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    AFTERWORD
  


  
    PROLOGUE
  


  
    The Mountain Hospital,

    
      Shandong Province 1940
    

  


  
    On a rise above a river and a village, nestled in the fringes of the woods that sloped up towards the clouded summit of Mount Tai, a cluster of grey bungalows was surrounded by a stone wall. Once a Catholic mission, it was now a hospital, run by an unconventional Scottish doctor, Edmund Airton, who, a decade ago, had retreated to it from the world with his wife, Catherine, and their infant son. The Bishop of Jinan had bequeathed it to him, because he had seen the humanity that underlay the atheism of his old friend and intellectual sparring partner. Edmund had satisfied the expectations of his practical benefactor and built a reputation as a healer throughout the province.
  


  
    They were troubled times in China, but Edmund and Catherine treated everybody who came to them whether they were Christians or Buddhists, Nationalists or Communists, with devoted and impartial attention. When they were young, they had experienced enough of war and politics to care only for the suffering of ordinary people. In their district every peasant family had, at one time or another, dragged their sick relatives up the steep path to the Airtons’ gate, confident that they would find comfort and care, free of charge or obligation. A year after his arrival, Edmund had cured a concubine of the local governor, once a minor warlord, of a skin complaint that had been diagnosed erroneously as leprosy. This had earned him gratitude and protection, and no questions were ever asked subsequently about his patients. There were occasions when bandits and revolutionaries found themselves recuperating beside policemen wounded in the same gun battle: in Edmund’s hands they were, by tacit consent, on neutral ground.
  


  
    The Mountain Hospital, as it became known, gradually acquired the aura of a monastic sanctuary, although no god was worshipped there: funded by an American philanthropist, it had no tie to any charitable institution or religious foundation. Edmund and Catherine had cut their links with the foreign concessions, which had, anyway, dismissed them long ago as eccentrics of the wrong sort.
  


  
    Their son, Harry, grew up among the bamboo forests, ricefields and water-buffalo. His first memory was of running in a crowd of village urchins to greet the travelling opera troupe that had arrived for the New Year Festival, his ears jangling with the din of cymbals, drums and screeching arias. He came to know the shop-owners, who rarely let him pass without giving him a wink and a surreptitious slice of sweet dried meat, which they snipped off with big scissors from the strips that hung on hooks, or a sugared pastry from a tray in the window. Mr Lo, the confectioner, would carefully select for him a toffee apple from a blue and white porcelain brush jar in which he displayed his creations as if they were flowers. Spoiling the son was small compensation for the kindness they had received from the father.
  


  
    In the evenings, after school, Harry ran off with the village boys to fly his kite in the meadow by the riverbank. Often the fishermen casting their nets from their small skiffs beckoned him over to look at a newly caught carp, flapping in their gnarled, brown hands. Sometimes he and his friends crept into the temple, where they watched the monks intone the scriptures under the shadow of the great gilded statue of Buddha. The hall was swathed in incense, and the teeming life of the village stilled to a mysterious solitude.
  


  
    From his earliest years, Harry believed there was magic in this land. It was partly the stories he heard from his Japanese grandmother, his grandfather’s second wife and Catherine’s stepmother. For her, every natural phenomenon was imbued with animism. Fox fairies lived near the temple grove, and when light rain poured from a sunny sky over the ricefields at harvest time, Harry knew that a monkey was marrying a badger. From the village storyteller, he heard older tales, of the creation of the gods, of the heroic Knights of the Water Margin, of the Monkey King and his journey to the west. Once, with the Taoist monk Hsiung, his father’s friend, he had climbed breathlessly through the bamboo groves in the hour before dawn as the sun’s red rim peeped out from behind the jagged peaks of Mount Tai, the holy mountain. The old monk had told him that this was Nu Wa, the life goddess, who had coupled with the King of Heaven to bring abundance to the earth.
  


  
    Harry’s special friend was the cook’s son, Chen Tao. When they had first met, Harry was sitting in the hospital yard, playing with the string of wooden ducks he had been given for his sixth birthday. He was vaguely aware that a new cook had replaced Lao Tang who, at the age of eighty, had finally been induced to retire. Looking up, he had observed a Chinese boy gazing curiously at him from the kitchen door.
  


  
    ‘I haven’t seen you before,’ said Harry, in his piping, well-bred voice. His Chinese was fluent, with only a touch of the Shandong accent spoken in those parts. In a household where Chinese friends and patients visited his parents at all hours, he had grown up speaking and even thinking in their language. If his tone was a little patronising, he was not aware of it: he had grown up as the lord of his little world.
  


  
    ‘I’ve seen you, though,’ said the strange boy, who was not in the least intimidated.
  


  
    ‘You’re the boss’s son, aren’t you? What are you doing?’
  


  
    ‘Feeding my ducks,’ answered Harry, surprised to be questioned.
  


  
    ‘How can you feed wooden ducks?’ The tone was sceptical.
  


  
    ‘I pretend.’ Harry shrugged.
  


  
    The boy watched him, eyes protruding as he frowned. Harry felt self-conscious and wished he would go away, which eventually he did. A few moments later, he returned covering something in his hands. He walked boldly up to Harry and opened his palms to reveal three fluffy ducklings. Live ones. He must have seen Harry’s delight in his face because his own lit up in a wide grin.
  


  
    From that moment on, the two boys were inseparable. Their friendship was based on mutual admiration. Chen Tao was a year older than Harry, who hero-worshipped him because he was practical, capable, fearless, and knew so much more than he did. Chen Tao respected Harry’s size (he was a head taller) and was fascinated by his foreignness. While Chen Tao broadened Harry’s horizons by leading him on adventures further and further away from the village and the hospital, Harry introduced his peasant friend to stories and the world of the imagination.
  


  
    Together they roamed the bamboo groves on the mountain. Chen Tao knew all the paths that led to the temple on the summit and the little woodcutter’s hamlet below. The woods became their private haven, where they re-enacted scenes from their favourite tales. Chen Tao, who had been brought up in poverty and whose education had been utilitarian, was unused to indulging his fantasies, but Harry’s life had been filled with stories, so at first Chen Tao good naturedly took the subordinate role, playing the tiger to Harry’s heroic Wu Song, when they pretended to be outlaws from The Water Margin, or Piggy to Harry’s Monkey when they did Journey to the West. Gradually, however, he became more assertive. Now they spent days as the contesting heroes in Chen Tao’s favourite book, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, and as often as not Chen Tao was the godlike Guang Gong, with his huge spear, while Harry, marshalling his armies on the other side of the valley, became the villainous Cao Cao. Not that Harry minded. Anything the older boy suggested promised fun and excitement. The woods rang with their battle cries, or the tumble of rocks and leaves when one or other assaulted the walls of the castle they had dug into the side of a hill. Afterwards they swam in the pool under the waterfall, and tried to wash the mud off their clothes – they didn’t want trouble when they got home.
  


  
    To the amusement of the indulgent Edmund and Catherine, Chen Tao began to treat the Airtons as his own family. After breakfast, he would join Harry, who had been taken out of the village school when he was six, for lessons with Hsiung. The Taoist had his own eccentric way of teaching arithmetic and Chinese history, and his story-telling gave the boys new ideas for their games on the mountain. Under his influence they became Shaolin warrior monks, wrestling, kickboxing and whirling wooden swords.
  


  
    After Harry’s eighth birthday their lives began to change. One evening, his father came into Harry’s room and sat down. ‘You’re a big boy, now, Harry,’ he said, ‘and in a few years you’ll be going home to boarding-school.’
  


  
    ‘But this is home, Daddy.’
  


  
    ‘I meant England, you silly fellow – well, Scotland, actually. That’s where we come from. It’s where your aunt Mary lives, my sister. You’ll love it. There are lochs where you can fish, and in Edinburgh, where we’ll send you to school, there’s a beautiful old castle, just like in the King Arthur stories. You’ll make new friends and learn all sorts of things.’
  


  
    It was not the first time that boarding school had been mentioned and Harry was excited. He had discussed it with Chen Tao, who had agreed that it would be a splendid adventure.
  


  
    ‘But before you go, I’m afraid you’ll need to study hard. You have to pass an exam. A clever boy like you will sail through it, but we have to prepare you first. So, from next week, your mother will take over your lessons. Teaching you lessons in English, geography and our own country’s history. It’s not so different from the Chinese tales Hsiung’s been telling you. There are wise rulers, like King Alfred, and great warriors, like Robert the Bruce and Hereward the Wake. Wonderful stories, Harry, but it will mean a few more hours’ work each day so there’ll be less time for games with Tao. Sorry about that, but I know you’ll work hard – and enjoy it too.’
  


  
    Harry told Chen Tao about this in their secret cave behind the waterfall. Chen Tao was elated. ‘It’s a great opportunity, Ha Li,’ he said. ‘My dad tells me that schooling is the best thing in the world. You know, he’s made offerings at the temple in thanks for my friendship with you. I never understood why until now.’ He grabbed Harry’s shoulders and embraced him. ‘I think it’s time,’ he said.
  


  
    Harry was confused. ‘Time for what?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘For us to become blood brothers – to make our friendship eternal,’ said Chen Tao. ‘You remember – we’ve talked about it. It’s what warriors do. It’s like the oath between Guang Gong, Liu Bei and Zhang Fei in the Peach Garden. Now that we’re about to learn grown-up things, it’s time.’
  


  
    Harry’s eyes widened as Chen Tao pulled out the scalpel Harry had stolen from his father’s surgery. ‘You’re not afraid, are you? It won’t hurt,’ said his friend, smiling. ‘Look.’ He ran the blade over his own palm. Harry saw a thread of blood, and shivered. ‘Your turn,’ said Chen Tao. Gingerly Harry held out his hand, screwing his eyes shut. He felt stinging and flinched, but Chen Tao clasped his fingers and squeezed their palms together. His eyes gleamed and he smiled. ‘It’s done,’ he said. ‘Our blood has mingled. It means our lives are bound together for ever.’ He raised Harry’s hand high. ‘We’ll just have to imagine the chicken’s head being cut off, but we can burn some yellow paper with our birth dates written on them, and steal some of my dad’s rice wine for the libation when we get home. Say the words after me: “Your life is mine, mine is yours. We swear to live and die together.”’
  


  
    Then he taught Harry the Triad salute and other rituals he had decided were appropriate to celebrate their bandit brotherhood. Harry loved this mumbo-jumbo, but he was surprised that Tao was so excited about him going to school.
  


  
    Next morning he found out why when he turned up with his exercise books and pencils in his mother’s little study off the courtyard. Suddenly Chen Tao appeared beside him. He was wearing new blue trousers, a clean shirt and clutching an exercise book with a box of pencils – the expensive one he and Harry had admired in Mr Lai’s store. He gave Harry a clap on the back and a broad grin.
  


  
    Harry’s ears began to burn, and his face reddened. Something was very wrong, and he didn’t know what to do about it.
  


  
    His mother was kind. She ruffled Chen Tao’s hair as she said, ‘I’m so sorry, Chen Tao, but these lessons are going to be in English, which you don’t speak. The subjects are for English children, about our kings and queens, and geography, the things Ha Li has to learn so he can pass the exam for boarding-school in England.’
  


  
    Chen Tao stiffened. His face was set, expressionless, although there were crimson spots on his cheeks. Harry felt a pang of guilt at the dull hurt in his friend’s eyes.
  


  
    ‘I know how much you want to learn and that’s wonderful,’ Catherine continued, ‘but these lessons are just for Ha Li. I do hope you understand.’ She ruffled his hair again, then steered Harry into her study. She was smiling at Chen Tao, about to close the door, when the Chinese boy flung his pencil box and book on to the ground. His lips were twisted, his teeth bared, and his eyes blazed with jealousy and resentment. Then he turned and ran out of the yard.
  


  
    That evening Dr Airton had a long talk with the cook. He apologised that Chen Tao could not take part in Harry’s English lessons, then added that Harry would be learning mathematics and science from Hsiung in Chinese: Chen Tao was welcome to join those classes if he liked. The cook was grateful, bowing to Edmund and brushing his hand – but, unaccountably, Chen Tao refused. ‘No,’ he told Harry, when they next met. ‘I’m just a peasant boy. What do I need learning for? I’ve got things to do in the village. I’ve friends there too, you know. Who wants to be stuck in a classroom?’ He laughed and threw a stone at a sparrow.
  


  
    Harry was concerned that his friend might still be angry with him. ‘Are you sure?’ he asked.
  


  
    Chen Tao grinned and shook Harry’s shoulder. ‘Of course I’m sure,’ he said.
  


  
    ‘We’re still friends?’
  


  
    ‘We’re blood brothers,’ said Chen Tao. ‘“Your life is mine, mine is yours. We swear to live and die together.” That means for ever, Ha Li. It’s an irrevocable oath.’
  


  
    Harry didn’t know what ‘irrevocable’ meant, but it sounded good. ‘We’ll still play together, then? We’ll be bandits in the mountains, when I can get away from class?’
  


  
    Chen Tao’s eyes were gleaming. ‘Try to keep me away,’ he said.
  


  
    So, when Harry had time he continued to play with Chen Tao. The older boy was always available and never again showed resentment about the misunderstanding. On the contrary, he seemed to have accepted that, in addition to his lessons, Harry would sometimes be involved in activities that did not include him. ‘It’s all right, Ha Li,’ he said once, when Harry apologised that he would be away for two weeks with his parents at the seaside in Tsingtao. ‘You do your Western things, and be Chinese again when you return. I’m not you and you’re not me. I have my own life too, you know. When you’re at your studies, I get up to all sorts of things you wouldn’t believe.’
  


  
    Harry suspected he was making it up. ‘What things, Chen Tao? What do you do?’
  


  
    ‘Just... things,’ he said slyly. ‘If you can have your secrets, I can have mine.’
  


  
    ‘I have no secrets from you,’ said Harry, lamely. He still felt guilty, as if he had let his friend down. He was old enough to appreciate that the Chinese valued ‘face’ above all things, and he knew, too, how proud his friend was. He liked to be the leader, and Harry was generally content with that because he loved him: Chen Tao was his gege, his elder brother. If he wanted to pretend he had another life more interesting than Harry’s, that was fine.
  


  
    It saddened Harry, though, that his friend had been right: Harry did have secrets that he had never got round to telling Chen Tao. They applied particularly to the Airton family’s annual visit to Shanghai, when they stayed in a big hotel, ate enormous meals in restaurants and visited his parents’ friends. There was a Chinese lady, a special friend of his mother, who lived in a tall apartment block with a fat baby. She had an artificial leg and a withered arm, the result, his mother had said, of a terrible accident during the civil war, when the Nationalists had been fighting the warlords. The first time they had been there the disfigurement and her sharp, penetrating eyes had frightened him and made him wonder if she was a witch. But she had laughed, embraced him and given him a wooden tiger. On subsequent visits he had enjoyed seeing her and playing with her child. He had not told Chen Tao about them because he thought his friend would laugh at him for playing with a baby.
  


  
    He had been embarrassed one summer when Catherine’s friend and her daughter, who was then three years old, had come to stay with them at the hospital. Naturally, Chen Tao had been curious about the new arrivals in the Airton household, and joined Harry when the adults were talking and Harry had been deputed to look after the little girl. To Harry’s alarm, however, Chen Tao had seen the opportunity to play a prank and coerced him into helping him lock her into the chicken pen. When the adults came out, alerted by her screams, Harry had had to face the music alone because Chen Tao had slunk away. He did not betray his friend, but a day later his mother had taken him aside and told him that Chen Tao must be kept out of sight while her friends were staying. She never said why, and Chen Tao did not seem to mind. ‘Those superior Shanghainese,’ he spat. ‘They’re only half Chinese anyway – bananas, with yellow skin and white inside. Class enemies. You’re welcome to them.’
  


  
    The incident had cast a shadow over an otherwise sunny childhood. At the time Chen Tao’s inexplicable and scornful reference to ‘class enemies’ had struck Harry as ominous but he told himself that his friend was always coming out with strange sayings he found in the magazines he purloined from Dr Airton’s outpatients’ room. Eventually Harry forgot about it. There was just too much to enjoy. School in England was a year away – for ever, as far as Harry was concerned – and they had their games.
  


  
    Yet here again, things had begun imperceptibly to change. They played and fought as before, but sometimes Harry felt it was no longer merely fun for Chen Tao. He had become less devil-may-care. There was a new seriousness about him, and their battle scenarios were no longer based on the old children’s stories. Chen Tao pored over his magazines for pictures of modern wars. He quoted the vocabulary of present-day politics, which Harry found incomprehensible. In their new games Chen Tao liked to pretend he was head of a gang of Communist rebels hiding in the forests, while Harry was the luckless government general set up to be ambushed. Harry was happy to go along with it. It was not so different from when he had played the Sheriff of Nottingham to Chen Tao’s Robin Hood, and he was still doing what he enjoyed most – playing with his best friend, in the magical China he loved. But soon Harry was taking the games more seriously too. There was no lessening of trust between the pair, but sometimes he felt that Chen Tao was challenging him in a way he didn’t understand, which scared him a little.
  


  
    Harry did not know it, but dark forces were gathering to threaten his idyll. Before the enigmatic Hsiung had left on a long journey from which he had never returned, he had told Harry that happiness, like everything in life, is transitory. The idea was meaningless to the boy, who believed that his golden childhood at the Mountain Hospital could never end – but when the Japanese came everything did change.
  


  
    It was the spring of 1940. He was playing with his new train set on the Persian carpet that gave colour to the small sitting room when he heard a rustle of silk and saw the tall figure of his mother gazing at him from the doorway. She came in and patted the sofa. He jumped up and ran to sit beside her, snuggling into her softness. Usually the house was full of people and she would be helping his father in the surgery, or teaching at the village school, so it was rare for him to have her to himself in the daytime.
  


  
    They looked out over the veranda at the bamboo groves on the mountain. The piled clouds in the sky were tinged with the pink and vermilion of approaching sunset. The slanting rays streamed through the open window, highlighting his mother’s deep green eyes and auburn hair. She smelt of lilac.
  


  
    But today there was an unaccountable solemnity in her face. She stroked his hand as she said, ‘I’m sorry, my love, but I have bad news. I’m afraid you can’t play outside any more. You know how difficult the Japanese soldiers can be, and your father and I would be worried, Harry, if you left the compound.’
  


  
    He protested. Chen Tao was allowed outside. Nobody told him what to do.
  


  
    She sighed. ‘Chen Tao’s different from us, Harry. He’s Chinese.’
  


  
    ‘But Daddy’s always saying there’s no difference between Chinese and English, and even Japanese, Mummy. Obah-san was Japanese.’ Obah-san had gone to heaven two years before. Losing his Japanese step-grandmother had been the first tragedy in Harry’s brief life.
  


  
    A tear was running down his mother’s cheek. ‘Daddy’s right, darling. Good people are the same whatever their race or nationality. You must always remember that, Harry, and be kind and good, especially to those who are weak and innocent. There are good people even among our enemies. Sometimes they need our help too.’
  


  
    ‘Like Obah-san, Mummy? She was a good Japanese, wasn’t she? Not like the soldiers, the Aizi.’
  


  
    ‘The Japanese aren’t really our enemies – and Obah-san certainly wasn’t. What an idea, you muffin.’ He loved it when she ruffled his hair. ‘She adored you and we all adored her. Anyway, you mustn’t call them by that horrible name. The Japanese would only become our enemies if there was a war here, like the one they’re having in Europe.’
  


  
    ‘But there is a war here, Mummy. Chen Tao told me.’
  


  
    ‘Oh, darling, how can I explain? Japan is at war with China but not with England. Or not yet. We must all be very strong and sensible now, Harry, and not provoke the Japanese soldiers. They’re already asking your father to do things for them that are...’ She shook her head.
  


  
    ‘What, Mummy? What are they asking Daddy to do?’
  


  
    ‘Never mind. He’s an honourable man and he won’t do anything bad for the Japanese or anybody else, but they’re unscrupulous and we’re his family. You must promise you won’t go out alone. Promise me you won’t go off and do anything silly?’
  


  
    When he looked into her anxious eyes, Harry wanted to promise – but outside a breeze was shaking the bamboo, he heard the oriole singing in the Siberian pine, and he knew that Chen Tao was waiting for him. He said, ‘Of course, Mummy.’ And as she hugged and kissed him, he felt his fingers tingle as they crossed behind his back. He hated lying to his mother, but now he had another loyalty, to the Hong Huzi, Chen Tao’s name for their own rebel faction, and a meeting had been arranged for that night.
  


  
    Even so, he was anxious when, long after he had been tucked into bed, he looked out of his window into the courtyard. By now Chen Tao would be crouched behind Harry’s father’s car, and in a moment he would raise the blue flag.
  


  
    The two boys had developed a simple code, based on traffic lights Harry had seen in Shanghai. In their waterfall hideout, they had cut strips off Chen Tao’s blue trousers, Harry’s red scarf and his yellow pullover: if Chen Tao waved a blue flag (they had not been able to find any green cloth) it meant, ‘Action, go ahead as planned’; a red flag signalled, ‘Danger, expedition’s cancelled’; and a yellow one meant, ‘Problems, wait until the coast is clear.’
  


  
    That had been shortly after the Aizi – the ‘dwarf men’, as Chen Tao called the Japanese – had set up their camp in the valley. Chen Tao had discovered from his magazines that the Hong Huzi, the bandit gangs who fought the Aizi in far-away Manchuria, used such signals to communicate with each other when they were creeping through forests to ambush enemy patrols or to blow up a railway line. Chen Tao had also wanted Harry to swear an oath of allegiance to the Communist Party because they had the best guerrilla fighters, but Harry had been reluctant: he knew his father disapproved of Communists. They had argued until Chen Tao had given him his twisted smile, clapped him on the back and said, ‘All right, you can be a Nationalist. That’s good, too, because the Nationalists and Communists are in alliance against the Aizi. Together we can be the United Front.’
  


  
    Harry had not been sure he wanted to be a Nationalist – his father never had many good words for them either – but he did want to be a Hong Huzi and fight the Aizi. For several weeks, he and Chen Tao campaigned in the bamboo groves, escaping enemy pursuit, stalking the woodcutters who stood in for Aizi patrols, pretending to spy on enemy troop movements. They hid under the leaves, signalling to each other with their flags. Sometimes they practised elaborate stratagems that Chen Tao remembered from his stories of ancient battles, when he or Harry would pretend to be captured, only to give the enemy false information that would lead them into an ambush further up the track. On those occasions the woodcutters would be surprised by a little boy leaping off a rock and blazing away at them with his stick.
  


  
    One day, shortly before Harry’s mother had asked him not to leave the compound, Chen Tao had produced a letter, which he said contained orders from their Hong Huzi commanders. He and Harry were to make their first real reconnaissance inside the Japanese camp. Harry recognised Chen Tao’s characters on the paper, and thought this was a new game, but when he said so, Chen Tao bridled. ‘Ha Li, sometimes I’m disappointed in you. Don’t you realise how lucky we are that the Hong Huzi have let us join their brigade?’
  


  
    Harry couldn’t bring himself to commit the heresy and say what was in his mind, that this was only pretend, but he felt resentful. ‘You’re only a year older than me,’ he said. The age difference had always rankled. ‘Why should you always be the leader, and tell me what we have to do? We’re equal. Isn’t that what you keep saying Communists are? We’re friends.’
  


  
    Chen Tao took his shoulders and gave him a sad smile. ‘Of course we’re friends, Ha Li, but these are orders. We have to trust each other, don’t we?’
  


  
    Harry allowed himself to be mollified. Reluctantly he had followed his friend down the path to the village and across the bridge to the old warehouse where the Aizi kept their stores. One of the Japanese soldiers had been friendly and given them sweets. Later Chen Tao threw his away, so Harry, regretfully, did too – but not before they had spotted the rickety staircase at the back of the storehouse and the broken window through which they might be able to enter. Chen Tao took Harry’s wristwatch and timed the movements of the sentries. Afterwards he told Harry that he would choose a night on which there was no moon to make their reconnaissance. Harry should wait at the appointed hour for Chen Tao’s signal.
  


  
    As he looked out at the dark shadow of his father’s car he felt again the butterflies in his stomach, and hoped that Chen Tao would not be behind the car, or that when the torch flashed, it would reveal a red flag instead of a blue one. But a blue flag was illuminated in the darkness, and he had no choice but to obey the summons. He climbed down the wisteria that covered the wall by his bedroom window and crouched in the flowerbed. He saw another flash of blue by the dispensary – the signal for him to run across the yard – and soon he and his friend were scrambling through the hole in the wall, skirting the narrow lane that led to the road and eventually to the dried-out riverbed they had to cross. Harry experienced a moment of terror when one of the sentries patrolling the bridge stopped half-way across and shouted something. He thought they had been discovered, but it was a false alarm.
  


  
    Soon they were sneaking through the sleeping village, and almost stumbled upon two Japanese officers making their way drunkenly to a comfort house. Harry wanted to turn back, but Chen Tao gave him a stern look. A few moments later, they were beside the stinking honey carts, on the dark side of the warehouse, watching the Aizi guard disappear round the corner of the building.
  


  
    ‘Right,’ whispered Chen Tao. ‘We have six minutes before he comes back.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t want to go,’ said Harry. ‘Why are we doing this? I don’t know what the plan is.’
  


  
    ‘Obey orders, that’s all,’ hissed his friend. ‘But if you’re frightened, you can stay here – and you’ll never be a Hong Huzi again.’ He ran towards the stairs.
  


  
    The climb was interminable. Every time Harry’s foot touched a plank it creaked, and he could hear his gasping breath. When he reached the top, there was a terrifying wriggle along the ledge to the open window. He was certain he would fall, or freeze with fear and be caught in the sentry’s torchlight, but Chen Tao’s arm snaked out of the dark window and pulled him through. His stomach lurched as he fell through blackness to land with a thump on a grain bag.
  


  
    Chen Tao flicked on his torch. They were in a storage attic, built half-way across the warehouse. A ladder was propped against the side, leading to the depths below.
  


  
    ‘You’re a hero, a good Hong Huzi,’ muttered Chen Tao. ‘Do you have your torch and flags? Good. I’m going to climb down and see what I can find. You stay up here on guard. If you hear anything, flick your torch once. I’ll see it. When it’s all clear you can flash the blue flag.’
  


  
    Before Harry could protest, his friend had disappeared. In the pitch blackness he imagined Chen Tao creeping along the warehouse floor, feeling his way round the crates and bales. He heard a creak as his friend prised open the lid of a box. ‘Ha Li! Ha Li! There are guns!’
  


  
    Then he heard the rattle of chains, and realised it came from outside the warehouse gates. Frantically he fumbled with his torch and dropped it. When he had found it again, and pressed the switch, all the lights came on at once and he saw Japanese soldiers enter the warehouse. Chen Tao was nowhere to be seen. Hopelessly, Harry clutched the red flag. There was nothing he could do.
  


  
    But the Japanese had not come to look for children. They were herding in five Chinese prisoners with bent heads and bound hands. They were laughing at them and kicking them, prodding them with their rifles until they were kneeling in a ragged line on the floor.
  


  
    With a shock Harry recognised two. One was Lao Zhao, who owned the pastry shop. He often gave Chen Tao and Harry sweet dumplings. He was usually such a cheerful man, but now he hung his bald head to his chest, and tears were running down his cheeks. The other was the village storyteller, Zhang Laoshi. Harry had spent hours in the square listening to his tales from the Chinese classics.
  


  
    Three Japanese soldiers were carrying buckets, and another, a big man stripped to his vest, had a baseball bat. Harry watched as the Aizi placed the upended buckets over their prisoners’ heads. Then, one after the other, the man with the bat began to beat them. There was a dreamlike quality to his actions as if he were performing them in slow motion. The bat would arc in a graceful curve through the air, and when it hit the side of the metal bucket, there would be a long, echoing clang, like the sound of the big gong they struck in the temple on the mountain. It seemed to reverberate inside Harry’s own head, to be replaced by a louder crash as the baseball bat hit again, unleashing another hideous timpani. Harry imagined what would happen if the Japanese caught him. He seemed to feel the bucket over his own head, and anticipated the explosion when the bat struck.
  


  
    He screamed.
  


  
    Time resumed its normal pace. The startled Japanese soldiers were staring about the warehouse, reaching for their rifles. Chen Tao stepped out from behind a pile of crates and yelled, ‘Ha Li! Run!’ then scampered away as they tried to catch him. Eventually they cornered him and dragged him by the ear into the centre of the concrete floor. The big man, who had dropped the baseball bat, was raising his hand to strike him.
  


  
    Harry ran.
  


  
    Scrambling somehow out of the window, slithering along the ledge, sliding down the staircase so his hands burned on the banisters, slipping in the mud at the bottom, dodging the sentry, who fired his rifle into the night, then pounding through the alleys, his heart thumping, he had no idea where he was running, only that he had to get away. Soon he was stumbling across the dry riverbed, ankles twisting on the stones. Did he imagine the searchlights? At last he reached his home and banged on the compound gates. Then he was weeping in his mother’s arms, his father kneeling beside him, questioning him quietly. All the time sirens were sounding from the village. His father put an arm round the shoulders of the frightened cook, then the two were in the car, and driving out of the gates.
  


  
    He must have fallen asleep. The last thing he knew his mother had been lying beside him on his bed. He remembered her rocking him in her arms, and whispering, ‘It’s all right, darling, Mummy’s here.’ But he had woken alone, starlight washing faintly over his bedclothes and casting wraithlike shadows on the walls. He was terrified, thinking of Chen Tao and everything that had happened. Would the Aizi come for him too? He heard the sound of an engine. Yellow light from headlamps flashed in through his window. He sat up in bed. It must be the Japanese. Then, he heard a car door close, his father’s quiet voice and Chen Tao’s father sobbing.
  


  
    He had to find out what had happened to his friend. He pushed off the bedclothes and crept down the stairs. There was a place behind the pillar in the hall where he could peer into the sitting room and not be seen. His father was slumped wearily on the sofa, his head in his hands. His mother moved into view and passed him a glass.
  


  
    ‘Darling, it was useless,’ he heard his father say. ‘They denied all knowledge of him. They laughed at me and said no Chinese boy had been taken into custody tonight. They went through the motions. We all drove to the warehouse, which was empty. Then I was told I had insulted the honour of the Kwantung Army. Apparently, the Japanese do not make war on children. Old Chen is heartbroken and wants to go back to his home province. I think he knew all along it would be pointless trying to find his son. Chen Tao’s dead or disappeared, which amounts to the same thing.’
  


  
    ‘Did they make the same demands on you as before?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, yes, laced with the usual threats. But I told them again, I’m neutral, and a doctor, and that interrogation centre they want me to work in is nothing but a torture chamber, flagrantly abusing the Geneva Convention and every other civilised code of conduct. Catherine, can you imagine what would have happened if they’d caught Harry? How they’d have used him to pressure me? And what they might have done to him? We must face it, darling. It’s time.’
  


  
    ‘No, Edmund, I can’t bear it.’ His mother began to cry.
  


  
    ‘I know, darling. I feel the same but we mustn’t delay any longer. Tomorrow we’ll go to Shanghai. The British Consulate sent a circular. There’s a boat leaving for England next week. They’re recommending women and children evacuate. That means they think war is inevitable. We must get Harry out.’ His father put an arm around her shoulders. ‘Catherine, you go with him. I can’t leave the hospital, but you can. Go with the boy. I’ll be happier if I know you’re both safe.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t ask me to do that, Edmund,’ his mother said, through her tears. ‘You can’t run this place on your own. We have a duty to all who depend on us. The consulate did say they would have people to look after unaccompanied children and hand them over to their relatives safely. They did promise that, didn’t they?’
  


  
    He bowed his head. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘They did.’
  


  
    She wiped her eyes. ‘Well, there you are, then,’ she said. ‘We’re not the only ones, are we? Anyway, you and I tried being apart once before, and we weren’t very good at it, were we? In any case, whatever you say, you know I’m needed here as much as you are.’ Her voice quavered. ‘Oh, God, Edmund, I know I’m being foolish and selfish. Of course Harry must go. But he’s so little.’
  


  
    Harry rushed out of his hiding-place. ‘No! I don’t want to go away! I know it’s my fault. I’ll never do it again, I promise. Please don’t send me away!’
  


  
    His father and his mother put their arms around him. He knew – even then – that his life, the life he loved, was over.
  


  
    In adulthood he had no recollection of what had happened in the days that followed. It seemed that at the next moment he was standing among a crowd of European children by the rail of a liner. Tall skyscrapers of a big city rose up beyond the quay, but he had eyes only for the two figures standing on the jetty, waving frantically, calling to him, although he could not hear them.
  


  
    And he knew it was his own fault that he had to leave China: he had lied, and broken his promise. That was why he would never see his family again, or his friend, Chen Tao, whom he had abandoned and betrayed.
  


  
    Southampton, where they disembarked, was grey, like the Atlantic, and at night searchlights crisscrossed the darkness. On the voyage, all the ship’s lights had blazed at night to signify that it was neutral, but Harry could not sleep, thinking of the U-boats that prowled the black waters.
  


  
    He was handed into the care of a tall, angular woman, with a severe, lined face, greying hair tied into a prim bun under her hat. ‘This is your aunt Mary, dear,’ said the matron, who had been looking after the parentless children on the boat. Harry clung to her apron. She detached his fingers and pushed him forward. ‘Mrs Mackintosh, he’s all yours,’ she said. ‘He’s a nice little boy, but solitary. We’ve tried to brush up his English on the way, but he still prefers to speak Chinese. Between you and me, we found him a bit of a handful.’
  


  
    The angular woman knelt down and took his hands. ‘Jiuyang, jiuyang,’ she said, without changing her severe expression. ‘I’ve heard so much about you.’
  


  
    Harry’s eyes widened. The formal phrase she had used was incorrect, since it was the greeting of an inferior to a superior and rarely used by an adult to children, but she was speaking Chinese.
  


  
    She took him to tea at a Lyons Corner House before they boarded their train. It reminded him of a restaurant in Shanghai, the last time he had eaten with his parents, and he burst into tears. She hugged him.
  


  
    On the long train journey up to Scotland, in a compartment full of soldiers in uniform, all available leg space filled with kitbags and rifles, she told him who she was. As a girl, she’d been in China. That was why she still spoke some Chinese. Her parents, Harry’s grandparents, had been medical missionaries in Manchuria, but she had never returned there after her schooling, unlike her other brothers and sisters. She had worked as a secretary in a firm of solicitors, and when her parents had retired, she had kept house for them in Edinburgh till they died. ‘So there I was, a poor spinster, alone in the world, a bit like you’ve been, Harry, on that long voyage – but the Lord was kind to me. He gave me, even late in life, a good, God-fearing man to be my husband. Your uncle Angus, Harry. He’s a fisherman and we live on a beautiful island in the Outer Hebrides. You’ll be happy there.’
  


  
    Harry had never had any Christian instruction and did not know what a ‘God-fearing man’ was. He wondered if Uncle Angus was scared of temple statues, as he himself had once been. It was only after their ferry had disembarked them in Harris and he had got to know the grizzle-bearded man in dark Sunday best, who had been waiting for them on the pier, that Harry came to understand what it meant to be God-fearing. Also, although this realisation came gradually, after many beatings for ‘lying’, ‘idleness’ and other arbitrary crimes, he began to appreciate what was meant by hell.
  


  
    When the news came one day in a letter from the Red Cross that his parents had been interned in a Japanese prison camp called Weixian, Aunt Mary was so worried that she wept.
  


  
    Harry, however, took the news coolly. He ran out of the house and stood for hours on the cliff edge, looking at the seabirds and the waves crashing on the rocks. He had allowed himself to hope that he might be forgiven for his lies, that one day his parents would come and rescue him. Now he knew that that would never be. This must be the damnation Uncle Angus kept talking about. He cast his eyes up at the grey, louring skies of his own prison, and screamed in his anguish, but the cold wind carried his voice away, indistinguishable from the cry of the gulls.
  


  
    To survive, Harry learnt to dissemble. The ‘young heathen’ dutifully studied his Bible, although he found the stories in the Old Testament not a patch on the romances he had heard in the village square, and it was some time before he grasped that the silent Sunday gatherings in the stone kirk on the promontory, so unlike the gaudy temple parades with their firecrackers, were occasions of worship. After a while, he looked forward to the services: they gave him a chance to think his own thoughts, without the danger that was ever present around the hearth at home. There, even his taciturnity might be construed as insolence, and an excuse for him to be taken to his uncle and aunt’s bedroom for a beating with his uncle’s buckled belt. What was worse than the pain were the prayer sessions afterwards, when his uncle made him kneel by the bed, and repeat, over and over again, the Lord’s Prayer.
  


  
    Even so, silence was a better policy than talking, especially about China – the most innocuous remark might lead to an accusation of lying. This also applied at school, where he was bullied and had to resort to his fists to earn respect, but the big fisher-boys were a match for any of the martial-arts tricks he had practised with Chen Tao. Harry learnt to blend, and after a year, at least on the surface, there was no discernible difference between him and the other children of the wind-lashed island. Dour silence punctuated by violence was a way of life and, for Harry, solitude was a means of survival. It allowed him to develop his own interests in what he thought of later as his secret world.
  


  
    From the first, his aunt had been his ally. When she was there, Uncle Angus moderated the discipline, except when he was drunk. Then, sometimes, he turned his rage on her too, leaving her bruised and weeping while he took Harry into the other room.
  


  
    There were, however, blessed intervals when his uncle was away with the boats, sometimes for weeks, and Harry, with his aunt, experienced something that approached happiness. At first it was a sharing of stories. She wanted to hear everything about his life in China. She would bring out treats – crumpets or buns – and then they would share their experiences: his adventures near the Mountain Hospital, her girlhood at the mission station with her parents, far away in the north of China in a town called Shishan. Sometimes Harry would be so excited that he babbled in Chinese, which still came more naturally to him than English.
  


  
    ‘You know, Harry,’ she once told him, ‘if I were to close my eyes and listen to you, I wouldn’t know that you were European. Your accent is perfect. It’s a gift, and something you must cling to if you can.’ She smiled. ‘Come with me. I think you’re old enough. I have something to show you.’
  


  
    They had to climb a ladder to get into the loft. There, among the bric-à-brac, were two tin trunks. Harry held the candle while his aunt prised open a rusty catch and lifted a lid. It was filled with books. She picked one up and blew off the dust. Harry saw Chinese characters. ‘This is your grandfather’s library,’ she told him. ‘I inherited it from him and you will inherit it one day from me. He was a great scholar and taught medicine in the Chinese language. Most of these books mean nothing to me as I can’t read the characters, but one day you may be able to. There are all sorts of books here, some scientific works, some stories...’
  


  
    To Harry it was as if she had uncovered a pirate’s treasure trove. ‘Can I learn now, Aunt Mary?’
  


  
    ‘I don’t think there is anybody here who can teach you,’ she said. ‘But let me think about it. If God is kind, He will find a way to help us. In the meantime, you won’t say anything about this to Uncle Angus, will you? He wouldn’t approve.’
  


  
    Two months later (Uncle Angus was away again with the fishing fleet) Aunt Mary came back from the village with buns, scones and a grin on her face. ‘God has answered our prayers, Harry. A Chinaman – a real Chinaman – has moved to Harris. He worked on a ship and was wounded when his convoy was bombed. He can’t be repatriated to China until the war’s over, and for some reason he has made his way from Glasgow to here. He’s setting up a tailor’s shop. I talked to him, and found him to be an educated man from Tientsin. Would you believe it? That’s where our family used to live. And what’s more, because of that connection, he’s agreed to teach you, free of charge. I’ll take you to him tomorrow.’
  


  
    So began Harry’s education. Every day, after school he would slip away to the shop in the village where, hidden from the counter in a back room among all the tweeds, Mr Lin would put him through his lessons, sewing as he listened to Harry read, criticising the slightest infraction of tone or grammar. This was discipline that Harry enjoyed. Mr Lin, it turned out, was Professor Lin, once a lecturer of physics at a northern university, whose family had been bankrupted when the Japanese invaded, forcing him to take a menial job in the merchant marine to support his family.
  


  
    Soon Harry was reading the first book his aunt had taken out of the trunk, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms, stories Harry remembered from long ago in the village square. At the end of every lesson, first merely to entertain the boy after his hard study, the professor would set up little physics experiments, showing how light refracted into colour through a prism or making waves in a bowl. He soon discovered Harry had an aptitude for science, and began to teach him the theory. By the time Harry was fifteen, the texts he was using in his Chinese lessons were his grandfather’s tomes on physics and chemistry.
  


  
    It was not only language and science that Professor Lin taught Harry. He knew that the lessons had to be kept secret from Harry’s uncle, so teacher and pupil devised ways to deceive him. Professor Lin, as a student during the warlord period in China, had been an undercover agent for the Chinese Nationalist Party, the Kuomintang, which at the time was fighting a war to unite the country. It had been dangerous work – the warlord Generalissimo Chang Tso-lin, the Tiger of the North, had ruled with an iron hand – so the young Lin had learned many tricks to avoid surveillance by the secret police. It amused him enormously, in the quiet Scottish village, to train Harry in the arts of dead-letter boxes, evasion techniques and cover stories. In the lessons, he sometimes tested Harry’s knowledge of The Art of War by the ancient Chinese general Sunzi, a compendium of deception and guile. ‘What gives an army the means to defeat an enemy?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘Greater numbers of troops? More advanced weapons?’ Harry teased, knowing the answer.
  


  
    ‘No,’ Professor Lin banged a roll of broadcloth with his scissors. ‘Its spies. A good general knows his enemy as well as he does himself. It is how clever you are, not how strong, that counts.’
  


  
    This was meat and drink to Harry. Once again he was a Hong Huzi. In his imagination he was back on the slopes of Mount Tai with his friend. And, more important than anything else, the secret world he shared with Professor Lin and Aunt Mary kept the flame of China alive in him.
  


  
    In the summer of 1944, as the newspapers were announcing the success of the Normandy landings and the prospect, at last, of victory over Germany, another letter arrived at their cottage from the Red Cross. The writer informed Mary Airton, with deep regret, that her brother Edmund had died of mysterious causes in the Weixian prison camp, apparently after a beating by the Japanese guards. His wife, Catherine, had succumbed to cholera. Their deaths had occurred more than a year ago, and the Red Cross apologised for the delay in informing the family.
  


  
    Shortly after the receipt of this sad news, Aunt Mary caught a chill, and by the autumn she had bronchitis. In October she developed pneumonia and, as Harry held her hand and Uncle Angus drank whisky in front of the fire, she passed away.
  


  
    The business connected with death anaesthetises the initial shock. Young as he was, Harry found that his uncle’s drunkenness and incapability meant he had to make the arrangements for his aunt’s funeral. He dealt with the undertaker and the register office, chose the coffin, filled in the forms, contacted the solicitor who kept his aunt’s will and received the many members of the community who had loved Mary and crowded into the parlour with commiserations.
  


  
    After the interment he was exhausted, and only then did the full force of what had happened hit him. He spent three days wandering the clifftops, sitting for hours on wet rocks, drenched by rain, and shivering in the pale sunshine that followed the squalls.
  


  
    In all those months of his aunt’s illness he had hardly thought of his parents. Over the years his memory of them had faded to the point that he had almost forgotten what they looked like, but now he saw their features delineated in the scudding clouds, and grieved for them too. In the red and gold of the sunset he remembered his mother’s auburn hair. In the calm sea he saw his father’s taciturn face. They were suddenly very close to him, as was his aunt, but as quickly as they appeared, the mist rolled round them, their faces became insubstantial and he was left with the cold realisation that those who had loved him were gone for ever. He was alone.
  


  
    As the beloved faces disappeared into the mist, he heard again the clods falling on his aunt’s coffin. In a small way she had kept China alive for him. Interred with her was the hope that he would one day return. That had also been taken away from him.
  


  
    He had been left with his uncle, the man who tormented him. It was a savage irony that the monster he despised and hated was now his legal guardian.
  


  
    Then something inside him rebelled. China was life to him. It was only the thought that one day he would go back that had kept him going. He would not – he could not – give up his dream.
  


  
    He sat on the rock and thought of his alternatives. He had lost everybody and everything that had ever meant anything to him, and things looked black. But there was one hope left to him, and he blessed Aunt Mary: she had realised that to get back to China he needed a good education. He would dearly have loved to run away, leave Uncle Angus and this island behind him, but Aunt Mary had made him promise to continue his Chinese studies. She had left money in her will, she told him, to ensure that he would be able to do so, as well as bequeathing to him all her father’s books. That was a start and gave him a degree of freedom, he thought.
  


  
    The rain lashed his face, and he shivered. He knew that exposure to the elements had weakened him, but inside he felt the heat of his new resolve. He would return – by God he would. And he no longer feared Uncle Angus. He saw him clearly for the pathetic man he was. He could put up with him for a few years more. He was not beholden to him. Or anybody.
  


  
    Anyway, what choice had he?
  


  
    When he returned home he was running a fever. For the next three days he lay, semi-conscious, on his bed. When, eventually, he felt well enough to go downstairs, he found Uncle Angus had returned to sobriety and was sitting, curiously smug, at the dining-table. ‘So, you’ve decided to stop being a layabout and rejoin the world?’ he greeted his nephew.
  


  
    Harry ignored him. He was starving, and only wanted to heat some broth.
  


  
    ‘You may be interested to hear that, while you’ve been lounging upstairs, Mr Brodie’s been and gone.’
  


  
    Harry stiffened. Mr Brodie was the solicitor whom he had contacted about Aunt Mary’s will.
  


  
    ‘He wanted to know where you were,’ continued the older man, ‘but I told him your presence was neither here nor there, since I’m your guardian and can speak for you.’
  


  
    ‘Aunt Mary said she’d left me something in the will,’ said Harry, the heavy saucepan in his hand. ‘I had a right to be there for the reading.’
  


  
    ‘Aye, well, poor Mary hasn’t been herself for several months, has she?’ said Uncle Angus, tapping his head. ‘Poor creature. There was a whole lot of rubbish about money to be put aside for schooling and future university education. Oh, yes, and that you’re to continue to learn Chinese.’ He laughed. ‘Well, of course, that’s nonsense, which I think we can count as the ravings of a feeble mind.’
  


  
    ‘What are you saying?’ Harry’s cheeks were burning.
  


  
    ‘That as main beneficiary and executor of Mary’s estate, such as it is, I’m in a better position to interpret what is best for you. Mr Brodie agrees with me that the clauses in Mary’s will relating to you, which also contain, by the way, the bequest of several trunks of books that are heathenish in nature and only good for the rubbish pile, are not reflective of a sound mind and, moreover, legally constitute only a request rather than a binding instruction. It was his view, one with which I concur, that I am not bound in any way to honour such panderings to paganism, and I am disinclined to do so.’
  


  
    Harry banged the saucepan on the table. ‘I don’t know about the money but those books belonged to my grandfather and are mine. Aunt Mary gave them to me. If you take them away from me, you’ll be stealing.’
  


  
    ‘If you expect further to benefit from my charity, young man, I’d advise you to treat your elders and betters with courtesy. I never said I wouldn’t give you the books or deny you the money for a university education, but I expect you to earn it.’ He grinned, showing broken teeth.
  


  
    ‘What do you mean?’ asked Harry, confused.
  


  
    ‘How long have you been enjoying board and lodging in this house? Five years? There’s a cost to that, as well as for your schooling, which your aunt and I have had to pay. Well, you’re fifteen now, and no longer required to attend school. You can go out and work, my boy. You can pay back some of the kindness you’ve received by earning an honest living. I’ll give you your books on credit, and I’ll pay your fees if you can get into a university, but it’ll be against indentured service to me. Five years you’ve been here. Five years you’ll work for your further keep. And then we’ll see.’ With a sneer, he picked up his Bible. ‘I’d provide yourself with some thick sweaters and boots, if I were you. The fishing fleet leaves next week.’
  


  
    Harry, as his uncle delighted in reminding him, was only fifteen. He was big for his age, but no match yet for his uncle, and what benefit would it do him anyway to hurt him, which at that moment was all he desired? A stint in prison would never get him to China. Without a word, he placed the saucepan on the hob and ran out into the rain. There he wept for a while out of anger and frustration. He knew he had no choice. His future lay in those trunks of books and his uncle had the power to take them away from him. He had no money, relatives or prospects. Furthermore, there was a war on. His uncle could probably organise through his contacts in the village for Harry to be assigned to the fishing fleet. He was trapped.
  


  
    His uncle was still sitting by the fire when he returned. ‘All right,’ he muttered, as he walked past him on the way to his room. ‘But I keep the books.’
  


  
    His uncle shrugged, and buried his long nose in his Bible. Harry pounded up the stairs to his room, slamming the door behind him.
  


  
    It was not a bad life. There was no ‘punishment’ on board a rocking boat, and thankfully his uncle, on their long voyages, was too absorbed in running the ship to pay attention to his nephew’s moral deficiencies. While the war was still on they did not go much further than Orkney because of the danger of submarines, but when peace came they sailed as far as Newfoundland and Greenland, seeking the cod. During the intervals off watch, Harry kept up his Chinese reading, looking up characters he did not know in the dim light of the swinging oil-lamp above his bunk. Meanwhile, he hardened physically, gaining strength in his arms and back from pulling in the catch.
  


  
    By the time he was eighteen there were no more physical punishments. His uncle was scared of Harry’s size and his great hands, which could smash the life from a tuna at a single blow, so he resorted to other means. He arranged for Harry to crew another boat, and when Harry returned to the cottage after two months at sea, he discovered that the trunks of books were missing from the loft.
  


  
    Quietly he returned to the kitchen, where his uncle was sitting morosely by the fire. ‘Where are my books?’ he asked.
  


  
    ‘I sold the heathen rubbish.’
  


  
    Harry noticed the sly triumph in the man’s eyes. He kicked the chair legs. His uncle fell forward, jarring his chin on the table, then slid backwards until his head was half in the grate. Harry put a booted foot on his chest and leant forward to pick up the poker. He raised it above his head. His uncle screamed. For a moment, Harry observed his terrified face, then bent the poker into a bow. He picked up his uncle by the scruff, hung the bent poker round his neck, like a noose, then released him and strode into the night.
  


  
    He spent a year working at whatever jobs he could find. He drank. He was often in fights and occasionally woke up in police cells. At weekends he went to the dance hall, where his size and looks usually brought him success. Seduction came easily to him. A ladies’ man, they called him. When his money ran out, and he found that the fishing-boats wouldn’t take on a man with a reputation as a drunkard and a philanderer (he sensed his uncle’s hand: the fishing fleet was a


  

  

  
    About the Author
  


  
    Adam Williams, whose family has lived in China since the late nineteenth century, was born and raised in Hong Kong. For the last eighteen years he has been representative in Beijing of a Far East trading conglomerate. In 1999 he received an OBE for services to Sino-British trade.
  

OEBPS/Misc/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/Images/9781848947986_cover.jpg
‘Williams is a master’
THE TIMES





