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Synopsis 

Keith Haggett travels to China to escape a misspent life and a betrayed love. There he lands a teaching job in a city that no one back home has heard of yet is as famous as Mecca within the republic – it is the city where Mao ended his long march and where the communist revolution began.
Initially revolted by local living conditions Keith, and his more staid teaching companion, settle to their new life. Then suddenly, mysteriously, his companion disappears and Keith’s life starts to unravel as he becomes entangled with a pretty student, one of his own. Realising his stupidity he ends the relationship and slips into less passionate friendships that allow him to savour the delights of his adopted country. Unfortunately this new found contentment is fragile; it is quickly destroyed when the affair with his student rebounds with chilling repercussions.
Corrupted by circumstance he attempts to buy his way out of danger, disgrace and probable deportment by risking all in a dubious gambling den. He loses and resorts to ignominious flight - and so his own long march begins. Keith trudges across the lonely hills of Northern China internally criticising his past behaviour by day, searching for accommodation by night. Through the march he meets many poor Chinese, often staying overnight in their humble homes, enjoying their company, empathising and sympathising with their troubled lives. 
Arriving destitute at the city of the Terracotta Warriors he quickly succumbs to a job offer which seems to provide a safe haven from his pursuers. However, he soon realises that there can be no return from the valley in which he and the other workers are enslaved, forced to make bricks until they die. Foiled escapes and a severe beating break his spirit to the extent that, even when the valley is finally liberated, he has lost the will to live.
Hospitalised, his status as a rescued westerner is used by the Chinese authorities as a crude and unsuccessful counter to the bad publicity surrounding the approach of the Olympic Games in Beijing. Unaware of this and embroiled in a spiral of self-recrimination he tries to kill himself but is finally reconciled to his own nature by the intervention of his Eurasian soul mate from the past: the woman he had left behind in England. Their unbroken love for each other helps to rescue him from the dark abyss of depression.
This is a novel packed with action yet balanced by the deep introspection of a flawed character. Its background is the moral inheritance of communist China in this time of capitalistic resurgence and is based upon actual experience of teaching in the modern-day republic. It weaves into its tale a combination of the innocent delights and some of the truly horrific practices and attitudes existing within the republic today. It is a gripping glimpse of 21st century China from the inside, fictional but firmly grounded in factual detail.  

Chapter 1(part): Fame

I knew nothing about the guardians of the flame, yet they were my route back to sanity, my transport back to a wholeness of body, the restoration of my will to live and my belief in good fortune.
Since my recovery I have seen footage of them in action. Tall young men dressed in blue with cropped hair and serious faces, square jaws. They could be taken for American GIs out on a cross-country run, or athletes training for the then approaching Olympic Games, or convicts running around an exercise yard in a US prison. There was just one characteristic that set them apart in the western world, that marked them out as different, foreign. Something that seemed at odds with their height, their demeanour, even their role. Each of the men had slant eyes. They were Asian – Chinese to be exact, which also explained the slight yellowness of their skin – barely detectable on the TV screen.
They were protectors of the flame and the ambassadors of China as the Olympic torch was carried across the world from Athens to its ultimate resting place in Beijing. They were symbols of the growing prowess, power and influence of China upon the world at large. Giants within their own country, they proclaimed a new China: confident, open, influential. So why didn’t the world like them – or their country? This rejection was a difficult thing for the Chinese government to understand; so too were the demonstrations that dogged the guardians and the flame as it passed through different countries on its way to the Chinese capital.
In China itself this reaction to its emissaries was virtually unknown. The progress of the Olympic flame on its long journey towards Beijing was reported with the triumphalism which characterises an unfree press. Only good news was allowed to hit the headlines: another great breakthrough by Chinese scientists, a further increase in GDP, yet more Chinese people given modern accommodation, and so on, and on. And so the flame’s progress was reported with great precision within China, but with little detail.
Nonetheless some Chinese people did know what was happening. Some knew of the demonstrations, the lack of welcome, the circles of policemen who protected the flame’s guardians, the last minute route changes to avoid flashpoints, the ungracious refusal to allow the flame into key areas of capital cities, the tendency for top politicians to delegate to underlings the task of meeting, greeting and making carefully phrased announcements as the flame passed through their countries. Amongst those who knew were the advisors to those who advised the central committee. Something had to be done. How could those ungrateful foreign wretches keep harking back to the events in Tiananmen Square which happened more than a decade before? Didn’t they know that China had changed? A committee was appointed to revitalise Chinese international public relations in the build up to the games. A diversionary story was recommended: I was that story.
I knew nothing of this. My mind was in retreat. I did not wish to think of the past and did not believe that I had any future. I was listless, physically debilitated and morally spent. I spent my days looking out of the window whilst lying on clean white sheets in a hospital bed in the Chinese city of Xian. I could see very little, just a patch of sky and the branch of a leafless tree. This was sufficient. The passage of the occasional cloud irritated me, the fussing of the nurses annoyed me, the conversations and the movements of the men occupying the many other beds disturbed me. I tried to blot everything else out by fixing my attention on that branch and little patch of sky. As darkness came at the end of each timeless day I drifted into a deep sleep - my body needed rest. Sometimes I woke screaming. No one bothered me, the others knew why I screamed, they knew the nature of my nightmares. Ignored I soon slept again, always with the hope that my sleep would be dreamless, perhaps endless. Vaguely I knew that I had done something wrong, very wrong. I also knew that I had been wronged. I just did not want to think about all of that. When thoughts of the past emerged like clouds blowing through my injured mind, I dispersed them, I thought of nothing.

One day I was moved into a different room. I did not know why, though I expect that someone explained the reason for my move to me. I did not wish to move, but was too disinterested to protest. I was not surprised that I was given a room to myself, a large private room normally reserved, I supposed, for an important party official. I resented the move but was glad to get away from the others, from their chattering and their movements and their own screams in the night. Here I had a much bigger window. I closed the curtain almost completely so that I could just see a patch of the sky and a windowless wall. I lay on the sheets and tried to continue as before.

My empty-headed study of the sky was now regularly interrupted. Men and women appeared bearing gifts: flowers, fruit, Western books. Others brought cameras and notebooks. I ignored the gifts, ignored the visitors and would not smile for the flashing cameras. I closed my mind to them; it seemed the best thing to do. I no longer tried to understand Chinese and found that, without devoting the effort needed to understand this difficult language, it rapidly became unintelligible. Some tried to speak to me in English, but their accents were so strong that it was easy to switch them off too – bar them from my empty mind as I continued to stare at that little patch of sky, the bare wall.

Then one morning, soon after I had been taken on my first visit to the toilet of the day, Xiu Mei arrived. I did not notice her come in, or if I did so then I had simply ignored her and continued to stare through the glass of the window to the sky. It was cloudy, I was irritated. She began to speak. At first I ignored this too, but then something unusual happened - the words began to register upon my dulled mind like the chimes of a bell raising one from sleep. The words were in English, clear, pure English without the trace of an accent: pristine English of a quality that I had not heard for a long time. I tried to ignore her speech, tried to bring down the curtains of my mind, but I could not. The words penetrated my poor retreating psyche in a way that was irresistible. My resistance was as futile as ordering the sea to stop its advance as the tide sweeps in. Though I attached no meaning to her words, they filled my mind. I could not concentrate on my patch of sky, my slice of bare wall. And there was more, something about her voice. It was beautiful, yes, female, vibrant, soft, musical. But more than that – I knew the voice! Knew it so well that it seemed part of me.

Still I stared at my little piece of sky, forcing my eyes to remain on that little bit of the world that protected me, that sustained me, that shielded me from the unacceptable past. A woman’s face appeared before me, blocking my vision. It was a lovely face, Chinese, yet not Chinese. A face I knew, a face I loved.

‘Hello Keith,’ she said softly. ‘Don’t you know me? It’s Xiu Mei. I’m here to help you get better.’

I turned away, buried my head in the pillow. Not because I didn’t want to see her - I wanted nothing more – but because she was part of my past, part of my guilt, part of everything that I wanted to forget, the things that I would not let myself remember. And I wanted to hide. I had burst into tears, floods of them. I didn’t want this splendid woman to see me cry, to see me sobbing like a child. I did not want her to see my face made ugly by emotion, to see the tears, the streaming nose, the trembling lips. In a woman such an outburst may be normal, acceptable: it produces waves of sympathy, makes the woman appear vulnerable, pitiable, deserving of protection. In a man it is a sad, embarrassing, hideous sight. Something to be avoided if at all possible, something unmanly – or so I thought. I felt a hand laid lightly on my shoulder. Heard, but did not comprehend, soft words. I continued to sob, holding the pillow tightly to my reddening, sodden face. The hand was removed. I began to relax, the sobbing abated. I felt drained but slowly regained control. I dried my eyes, face and nose as best I could on the sodden pillow. I slowly raised my head and looked around the room: it was empty, Xiu Mei had gone.

I passed the day staring at the ceiling. I could not even raise the energy to look at my little piece of sky or the blank wall. I fought the thoughts of Xiu Mei as they came constantly into my mind. I did not eat, I did not drink. At last the darkness came. A nurse came into my room, she spoke to me but, as usual, I did not listen and did not react. She left switching off the light and softly closing the door. With darkness would come sleep, escape, oblivion. But it did not. The face of Xiu Mei burned in my brain and I could not obliterate it. Her words: ‘Hello Keith. ‘Don’t you know me? It’s Xiu Mei. I’m here to help you get better,’ constantly repeated, echoing, unstoppable. Flashes from our life together came bursting into my thoughts, unbidden, unwelcome.

I got up. I did not switch the light on; there was just sufficient light for me to find my way around. I opened the bedside cabinet. It was empty apart from a few books, the gifts from my unwelcome guests. I felt around in the drawer locating a pen or a pencil, I couldn’t see which in the dim light. There was little else in the room except a vase full of the flowers brought by another of the guests, or perhaps from Xiu Mei, I hoped that they weren’t from Xiu Mei. I fingered the glass of the vase meditatively, then walked towards the door. Opening it allowed a shaft of bright fluorescent light into the room and almost blinded me. Recovering, I looked from left to right – the corridor was deserted. I had no idea where to go, no idea of the layout of the building that I had spent some weeks in. I turned to the left and soon came to a set of stairs. I descended. A nurse was coming up the stairs towards me. I almost stumbled as we passed each other, an attack of physical weakness and nausea had overwhelmed me. I stopped in order to recover my balance.

‘Are you OK?’ she asked in Chinese, I nodded and tried to smile. She looked a little concerned, hesitated, then hurried on. I descended the stairs, walking slowly – I wasn’t used to this sort of exertion. Arriving at the ground floor I had another decision to make. I chose to go right, soon arriving at a wide corridor which had notices taped to the wall with directional arrows. I did not know many Chinese characters, but the one for ‘exit’ is quite simple – basically a square. I walked slowly towards the exit. A few people were using this corridor but no one looked at me. I had another attack, this time I was so dizzy that I had to sit on the floor. I must have passed out for a few seconds. When I came to a doctor was peering down at me, looking concerned and seemingly waiting for an answer to a question that I had not heard.

‘I’m fine,’ I said gradually easing myself up, using the wall of the corridor for support. He helped me to my feet. I thanked him then carried on along the corridor. I tried to walk in a straight line and tried desperately not to look back. I felt sure that he was watching me. Though I felt completely drained of energy I could now see the large exit door. It was not too far away, I could make it.

The door opened automatically and the cooler air revived me. The hospital faced a busy main road which was not far from the exit door. Though it was dark there was still plenty of traffic, the many different vehicles were moving at maximum possible speed as they do in China. I stumbled down the steps. I had no need to keep up appearances now. At the bottom a wide pavement stretched towards the road. The lights of the cars, lorries, scooters and motorcycles were blinding me, increasing my dizziness. I did not care. I wanted to be amongst them. I rushed forward, trying in my weak state to gain as much impetus as possible. The noise of the traffic was deafening as I tottered towards it. The lights grew brighter and brighter. Horns sounded then wailed off into the night. I had almost reached the kerb and was preparing to dive into this raging torrent of motorised hell when I felt something or someone grip my left shoulder. I span around and fell heavily toward the kerb at the same time. The lights of the cars span past my eyes followed by the lights of the hospital, then nothing.

I woke in my room. The light was on, my right arm was in a sling and ached badly. I looked up. A young nurse was sitting at my bedside, reading. Maybe it was the same nurse that I had passed on the stairs, maybe not. She looked up, startled by my movement.

‘It’s OK,’ she said in Chinese, ‘you have had an accident. The doctor found you. You almost fell into the traffic on the highway. You are very lucky to be alive.’

‘Lucky,’ I said in English, my mouth so dry that I could barely speak. She looked puzzled.

‘Lucky Keith,’ I continued. Once again she looked puzzled, then brightened up.

‘Yes, Keith. That is your name. How do you feel. Can I get you anything?’

I looked around the room. The vase of flowers was still in its place. I desperately needed water, but one glance at the basin with its paper cups beside it caused me to suppress the request before my lips had moved.

‘Coffee,’ I said weakly in Chinese. I knew that would be difficult to find in a Chinese hospital. ‘I must have a cup of coffee.’

‘We do not have coffee. We have tea. You would like tea?’

‘No, I must have coffee. They had coffee in my last ward. Please get me coffee from there.’
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