, and leaned back as the Chinese waiter returned with their bowls of soup and cups of tea. Hilliard thanked him in Shanghainese, and the waiter bowed and backed away. 

“When we met in August, and you filled me in on your first three months here,” Hilliard said, and blew on a spoonful of steaming soup. “You mentioned that the shop girl who works in Mr. Hwang’s store—Wong Mei-ling—is part of a communist cell that meets at a Sichuan restaurant in your neighborhood.” 

Doug was surprised at the specificity of Hilliard’s recall. “Yes, that’s right.” 

“How well do you know her?” 

Doug shrugged. “A little bit. Not very well, really. We chat sometimes when I drop off or pick up laundry.” 

“But you’re friendly with her,” Hilliard said. It wasn’t posed as a question. 

“Yes.” 

“You think it’s possible you might befriend her?” 

Doug shrugged again, thinking of that day in June when she’d walked him home from the Old City, and the hostile things she’d had to say. “I’m not really sure she’d be open to a real friendship with a westerner.” 

“Give it a try, she might surprise you,” Hilliard said, and then chuckled. “You’re a good-looking fellow, Bainbridge, and you’re blond—use your charms.” 

Doug had to resist rolling his eyes at the suggestion. Though, if he were being honest, he had actually tried that his first week in Shanghai, before he and Lucy got serious. And Mei Ling had shown him nothing but reticence. 

“I’ll see what I can do, sir.” 

“Good. Once you two have gotten friendlier, she might open up about what she knows of her party’s plans for ‘National Resistance.’ And then you pass that information on to me.” 

The very idea made Doug uncomfortable—not to mention how laughably unlikely the whole scenario was. 

“I didn’t think ONI engaged in cloak-and-dagger tactics.” 

“Not what I meant at all,” Hilliard said, a brief scowl crossing his face. “But we do sometimes use information gleaned from local sources.” 

“Local naval sources,” Doug said. He realized he was arguing with a superior officer, and hastily added, “Sir.” 

Hilliard scowled again, and this time it stayed on his face longer. “Yes, naval sources, primarily—but also manufacturing sources. And sometimes others. This is just a slight expansion of that.” 

But this would be more clandestine, and that’s new, Doug thought. “And I should keep this just between us, of course.” 

“Of course.” 

Hilliard’s expression grew very serious, and he leaned as far forward as the table would allow. He continued quietly, “You should know that this is the future of our operations in East Asia. This is highly classified, understand—but for the last two months a Marine Corps major has been in Shanghai, posing as a retired officer, recruiting a network of Chinese agents in the International Settlement who can travel in and out of Japan and report back on the movements of the Japanese fleet. 

“I can’t tell you the identity of the Major. I want you to know of his existence, though, so you can understand that what I’m asking you to do with Miss Wong is no different on a tactical level than what we recently started doing here.” 

Doug felt his heart skip a beat, and his stomach flutter. “I understand, sir. Thank you for your confidence in me.” 

They spent the rest of lunch talking in general about Doug’s experiences in Shanghai since their last meeting in late August. Hilliard was pleased with the way Doug’s immersion was going, and told him he was doing a fine job. 

When they left a while later, Hilliard stopped to shake his hand by the elevator. “As usual, if you have anything you need to discuss—or any new information for me—just call the embassy and leave me a message. Otherwise, I’ll set up another lunch in three months.” 

As Doug walked through the cavernous lobby of the Cathay Hotel toward the front door, a deep voice called his name from behind, in a flat Midwestern accent. 

“Doug Bainbridge! I thought that was you.” 

Doug turned around to see a stocky man in his early forties approaching from the bar, bowler hat in his hand. He had neatly combed brown hair, and a thick brown mustache. His round cheeks were dimpled with a hint of a smile. 

“Been a little while since I’ve seen you here,” the man said. 

“How are you, Jonesy,” Doug said, shaking the man’s hand. 

“Can’t complain. The weather’s finally turned, plus I’ve been getting some good stories lately.” 

Art Jones—known as Jonesy to almost everyone—was a reporter for the Associated Press, and had been best friends with Tim McIntyre. Doug had disliked him at first, but Jonesy was with Doug that fateful night at the Sassoon House in June, and killed Tim’s murderer in a shoot-out. 

That earned him Doug’s respect, and perhaps even a bit of admiration. Now they were friendly whenever they saw one another. That was not as often as one might expect, given that the bar at the Cathay was Jonesy’s usual lunchtime haunt. 

“Meeting with Commander Hilliard?” Jonesy asked, his voice quieter. 

“That’s right.” Doug was still uncomfortable that Jonesy knew his connection with ONI—Office of Naval Intelligence—but it had been more than five months, and nothing bad had come of that. 

“I’ll bet he wanted to talk about the murder of that Japanese sailor over the weekend,” Jonesy said, keeping his voice low. “That was over by your place, I understand—get a good look?” 

Doug tried to act nonchalant. “Not really. The police got the scene under control pretty quickly, and then those Japanese marines kept everyone else from getting close.” 

“Yeah, how about that?” Jonesy said, with a curious gleam in his green eyes. “Unusual reaction, wouldn’t you say?” 

Doug shrugged. “The victim was one of their ship’s men.” 

“But they stayed onshore for most of the weekend, keeping Japantown locked down tight.” 

Doug didn’t say anything. 

“I won’t pry,” Jonesy said with a wink. “I know your conversations are secret. Just maybe throw me a bone every now and again? For old times’ sake?” 

Doug allowed himself a friendly smile. “We’ll see. Nice to see you again, Jonesy.” He shook the reporter’s hand. 

“Always a pleasure to see you, Mr. Bainbridge,” Jonesy said with a twinkle in his eye. Then he winked as he turned away. 

Doug hated when Jonesy did things like that. 
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Thursday, November 14

It was several days before Doug had a reason to enter Mr. Hwang’s shop and drop off some laundry. Wong Mei-ling was sweeping the floor when he entered with his basket heaped with clothes. She gave him a polite bow of her head, set the broom against the wall, and walked behind the counter. 

“Good afternoon, Miss Wong,” he said in Shanghainese, giving her a bigger grin than he actually felt. 

“Mr. Bainbridge. How many today?” 

He itemized the laundry, and she jotted it on the sales slip. When she had finished, she gathered it in her arms and dropped it in an empty hamper. 

“It will be ready tomorrow, around noon.” 

“Thank you,” Doug said with a bow of his head. Then he lingered, and she stared at him dispassionately, waiting. “How are you?” 

A curious look crossed her dark eyes for a second, and then her expression went blank again. “I am well.” 

He noticed she didn’t ask how he was. “I know my actions caused you difficulty some months ago,” he began, and paused to gauge her reaction. Seeing none at all, he proceeded. “I can’t apologize enough, and I know I can’t undo any scrutiny that I brought on you because of it—but I hope you’ll let me try to make it up to you somehow.” 

“That is unnecessary.” 

He forced a smile, and leaned against the counter in a friendly, casual sort of way. “I appreciate your graciousness. I would like an opportunity to get to know you personally. We see each other several times a week, and yet we hardly know each other. I wonder if we might even become friends. That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” 

Seeing no reaction, he flashed his baby brown eyes at her in the flirty sort of way he’d seen American girls do countless times. He felt a little silly. 

“I have friends already,” she said, but he detected a touch of hesitation in her gaze, and the bravado in her tone might have been forced. 

“That’s good,” Doug said, making his smile as broad as possible. “But one can never have too many friends.” 

He thought of Lucy, and for a second he felt a pang of guilt. Then he scolded himself for that—this was just flirting, after all; and for a good reason at that. Lucy would understand. 

Mei-ling watched him for a few seconds with an odd look in her eyes, as if she were searching him for sincerity, and not finding confirmation either way. 

“I could not be friends with an American capitalist,” she whispered, then turned toward the laundry hampers behind the counter, and carried one into the back. 

For a second, Doug wondered if he might pretend to be a secret socialist. But he dismissed the thought; he didn’t know how to play that role convincingly. If he needed to observe a mentor, the only one he could think of was Jonesy. 

No, thank you. I’ll come up with something else. 

Doug sighed, and went back upstairs. He climbed slowly, turning the conversation over in his mind, trying to find something he could have said or done differently—or some hint of an opening that he could exploit next time. 

Nothing came to him. 

His first instinct had been correct—she would never trust him enough to let him in on any secrets. She would never trust him enough to even let him get close. There was no hope that he could persuade her to tell him anything at all about the workings of the Communist Party in Shanghai. 

He let himself back into his apartment, and started boiling water for tea. As he worked, a thought jumped into his head. 

Jonesy had covered the labor movement in Detroit for sixteen years, had said he knew plenty of Socialists and Communists over the years. Could he get the information Doug needed for Hilliard? 

Doug groaned, already knowing the answer. 
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Friday, November 15

Doug found Jonesy sitting at the bar in the Cathay Hotel the next day at noon, as expected, his hat on the bar next to a half-full martini glass. 

Doug took the seat next to him. “Hi, Jonesy.” 

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Jonesy said with a surprised half-smile. “Second time in a week. What brings this good luck my way?” 

Doug couldn’t help a small chuckle at Jonesy’s jocular tone. “I’m looking for some information, and thought you might be able to help me get it.” 

Jonesy grunted. “Ah, I see. Yeah, I probably can. I’ll tell you what—buy my lunch, and I’ll listen to your proposition.” 

Doug was uncomfortable hearing the word ‘proposition’ come from Jonesy’s mouth, though he knew he shouldn’t be. It was a gut reaction. He took a deep breath and focused on the purpose of the impromptu meeting. 

“You’ve probably guessed this is about that assassination on Saturday—Seaman First Class Hideo Nakayama.” 

“I wasn’t born yesterday.” 

Doug suppressed his annoyance. He glanced around to make sure no one was close, and continued in a low voice. “We have reason to believe Chinese communists are behind the attack. The first exercise under their August First Declaration. But we don’t know for certain.” 

Jonesy stroked his chin, looking up in thought. “Interesting,” he murmured. “Entirely plausible, too. Truth is, I’d wondered the same thing—and you’ll be happy to know I have some information that you probably don’t.” 

Of course Jonesy would’ve already started asking questions. It’s the first thing a reporter would do. The question was the quality of Jonesy’s sources. “What did you learn?” 

“Let’s order food first, then we’ll talk.” Jonesy raised his hand, and the young Chinese bartender came over right away. 

“Another martini, Mista Jonesy?” 

“Yes, and a chicken salad on wheat. This guy’s paying for both of us.” He pointed his thumb at Doug. 

“Same sandwich, but with tea.” After the bartender departed, he looked at Jonesy with a scowl. “Two martinis? In the middle of the day?” 

Jonesy shrugged. “Ordinarily I’d only have one at lunch—but this is a special occasion.” 

Yeah, because I’m paying. “OK, food’s ordered, let’s talk. What have you learned?” 

Jonesy drained the last of his first martini, and shoved the glass aside. “First off, my sources wouldn’t tell me anything at all about Nakayama, which is telling. Very tight-lipped, and after all these months they trust me about as much as they’d trust any outsider.” 

This caught Doug by surprise. “You’ve had sources inside a communist cell for months?” he whispered. 

Jonesy gave him an annoyed side-glance as his second martini arrived. 

“Yes—ever since we saw them in that Szechuan restaurant the night of Tim’s funeral.” 

Doug’s gut clenched. That had been his fault. He dined with Jonesy and Gladys Sherman, the secretary at the Associated Press Shanghai office, after Tim McIntyre’s funeral on June 1, when Wong Mei-Ling entered and joined a group of gray-clad university students at a back table; it was the same scenario Doug had witnessed the week before, on his first night in Shanghai, and so he said something out loud. Jonesy made the connection that they were a communist cell, having seen that before from his work covering labor unions. 

“Is Wong Mei-Ling one of your sources?” Doug hadn’t meant his tone to sound so sharp, but it slipped out that way. 

Jonesy snorted. “You know I can’t reveal my sources. I’ve gone to jail for that before, you think I’m going to cave for you? I don’t think so. You’re not that pretty.” 

Doug ignored the jab, with effort. You doth protest too much, Jonesy. The thought popped into his mind unbidden before he could slam the door on it. 

“But you think your sources were tight-lipped because they weren’t saying what they knew, and not that they just didn’t know anything?” 

“That’s right,” Jonesy said, and paused while the bartender brought their sandwiches on porcelain plates. “I know how to read people pretty well, you know. Inevitable when you’ve been in this business as long as I have. They knew something, and they weren’t telling, not for anything. Which means what they know is big—plenty big enough to be scared to reveal it, even to a sympathetic guy like me.” 

“They seemed scared?” 

Jonesy shrugged. “Yeah, but also resolute. They’re a pretty disciplined bunch, the Reds. I’d be lying if I said there wasn’t fear underneath their resolution, though.” 

Doug took a moment to digest that. “If you’re right, that all but confirms the communists were behind the attack.”

“Yeah, probably. Now eat your sandwich; you’re too skinny to skip lunch.” 

Doug ignored him. Something was bothering him—when Jonesy had referred to himself as a ‘sympathetic guy.’ Just how sympathetic? 

“Just between you and me—are you a communist, Jonesy?” 

Jonesy snorted again, loudly this time. He shook his head and wiped his mouth with his napkin. “No, I’ve never been a commie. I was a member of the American Socialist Party for almost twenty years, though—and as far as these sources know, I still am—but I switched to the Democrats about three years ago. I voted for Roosevelt, and I’ll vote for him again next year.” 

“I had to be sure.” 

Jonesy fixed him with an icy stare. “Why? Would my information be less credible if I was? So then, how about the credibility of my sources, since they’re reds? What’s the point of asking my help if you’re going to question my reliability?” 

Doug put his hands up. “Calm down, that’s not what I meant at all. It’s just that I have to pass along to my superiors at Nanjing what I learn, so you can understand I’ll be asked to vouch for my source—you.” 

“And you couldn’t vouch for a commie,” Jonesy said, bitterly, and popped the last of his sandwich in his mouth. “Trust me—I’m no fan of the Soviets. Not that it makes any difference. The only thing you Republican types hate more than a socialist is a communist.” 

That stung, though Doug wasn’t sure why. “I’m not a Republican,” he protested, sounding more defensive than he would have liked. 

Jonesy gave him an incredulous look. “Don’t tell me you didn’t vote for Hoover in ’32.” 

“I didn’t vote for Hoover.” 

“Oh come on—you expect me to believe you voted for Roosevelt? You, a rich boy?” 

It had been a long time since Jonesy had insulted him by calling him a ‘rich boy,’ and Doug didn’t expect the hurt feelings that conjured. 

“I lived in the District of Columbia in ‘32—so I didn’t get to vote for president.”

“That’s convenient,” Jonesy said with a frown, and took a swig of his martini. 

“For the record, I wouldn’t have voted for Hoover in any case, even if I’d lived in California,” Doug said, not sure why he was defending himself. “Not that it’s any of your business how I vote.” 

“Uh huh.” Jonesy swallowed the last of his martini and picked up his brown bowler hat from the bar. “You know how much I love our little tête-à-têtes, Douglas, but I have an appointment with a source for another story. Thanks for lunch.” He shoved his hat on his head and turned away. 

“Will you let me know if you learn anything useful?” Doug asked, louder than he would have liked, but necessary to get Jonesy’s attention as he started to leave. 

Jonesy stared at him for several seconds, his green eyes narrowed. 

“We’ll see.” 
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Thursday, November 28

Doug looked at his watch in irritation as he waited outside the doors of the American Club on Foo Chow Road downtown. Almost ten minutes past two o’clock. He had forgotten that Jonesy was always late. 

He’d received a telegram from Jonesy yesterday afternoon, asking him to call his home phone. Doug didn’t have a telephone in his apartment, so he went downstairs to Mr. Hwang’s store, and paid him a nickel to use his office phone. 

“I got some information for you,” Jonesy said. “You’re going to owe me big for this.” 

“What is it?”

“Not over the phone line—let’s meet in person. Are you getting Thanksgiving dinner somewhere tomorrow?” 

“Yes.” 

“Where?” 

Doug took a deep breath, trying not to get irritated. “Downtown—at the American Club.” 

“The American Club, huh? Fancy. Can’t say I’ve ever been. Not surprised you sprang for a membership, though.” 

“You want to meet me downtown before dinner?” Doug asked. 

“No, you’re taking me as your guest,” Jonesy said. “What time is dinner?” 

Doug felt his gut tighten at the presumptuousness. For a second, he considered refusing—but, he had gotten nowhere trying to get anything out of Wong Mei-Ling. He needed Jonesy’s information, no matter how big or small it might be. 

And he’d implied it was big. It had better be, if I’m buying him Thanksgiving dinner. 

“Two o’clock, sharp,” Doug said at last. 

“I’ll be there.” 

But he wasn’t. Doug resisted the urge to pace the sidewalk in front of the building, but his breath came shallow and fast as his irritation rose. 

Then he spotted Jonesy’s stocky figure coming down the sidewalk from the direction of Thibet Road, with the familiar swaggering step. Not even hurrying. 

“I said two o’clock sharp,” Doug said as Jonesy approached. 

“Relax, don’t be so uptight. I’m sure they haven’t run out of turkey. Can they even get turkey in China?” 

Doug felt his face flush. He was not uptight, damn it. “Yes, they have turkey. They’re serving a traditional American Thanksgiving feast, with all of the usual dishes.” 

“Swell, then! I haven’t had a good turkey dinner in years.” He followed Doug inside the building. 

Doug stopped at the concierge stand. “Douglas Bainbridge and one guest, here for the Thanksgiving dinner.” 

“Sixth floor sir, right that way,” said the concierge, a thin white-haired American man of about sixty. “It’s just off the elevator.” 

“This is fancy, just like I thought,” Jonesy muttered as they crossed the marble floor toward the brass door of the elevator. He looked around at the mahogany paneling on the walls, and nodded appreciatively. “Was it hard to become a member?” he asked as Doug pushed the elevator call button. 

“I had a sponsor,” Doug said. His friends Peter Tolbert and George Howerton, whom he met last summer through Kenny and Abbie Traywick, were members of the American Club, and offered to sponsor him. 

“Ah, a friend of yours? Will we see him here?” 

Doug shook his head. “No, I assumed you wanted to meet privately, and speak confidentially.” 

He didn’t admit that Pete’s wife Julia had organized a fancy dinner party of her own for Thanksgiving—but it was “just for couples, Douglas.” Her words. 

“I didn’t tell you to break plans with anyone else,” Jonesy said. “We only need to speak privately for a little while.” 

Doug found that he couldn’t argue with Jonesy’s assertion. He in fact had not specifically said to break plans. 

Not that Doug would admit to Jonesy that he hadn’t had any plans to break. 

The elevator arrived, mercifully, and they stopped talking as they stepped into the car. A middle-aged Chinese elevator operator bowed his head as Doug requested the sixth floor. 

The grand dining room was packed with Americans of both sexes enjoying Thanksgiving dinner. Ordinarily, the American Club of Shanghai was a men-only establishment, but on a few occasions—such as Thanksgiving and Christmas—they allowed members to bring their wives or fiancées to dinner. 

Doug wished Lucy were here with him. Instead, he was dining with Jonesy. 

“I have a reservation for two, please,” Doug told the maître’d. “Douglas Bainbridge.” 

“Yes, Mr. Bainbridge, we had begun to wonder if you were still coming,” the maître’d said, his accent a posh New York lockjaw. “Fortunately, we haven’t yet given away the table. This way, please.” 

Doug flashed a scowl Jonesy’s way as they followed the tuxedo-clad maître’d to a small table along the wall. 

“This is good,” Jonesy said as they sat and put their napkins in their laps. “Crowded and loud—no one will hear a word we’re saying.” 

“So what’s your information?” Doug asked. 

“Straight to business, huh? Alright, have it your way. I’ve placed some inquiries in many places. None of the communists I know here in Shanghai are saying a word—and in fact, they’ve stopped talking to me now, thank you very much.” 

“Sorry,” Doug muttered. 

Jonesy waved it off. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll get back in their good graces eventually. They know the value of having a friendly liaison in the press. Anyway, next I went to my friends at the embassy in Nanking—I mentioned last summer that a friend of mine in the embassy provided some of the information about those Juntong fellas you saw killed, and about their boss, Wu Shan. You remember.” 

Doug nodded. He remembered well. He had gotten himself entangled with a beautiful and refined Chinese woman named Ming Lin-Wen, only to learn from Jonesy that she was married to a captain of the Chinese secret police—the Juntong—named Wu Shan. 

Jonesy continued without seeming to notice Doug’s discomfort. “My friends also confirmed that the communists are keeping total silence on the subject of Seaman First Class Nakayama—which we all agree is proof they’re responsible. They’d have something to say, otherwise. Needless to say, none of them were surprised that no killer has been found, after more than three weeks. We take that as a sign the Reds did it too—no one else would be so careful. Well, almost no one.” 

Doug scowled. “Please tell me that’s not all you’ve got.” 

Jonesy chuckled. “Don’t be sour, I’m getting to it. While I was at it, asking them about the Reds and the Nakayama assassination, I decided to ask them about some rumors I’ve heard.” He stared at Doug hard, his green eyes unblinking. 

Doug stared back for several seconds, but then looked away, uncomfortable. 

“Do you want to come clean, or do I have to ask you about Nagasaki?” 

Doug looked back at Jonesy, confused. “I’ve never been to Nagasaki.” He’d never even been to Japan. 

Jonesy chortled, but fell silent as a young Chinese man filled their water glasses, bowed, and departed. 

“No, you haven’t—but I heard through the grapevine that an American is recruiting Chinese nationals to take trips to Nagasaki, and watch the Japanese navy there. Then when they return to Shanghai, they conveniently pass along everything they saw to this American. Relax—I know you’re not him; they said he’s older, retired military. Ha, ‘retired’ my foot. But you know all about it.” 

Doug looked around. In fact, he knew little. For all he knew, ONI’s new man in Shanghai could be dining in this very club, at this very moment. 

“Alright—off the record, if you’d prefer.” Jonesy said. 

Doug scowled at him. “I thought this meeting was for you to give me information, not the other way around.” 

“It is, but you’ve got to earn it.” 

“I’m buying you your damned Thanksgiving dinner.” 

Jonesy chuckled. “That’s true. Fine, have it your way. I thought we could scratch each other’s backs, as they say, but we’ll play by your rules. I learned from my friends at the Embassy that this new ONI operative in Shanghai—and don’t worry, they don’t know who it is, or at least they say they don’t, and I believe them—this fella met with Dai Li himself in Nanking a couple of months back. And apparently, the dreaded Dai Li has visited your man here in Shanghai on at least one occasion.” 

Dai Li was one of the most feared men in China—the head of the dreaded Commission of Clandestine Investigation, the parent organization that included the Juntong. His name—a nom de guerre he had chosen himself, actually—meant a black assassin’s hood in Mandarin. 

And it was said he had earned that moniker.

Jonesy leaned back in his chair and searched Doug’s face. “You didn’t know any of that, did you?” 

Doug’s mouth had gone dry. He shook his head and swallowed hard. “No.” 

Jonesy tapped his chin with his finger, but stayed silent. 

“So why have you told me this, Jonesy? What is your point?” 

Jonesy took a long, deep breath, and released it slowly, audibly. He looked up as if in thought for a moment. “I don’t know—but I suspect your people at Naval Intelligence are playing both ends against the middle here.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Jonesy shrugged. “Not entirely sure—but isn’t it interesting that your boss asked you to check up on the communists, while someone else in your organization, right here in the same damn city, is chummy with the head of Nationalist government security?” 

“I never said I was asked to check up on the communists,” Doug said. 

Jonesy chuckled again. “Fine, deny it. But for what other reason would your boss have come into town right after Nakayama’s assassination to meet with you; and right after that you come find me to ask about the Reds? I ain’t stupid, you know.” 

“I’m not denying anything,” Doug said. 

The waiter came by then, a young American with thick brown hair and dark, bushy eyebrows, carrying two plates piled with sliced turkey, dressing, mashed potatoes and gravy, green beans, candied yams, and cranberry sauce. 

Jonesy rubbed his hands together, an eager grin on his face. “Enough business, let’s eat.” 
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Wednesday, December 25

“Here, let me show you, Douglas,” Charlie Ford said, taking the tube of brightly colored paper and twisting the ends. There was a pop, and he opened it into a paper crown, while a small strip of paper and a tiny toy fell out onto the table. “Happy Christmas!” His accent was working class English, with heavily bent vowels. 

He put the paper crown over his thinning and graying light brown hair, as Li Baosheng did the same, grinning. 

Doug pulled the ends of his paper tube, and after the pop a little toy compass fell onto the table beside his plate. He picked up the slip of paper, read the words on it, and groaned at the corny joke. 

“No, you have to read it out loud,” Charlie said, a crooked smile on his lips. “But here, you have to wear your crown first.” He put the crown onto Doug’s head and nodded in satisfaction. 

Doug felt a touch silly with the thin paper crown on his head, but his hosts were wearing theirs, so he put it out of his mind and read the awful joke out loud. Bao laughed, Charlie laughed at Bao, and Doug found himself laughing at both of them. Charlie and Bao each read the jokes on their slips, and by the time they finished they were all laughing. 

“Now we can eat,” Charlie said. He stood, carving knife in hand, and began slicing the breast of the roasted goose on a silver platter. “You don’t know how difficult it is to find a goose in Shanghai for Christmas dinner, Douglas—and completely impossible to find a turkey, so I hope you don’t mind a more traditional English Christmas.” 

“I look forward to it, and thank you again for including me.” 

“Don’t mention it, glad to have you, mate.” 

The holiday season had an almost surreal feel to Doug this year, his first in China. In San Francisco and Washington D.C., he’d been accustomed to seeing elaborate Christmas displays in store windows, and decorations on every building and many houses. Here, only a few stores downtown that catered to a western clientele had Christmas displays, and these were modest. The Chinese neighborhoods and shops went on with day-to-day business as usual. And while church bells had pealed on Christmas Eve—Doug had attended candlelight service at the Presbyterian Church at eleven PM—it hadn’t seemed that the city rang with their music. And this morning, out his window the neighborhood activity continued as if it were an ordinary Wednesday—which it was to most of Shanghai’s residents. 

At least it didn’t feel as strange as Thanksgiving had, with only the American community observing a holiday while their fellow westerners went about their daily routines. But he’d at least expected that. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t anticipated the muted response to Christmas, given that more than three quarters of the people living in the International Settlement and French Concession were Chinese. 

“There you are,” Charlie said as he put a thick slice of goose meat onto Doug’s plate. “I wish we had mashed potatoes to go with it, but you can’t find a potato in a Shanghai grocery. So we’ve got rice instead. You’ll get used to that after a few years. At least I’m always able to find cranberries downtown, and Bao made the sauce.” 

“Everything looks wonderful,” Doug said, dishing up the roasted vegetables—carrots, turnips and parsnips. 

Charlie gave the spread an appreciative nod as he retook his seat and tucked his napkin under his chin. “Not one hundred percent traditional, but a close enough facsimile, I think.” He raised his glass of red wine, and toasted, “Happy Christmas to one and all, and a very happy new year to come.” 

“Cheers!” Doug said, tapping his wine glass against Charlie’s, and then Bao’s. 

“What’s on the horizon for you in the new year, Douglas?” Charlie asked as he cut up his meat. 

Doug looked up in thought as he chewed his meat, not sure what he could say. “I’m sure I’ll have projects to work on at the office, but I can’t say what at this point. The one thing I’m looking forward to the most is my girlfriend Lucy returning from the States at the beginning of the summer—for good this time.” 

“How lovely,” Charlie said. “I’d begun to wonder if that was still on.” 

Doug cocked his head in surprise. “Oh? Why did you wonder that?” 

Charlie looked embarrassed, and a sheepish half-smile crossed his lips as he blushed. “Well, you hadn’t mentioned her in a while, and I couldn’t help but notice you started spending a lot of time chatting with Miss Wong in the laundry shop downstairs.” He shrugged, looking uncomfortable. 

“There’s nothing between me and Miss Wong.” 

Doug noticed a strange look cross Bao’s face. 

Charlie turned beet red. “Oh! I didn’t mean to imply that you were doing anything wrong. Not at all, believe me. I just wondered if your plans with Miss Kinzler had fallen through, and that’s why you were spending time getting to know Miss Wong. Oh dear, I’m putting this badly, aren’t I? I didn’t mean anything, really I didn’t.” 

Doug couldn’t help but smile at Charlie’s awkward apology. Of course they’d noticed—in retrospect he’d been pretty obvious. But he’d had to be, or it wouldn’t have been believable. 

“Don’t mention it. It’s quite alright.” 

Charlie looked relieved. “Most kind of you, Douglas.” 

Bao looked confused. Charlie asked him if everything was alright. “Yes, I’m sorry. I thought what you thought, that all.” 

Doug faked a big grin. “Well! I guess I’d better be more careful with appearances. I wouldn’t want the whole neighborhood thinking there was anything untoward going on.” 

Charlie nodded. “One does have to be mindful of appearances, even in Shanghai.” He glanced at Bao, and Doug thought he detected a hint of sadness in his eyes. 

Doug wondered, not for the first time, how safe Charlie and Bao actually felt, living together in a one-bedroom apartment. Not that they ever said anything to anyone about being a couple, of course, and never showed any affection in front of anyone—but it still wasn’t difficult to put two and two together and come up with four. 

Charlie owned a gun—he’d had to use it one night when the three of them were in an alley behind some sailors’ taverns in Yangtzepoo, interviewing some boys who met with Tim McIntyre before he was killed. He said then that someone in their position couldn’t be too cautious. 

And it was worth noting that they didn’t have any other friends over for Christmas dinner. 

What a lonely life it must be. They sacrificed everything to be together. He scolded himself for thinking the obstacles he and Lucy had to overcome were high, given the distance and the ocean between them. 

“It will be very busy when Lucy arrives,” he said, changing the subject. “I’ll have to help her find an apartment, a job—she’s not familiar enough with the city yet, having only been here twice. But we’re very excited for it.” 

“Ah, to be young and starting a new life!” Charlie said, a wistful look in his gray-blue eyes. “I was nearly forty when I came to live here in Shanghai, and it was very exciting—but I remember how thrilling it was when I was seventeen and ran off to sea, starting a whole new life for meself, whatever I wanted. And how fortunate for Miss Kinzler that she doesn’t have to do it alone.” 

Doug couldn’t agree more. It had been lonely when he moved to Washington D.C. after college, not knowing anyone there. And not fitting in well with his colleagues, either. 

“Lucy likes my best friends, too, and that helps a lot,” Doug said. “They’re looking forward to seeing her back here.” 

“That’s wonderful, Douglas.” A genuine gleam of pleasure lit up Charlie’s eyes. “We’d love to get to know her, if that’s alright with you, that is.” 

“Of course.” 

“Did you get each other anything for Christmas?” Charlie asked. “I know that’s probably difficult, being halfway around the world from each other.” 

Doug lit up. “Yes, actually—she sent me a thick wool scarf and a nice pair of gloves. The package arrived a week ago, but I waited until this morning to open it. It’s a shame—I could have used them last weekend when we had that sleet.” 

“It’ll get cold yet,” Charlie said. 

“It always snow in January,” Bao added. 

“And what did you get Miss Kinzler for Christmas?” 

“I got her a couple of books,” Doug said. He hesitated to admit that one of them was a mystery, but Lucy enjoyed those. “Both British books, actually—National Velvet by Enid Bagnold, and Gaudy Night by Dorothy Sayers.”

Charlie’s face lit up. “Ah, Peter Wimsey! I’ve read a few of her Wimsey mysteries, and I enjoy them very much. Are you a fan of Lord Peter Wimsey? Or do you prefer Mrs. Christie’s Inspector Hercule Poirot?” 

“I actually prefer Hemingway, Fitzgerald, or Steinbeck,” Doug said. A mischievous smile crossed his lips. “I considered sending her Green Hills of Africa, Hemingway’s latest—she detests Hemingway, and it would have been something of a joke—but I thought better of it and instead sent her books I knew she’d enjoy.” 

“Wise choice I think,” Charlie said with a wink. “She might not have seen the humor in your jest.” 

Doug wondered—Lucy had an excellent sense of humor, and they’d always joked with each other during the weeks they’d spent together last summer—but Christmas hardly seemed the time to test the limits of her good humor. 

Especially with an ocean between them and no way to readily explain himself. 
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Doug was stuffed by the time they finished dinner, and could feel himself growing drowsy—either from the full stomach, or the two glasses of wine. When Charlie brought out a large bowl of raisin pudding, Doug raised his hands in protest. 

“Oh, please, I couldn’t eat another bite of anything.” 

“Oh, but you must,” Charlie said. “It’s bad luck to skip dessert on Christmas.” 

Doug suspected Charlie had made up that superstition on the spot, but he relented and accepted a large scoop of the raisin pudding in a porcelain bowl. Charlie offered cream, and he accepted, inwardly groaning as Charlie poured a generous portion over the pudding. 

He ate about half of it before he had to push the bowl away. But after a moment, he pulled it back and took another bite. He repeated this little ritual for the next ten minutes, until the bowl was empty. 

He rose from the table. “Thank you for a lovely dinner. I should get home and rest up a bit before I have to meet my friends at the Park Hotel later. Merry Christmas to both of you.” 

“Wait just a moment, Douglas,” Charlie said, and motioned to Bao. The young man disappeared in the back, and emerged a moment later with a box wrapped in silver paper and tied with a red bow. “Just a little something from Bao and me, to thank you for your friendship these past months.” 

Doug was stunned. He hadn’t expected a gift from his neighbors, and was embarrassed that he hadn’t thought to get them a gift. 

“This is unexpected. You didn’t have to get me anything for Christmas.” 

“Nonsense,” Charlie said
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