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This work of art titled Safely Home by Ron DiCianni served as an inspiration for this story.
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Dedication

TO GRAHAM STAINES, who left his home in Australia to serve lepers in India for thirty-four years.

TO PHILIP STAINES (age ten) and TIMOTHY STAINES (age six), who at half past midnight on January 23, 1999, as their father held his arms around them, were burned to death by a mob in India, murdered because of whom they knew and served.

TO GLADYS STAINES, who continues to minister to lepers and who said to all India, “I am not bitter or angry. I have one great desire: that each citizen of this country should establish a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, who gave his life for their sins.”

TO ESTHER STAINES, Graham and Gladys’s daughter (then age thirteen), who said, “I praise the Lord that he found my father worthy to die for him.”

TO THE HUNDREDS OF MEN, WOMEN, AND CHILDREN KILLED FOR CHRIST EACH DAY, ignored by the world but watched by the eyes of heaven—those of whom the world is not worthy.
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About Persecution in China

MANY READERS ask me whether Christians in China continue to suffer persecution. Often they’ve been told it’s a thing of the past.

Compared to earlier decades, religious persecution in China is less extreme. In some places there is little or no persecution. Local officials may look the other way, even if they suspect Christians are meeting illegally (as most Christians in China do).

In other cases, where Christians were once jailed for assembling without permission, they may now be ostracized and prohibited from holding significant positions of influence in government, education, or business. So the severity of their persecution is decreased but still very real.

However, in other places, Chinese Christians continue to experience extreme persecution. In fact, it is likely that more Christians in China are currently in prison for their faith than in any other country. Reports from unregistered churches continue to confirm that thousands of Chinese Christians are still imprisoned for following Jesus, and many are still beaten and abused in prison. I have seen recent photographs of tortured believers and have wept at their stories.

It is still illegal to teach children under eighteen about God and Jesus. It is still illegal for three or more believers to gather for religious purposes without government approval. Eighty percent of Chinese Christians are part of unregistered illegal churches—remaining underground because they recognize only Christ as Lord, and they refuse to allow the atheistic government to control their churches. Some Western Christians have naively criticized unregistered churches, without understanding that these Chinese believers cannot in good conscience bow to a government whose hands have long been stained by the blood of Christians. The counsel of some American Christians to their Chinese brothers is “Just register your churches and you won’t be persecuted.” This simplistic approach betrays a great cultural insensitivity to the history, depth of conviction, and personal sufferings of countless Chinese believers.

From the time Safely Home was first published in 2001, I received letters assuring me that Christians were no longer being persecuted in China. Interestingly, they were almost always from people who had visited China for short periods, or who had heard reports from those who’d done so. In contrast, I receive a number of letters from people who have lived in China or who still live there, and invariably they write to confirm the reality of Christians still being persecuted there.

So let me give a brief survey of some of what has happened in China since 2001. That year Ling was producing Christian materials in China. He was interrogated in his home by police officers. When he refused to lead officials to his Christian coworkers, they placed his hands on a table, held them down, and pulled out his fingernails, one by one. He was then forced to spend three years in a “reeducation through labor” camp. Though burned with cigarettes and beaten, he refused to deny his faith.

A major crackdown in 2004 against unregistered church groups resulted in the arrests of hundreds of Christians. A twenty-eight-year-old Christian teacher and a thirty-four-year-old female evangelist were among those beaten to death while in police custody.

In 2005, one hundred security officers from five Chinese government agencies raided a conference of 140 house-church leaders and ten guest pastors in northeastern China. The police, accompanied by the Religious Affairs Bureau, seized Bibles and Christian study materials and arrested many attendees, including two American pastors, who were detained, questioned, and deported.

Even as the government attempted to create a better public image for China in preparation for the 2008 Beijing Olympics, they continued to persecute believers. Asia News reported that in December 2007, officials arrested 270 Christian pastors in a quick and brutal raid, accusing them of holding an illegal Bible meeting and fining 120 of them with an “interrogation tax.” According to the China Aid Association, earlier that year, a Beijing house-church leader, Hua Huiqi, served six months in prison. Hua and his seventy-six-year-old mother were arrested after being attacked by seven police officers. While walking on a public street, they were kicked to the ground and taken to the Olympic police station for questioning. Hua’s mother, Shuang Shuying, had turned her residence into a boardinghouse for believers. When authorities began planning the Olympic games, they dismantled the home and her family was detained, supervised twenty-four hours a day, and frequently beaten. Imprisoned for two years, Shuang was tortured, lost her vision, and dwindled to a mere seventy-three pounds.

In 2008, the Chinese government destroyed three church buildings in one city and ordered that the remaining church buildings also be demolished, according to Voice of the Martyrs. More than ten believers were hurt as they tried to prevent the demolition. Earlier that year, a mob allegedly sent by government officials had attacked this same group of Christians when they refused to stop meeting on the church property.

In February 2009, China Aid reported that Christian human rights attorney Gao Zhisheng, who has worked to defend house-church Christians and others persecuted in China, was abducted by officials and went missing for more than a year. Reports from inside the country indicated he was undergoing torture. He was released more than a year later, in March 2010, only to go missing once again a few weeks later, BBC News reported.

Bob Fu, a Chinese national, now labors in the US to call attention to millions of persecuted countrymen. I encourage readers to examine the stories on Fu’s website, www.chinaaid.org. Fu claims that, to this day, “Christians in churches unrecognized by the socialist regime in Beijing continue to be harassed, oppressed, arrested, imprisoned, tortured, and murdered for their faith in Jesus Christ. Most of these abuses are cloaked in secrecy for fear of offending Western trading partners and jeopardizing China’s fragile economy.”

Readers of Safely Home in China concur. A missionary there recently wrote: “Safely Home was very, very accurate.” She knows a Chinese woman who couldn’t read the book because it reminded her of close friends suffering persecution.

Those who deny that persecution exists in China often say they visited the country and saw Bibles at a registered church or for sale in a store. (That’s true; registered churches are permitted to have Bibles.) An American Christian leader assured me that he and his ministry preached the gospel in China and had cordial meetings with Communist government leaders. I rejoice in this. But he also spoke of the “misconception” that Christians are still persecuted in China. Unfortunately, the documented incidents demonstrate it’s not a misconception, but a reality.

A Chinese Christian told me that “somewhere in China, the sun is always shining, and somewhere the snow is always falling.” In other words, there’s always freedom somewhere and persecution somewhere else. Visitors to China rarely go to the countryside, where much persecution takes place. They will not be given an audience with persecuted Christians. Believers will not step forward to share their stories with visitors who are escorted by or traveling under the favor of government officials.

It is irresponsible to claim that Christians are no longer in prison or beaten or discriminated against simply because visitors don’t see this happening, or because Chinese officials and government tour guides say it doesn’t happen. Should we believe the government (who even denied persecution occurred under Mao Zedong), or the actual Chinese Christians, most of whom remain in unregistered churches, despite the great cost of their doing so?

China Aid (www.chinaaid.org), Asia Harvest (www.asiaharvest.org), and the Voice of the Martyrs (www.persecution.com) provide current information about persecution in China. We encourage you to stay informed about—and to intercede for—our Chinese brothers and sisters. Though we should rejoice that persecution has lessened significantly in some places, let’s be careful not to perpetuate the lie that Christians are no longer persecuted in China.

Randy Alcorn

June 2011
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Note from the Author

THE CITY I’ve called Pushan is fictitious. As far as I know, there is no Pushan in the area I’ve described. If there is, I’ve never been there and have no knowledge of it. While many things in this book have actually happened in one way or another, I have made up the story. Still, I have attempted to keep it authentic and true to life in as many details as possible. Nearly all my characters are fictitious. Some are composites of several real people. Whenever I was thinking of someone in particular I changed his name and life details so it would be impossible to identify him.

Ron DiCianni’s painting Safely Home appears inside the front cover. This beautiful work of art served as an inspiration for this story.
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THREE MEN watched intently as peculiar events occurred, one right after the other, on opposite sides of the globe.

“What’s happening?” asked the first, tall and dark-skinned.

“I don’t know,” replied the man with long black hair. “But wheels are turning, aren’t they?”

“Things appear synchronized,” said the third man, compact and broad-shouldered. “A pattern is emerging. Something great seems poised to happen. Something else lurks in the shadows. It seeks to devour the greatness before it is born.”

“Two destinies are converging. But neither suspects it.”

The tall one pointed toward a great palace in the distance. “He searches to find the right man for the right hour. Is this the hour? Is this the man?”

“And if so, which man? Or both? We see far more clearly than they do. But still our minds are too small to figure it all out.”

“The soil was tilled and the seeds planted twenty years ago,” the broad-shouldered man said. “No. A hundred years, at least. Now we will see what fruit the vine produces or whether it will wither and die.”

“Hanging in the balance are not just two men,” the long-haired man said, “but two families, perhaps two nations.”

“Indeed, two worlds.”

“The loss could be immense. Or the gain immeasurable.” His voice trembled.

“We must watch closely as the tapestry is woven . . . or as it unravels.”

“We must do more than watch.” The tall man reached out one hand to the other two, who grasped it firmly, the muscles of their forearms taut. They now looked like warriors.

“The stakes are high.”

“Higher than they can possibly imagine. Higher than we ever dreamed when we walked that world.”

* * *

“Somebody’s got to make the tough calls,” Ben Fielding muttered. “And I don’t see anyone else volunteering.”

He picked up the phone from his oversize mahogany desk at the far side of his window office on the thirty-ninth floor of the U.S. Bancorp Tower. It was a bright September morning, and Oregon was the best place in the world to live in the fall, but he had more important things to do than admire the view.

“Doug? We need to talk.”

“Sure,” Doug Roberts said from his desk in the sales department. “What’s up?”

“I have a management team meeting right now. Might take an hour. I’ll call you in when it’s over. Be sure you’re available. I’ve got a conference call before lunch, and I won’t have much time.”

“Okay, Ben. But what do you want to talk about?”

“I’ll call you when I’m ready.” Ben still gripped the phone tightly three seconds after he’d finished talking. Finally he put it down.

Doug was his cousin, his mom’s sister’s son. They’d grown up on the East Coast, a few hundred miles apart. They’d spent most holidays together, wrestling in the snow or exploring the beach or playing Parcheesi in front of the fire. Those were the days . . . when life was simple, and loyalties easily maintained.

Now they both worked in Portland, Oregon, on the opposite seaboard, for Getz International, a leading-edge multinational corporation. As a department head fifteen years ago, Ben had offered Doug a sales job, and he’d jumped at it. They were both young and hungry back then.

Doug had so much potential. Why had he forced his hand? Once he’d been an asset to Ben. Now he’d become a liability.

That Doug was family made it messy. Ben would probably have to skip the holiday gatherings this year. Doug had backed him into a corner. He had to send a clear message to all the employees—Ben Fielding doesn’t tolerate insubordination, and he doesn’t play favorites.

“Martin’s in the boardroom.” His secretary’s voice over the intercom yanked Ben back to the moment. “They’re ready for you.”

“On my way.”

Ben stopped in front of the mirror on the back side of his office door, ran a comb through his hair, then straightened his Shanghai silk tie. He went to the door of the conference room, took a deep breath, and calculated his entrance. He walked in briskly but not too hurried. He stood tall and smiled pleasantly without grinning, a smile he’d practiced in the mirror. Dressed in black Armani with a boxy Italian fit, Ben Fielding was a self-made picture of style, poise, and competence. There were eight men in the room, and every eye was on him.

“Hey, Ben,” Martin said, “we’re talking about that dream you spelled out for us ten years ago—selling one of everything to a country of 1.2 billion people!” Suddenly Martin’s broad smile evaporated. “Travis here and a couple of the team have voiced some concerns.”

Ben raised his eyebrows and stared at Travis.

“The situation’s not stable,” Travis said, looking at his PalmPilot instead of Ben. “I don’t trust that government.”

“China won’t be bullied by anyone,” Ben said. “That’s what Hong Kong was all about. And Macao. They won’t let ‘foreign devils’ control their destiny. What’s theirs is theirs.”

“And what isn’t theirs eventually will be,” Travis said.

Ben shrugged. “I’ll say it again. If one nation dictates everybody’s future, it won’t be America. It’ll be China. The sooner everybody comes to terms with that, the better we can position ourselves.”

“One thing’s for sure,” Martin said, “there’s not another semiconductor or microchip company with our access to Beijing and Shanghai. Between Ben and Jeffrey, we’ve established one major beachhead.”

Martin Getz, showing straight white teeth in a smile so big it drew in everyone, was CEO of Getz International. His father had started the company in 1979, just before the computer revolution changed the world.

“Okay, okay, guys. What’s the report on the Shanghai factory?”

“All indicators are positive,” Jeffrey said. “Production’s still going up. With socialism loosening its grip and workers getting more for their labor, there’s a new Chinese work ethic. Without all those paranoid safety and antipollution regulations, they get done in a week what takes us a month—and their Q.A. tallies are better.”

“I don’t want to hear this,” Johnny said, his suit lapels flaring as he leaned back, playfully covering his ears. “There are certain things lawyers shouldn’t know.”

“We can’t impose American standards on them,” Ben said. It was a mantra he’d repeated at many team meetings. “And even if we could, we don’t have the right. But we can demand the highest product standards. And we’re getting great results. These people are bright, smart, eager to work. They don’t know about unions; they’re just grateful to make a living and be able to buy a refrigerator, a TV, maybe even a computer.”

Ben’s confident voice commanded attention. There was a presence about him. Martin was the boss, but Ben was the brains and energy. Everyone knew it.

“China’s still our fastest growing market?” Martin asked.

“In another few years they’ll be our biggest customer—period,” Ben said. “China has a skyrocketing economy with hundreds of millions of residences that’ll add computers and a dozen other electronic devices in the next ten years. Dayton’s assembling the network cards in Mexico. They’ll ship direct from there to our joint-venture partnerships in-country and bypass China’s trade restrictions. It brings the end product cost down and gets it into more hands. Getz benefits inside China; then we score again when it’s shipped back here at a fraction of the cost, and we sell it through traditional distribution channels. Our competitors’ heads will be spinning. In the next few years they’ll be eating our dust.”

“They’ll never catch up,” Martin said, all teeth again.

“I wish I shared your confidence,” Travis said. “Seems to me we’re walking on a minefield. It’s a shaky economy. Human rights issues, overbuilding in Shanghai . . . not to mention Beijing’s ability to pull the plug on anyone for any reason.”

“It’s capitalists and Communists scratching each other’s backs,” Ben said. “Sure, they’ve got problems. They know the state-owned enterprises are inefficient, banks are folding, and pollution’s terrible. There’s still a lot of trial and error, but they’re learning fast. I’ve been saying it since my first trip to Beijing—China’s our future, guys. It offers us the most cost-effective partnerships on the planet. And it’s a dream market come true.”

“Just make sure they keep needing us, Ben,” Martin said. “You too, Jeffrey. We don’t want them to get any ideas of doing it on their own.”

“Oh, they’ve got the ideas, alright,” Ben said. “They’re swimming in US and Japanese technology, and they can imitate it like nobody else. Give them a decade, and they’ll be improving it. Eventually, they’ll be our strongest competitors. We’ll be racing to keep up. But meanwhile, we’ve got the edge. Russia couldn’t handle free enterprise, but these people can. Their work ethic gets stronger every day, while ours gets weaker. Another six to eight years, and they’ll be putting America to shame.”

Martin looked at Ben with undisguised admiration. “Ten years ago when you told us you could bring in millions of dollars if you studied Mandarin on company time, I thought you’d gone crazy. But it worked. Boy, did it work! They trust us—you and Jeffrey, especially. You speak their language, know their culture. That’s our edge.” Martin stood up. “And I want to shore up that edge. I’ve been chewing on an idea since that Fortune 500 CEO think tank I attended in Chicago a couple of months ago.”

Martin looked around the room the way he always did before announcing an idea he was particularly proud of. Several of the men, including Ben, braced themselves. Nobody ever quite knew what Martin would come up with next.

“I’d like to send Ben or Jeffrey to spend maybe six weeks living among and talking with typical Chinese citizens, the type that might work in our factories and eventually buy our products. Ben, what about that old roommate of yours from college? He lives in China, right? A teacher, isn’t he?”

Ben nodded. Li Quan’s youthful face invaded his mind and infused it with bittersweet memories. It was just like Martin to spring this on him with everybody watching. As it began to register, it didn’t seem a good idea at all. It had been twenty years since he . . .

“Getting inside the mind of the typical consumer would help our sales strategy and deepen our reservoir for those Chinese advertising campaigns that marketing’s been talking about. And it would be great PR on both sides of the ocean. We’d be the company that sent a Mandarin- speaking VP to live with Chinese nationals to see what they’re like, to learn what they need. It’s the ‘we care about the common man’ angle. It would impress the Chinese, our board, stockholders—everybody. A big image booster for Getz. The advertising potential is enormous. Ben or Jeffrey could end up in a prime-time commercial sitting next to some Chinese guy grinning at his computer!”

The other members of the management team looked at each other to see which way the wind would blow. Then they all stared at Ben. He hesitated. But when Martin felt this strongly about an idea, it nearly always happened. You might as well go with him and look brilliant and loyal. Everyone nodded.

“Anyway, more on that later,” Martin said. “Let’s hit the agenda. Our third-quarter profits are going to blow them away. When this hits Wall Street, things are going to fly. Hold on to your hats, boys. Your profit shares could increase 10 percent overnight.”

An hour later Ben walked out of the conference room, glad-handing his associates and feeling the warm rush of competitive adrenaline. As he came out the door, he saw Doug Roberts standing by a copy machine. His stomach churned. He looked at his watch.

Conference call in six minutes. “Doug,” he called, “meeting’ll have to wait until Monday morning. My office, 7:30.”

“Sure. But what are we going to—”

“7:30 Monday. My office. I’ve got a conference call.”

Ben strode past his secretary, Jen, and into his office. He shut the door behind him and flopped down on the plush visitors’ couch.

Until their lives took different turns, Doug had been not only family, but a close friend. Ben knew he couldn’t afford to think of him that way anymore. And if Doug still considered Ben a friend, well . . . he wouldn’t much longer.
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IS THIS the day I die?

Li Quan asked himself the familiar question as he wiped sleep from his eyes. Why couldn’t he be courageous, like his father and great-grandfather?

He lit a candle and watched Chan Minghua sleeping, slight and vulnerable. Minghua meant “bright flower.” She was that and more to Li Quan.

Pulling himself off the thin pad he used for a bed, Quan walked barefoot on the frigid cement floor to the cot four feet away. He knelt down beside eight-year-old Li Shen, resting his forehead against the crown of his only son’s head. He reached out to the child’s pudgy hands, then touched a finger to his pouty lips. How could this thick, round boy have come from birdlike Ming?

Is this the day I die?

He’d asked himself the question every day since he was Shen’s age. Every day the answer had been no. But his father had taught him, “One day the answer will be yes, and on that day you must be ready.”

It was on a Sunday his great-grandfather Li Manchu had been beheaded. And it was also on a Sunday his father, Li Tong, lying in a beaten lump, had died in prison. Here in the cold predawn outside Pushan, it was another Sunday.

“It is time?” Minghua whispered, her voice a feather falling upon silk. Candle flame dancing in her brown eyes, she looked as she had ten years ago, at their wedding in Shanghai.

Quan kissed her delicate forehead, ashamed that he, a poor and lowly man, was so unworthy of her. Already in this short night he’d dreamed again that he held her wounded body—Ming’s life running red through his fingers in a dark rain.

They moved swiftly, silently, performing their 2:00 a.m. Sunday ritual. Ming awoke Li Shen and gave him a little bowl of sticky rice, holding up his yawning head.

Quan wrapped a gray blanket around his neck, then squeezed into his dark-green parka. Stuffing one hundred and forty yuan into his trouser pocket, he stepped outside and strapped a bundle to the back of his bicycle. He knotted the bundle, double-tying and double-checking the knots. Ming and sleepy-eyed Shen followed, coats bulging like overstuffed cushions.

Quan positioned Shen on the seat in front of him. The boy put his hands on the bars and closed his eyes, head nodding. Ming pedaled beside them, a silent shadow. Face stinging, Quan watched the quarter moon cast shadows on the dormant rice fields. He wished there were no moon—its light made the ride easier but more dangerous. He preferred safety over ease.

The road of frozen mud cut between buttresses of naked hills. Even here, ten kilometers outside Pushan, an unnatural silvery dust floated on the wind. He felt the grit on his tongue and spit it out. For a moment the air was God’s air, fresh and clean, but then the burning smell of factories assaulted him again.

Quan bounced over hard ruts, pressing tightly against Li Shen. Seeing shadows ahead, he instinctively began the rehearsal. “Our son is sick,” he said to the wind. “We are taking him to a friend’s for medicine.”

Was that a glint of light behind the tangle of boughs and dead leaves? A policeman holding a lantern? He held his breath, the corners of his eyes freezing shut.

No. The shadows were fence posts. Li Quan hung his head, wishing he were a brave man who did not whisper lies into the wind.

The three spoke nothing lest the silence, once pierced, would bleed on them as it had before.

After four kilometers dark clouds rolled in, as if an artist were suddenly changing his mood on a canvas. The moon hid from the coming storm. They’d have to face a squall on the ride home, Quan thought. That might be better—storms kept curious eyes indoors.

“Slow,” Quan said to Ming as they wobbled blindly onward, the ruts herding them, sky so low now it brushed his face.

At seven kilometers, he saw white wisps of smoke rising from a chimney. A welcome sight. But if he could see it, so could others. He pushed down his fear to that hollow place inside.

They got off their bicycles and quickly walked them behind Ho Lin’s house, making no sound. They leaned them against the dark side, hidden in the shadows by the chicken coop. Quan brushed his hand over other bicycles, counting them. Fourteen.

He walked to the back door, knowing they’d crossed the line of no return. From this moment all excuses for being out in the night were futile.

The door opened. “Ni hao,” Quan said. “How are you?”

“Ping an—peace to you,” old Ling Ho replied, a childlike smile stretching his tight, dull skin in the candlelight. He gestured toward two large pots of tea, hovered over by his wife, Aunt Mei, whom Quan’s mother always called “Fifth Sister.” Mei smiled sweetly, reminding him of his mother. She bowed her head. Quan wanted the tea, but since he and his family seemed to be the last to arrive, he ushered Ming and Shen forward.

Quan nodded and returned smiles to the twenty others, especially the three at the rear. He regretted his smiles were forced and nervous. The Li family sat on a backless bench, coats on, leaning into each other’s warmth.

The dull luminescence cast an eerie hue over the Spartan one-room house, bare but for a bench, some chairs, a bed, and one hearty bonsai, a dwarfed juniper Mei managed to keep alive. When the church had been smaller, with ten of them, they’d sat in a circle, but now they had four small rows, the last being the bed’s edge.

Zhou Jin stood up, eyelids heavy but eyes sharp. His upper teeth protruded in a yellow smile, distinguishing him from most of the wary prune-faced men of Mao’s generation. The draft was a wind upon Zhou Jin’s wispy hair, a wind that stirred the room, then came out of the old man’s lips.

“Zhu, wo men gan xie ni feng fu de zhu fu. Lord, we give you thanks for your abundant blessing.”

“Xiexie, thank you,” someone murmured.

“Xiexie,” Ming said. Whispers of thanks erupted around the room.

Yin Chun, Jin’s wife, carefully handed him a treasure wrapped in linen. He unwrapped it gently. He turned pages with a light touch, then read:

“It was by faith that Abraham obeyed when God called him to leave home and go to another land that God would give him as his inheritance. He went without knowing where he was going. And even when he reached the land God promised him, he lived there by faith—for he was like a foreigner, living in a tent. And so did Isaac and Jacob, to whom God gave the same promise. Abraham did this because he was confidently looking forward to a city with eternal foundations, a city designed and built by God.”

This had been one of the favorite passages of Quan’s father, Li Tong. He remembered the old man’s face, the look of longing in his eyes as he would recite the verses. Quan also remembered how embarrassed he’d been that his parents were so ignorant, so uneducated and naive. He squirmed in his seat, the joy of the words eclipsed by the memory of his transgressions.

“All these came to their end in faith, not having had the heritage; but having seen it with delight far away, they gave witness they were wanderers and strangers, not of this earth. For those who say such things make it clear they are searching for a country of their own. If they had been thinking of the country from which they went out, they would have had chances of turning back. But instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly country. And so it is no shame to God to be named as their God; for he has prepared a city for them.”

Hearing the ancient words of Shengjing filled Quan’s heart with sweetness and sadness.

“This world is not our home,” Zhou Jin whispered to his flock. Everyone leaned forward to hear, as thirsty men lean forward to put their lips in a mountain stream. “Yesu says, ‘There are many rooms in my Father’s home, and I am going to prepare a place for you. If this were not so, I would tell you plainly. When everything is ready, I will come and get you, so you will always be with me where I am.’”

Groans and yearnings, arising from soulish depths, filled the room.

When Jin finished reading, he handed the Bible back to his wife. She covered it in the linen cloth as if wrapping a body for burial or a treasure for safekeeping.

It was bold to have Shengjing here, Quan thought, and bold that he and three others had brought their Bibles too. He’d been at house churches where people wrote out Scripture portions for the meetings; then the pastor would collect the handwritten copies and put them together to read the complete text. This way, if police interrupted the meeting, no Bible would be lost.

Pastor Zhou Jin gazed at the church, his children. “Remembering where our true home is will help us today as we speak of light and momentary troubles, which achieve in us an eternal weight of glory.”

As he said the word glory, lightning flashed in the eastern sky. Moments later God’s voice shook the earth; then his tears fell from heaven.

Quan felt a hand on his shoulder, chilling him. He turned to see Wu Le, who’d been coming only six weeks. Quan didn’t know him. He smiled nervously as Le’s palsied fingers, covered with thin white hairs, passed forward a worn hymnal, paper so thin Quan could read the words two pages back. The church sang—too loudly, Quan thought—“Yesu, we praise your name forever. . . .”

Is this the day?

Quan’s great-grandfather had been murdered as a young pastor. Quan’s grandfather, Li Wen, then eight years old—Shen’s age—had witnessed the execution. A vivid image of his decapitation had haunted Quan’s dreams all his life. Wen’s son, Li Tong, was Quan’s father—also a pastor, sentenced to prison during the Cultural Revolution. One day, after a beating, he didn’t get up. Quan’s smiling mother became a pastor’s weeping widow, and shy, bookish Quan became the object of cruel taunts.

The pastor’s voice drew him back. “Sister Wu Xia has tuberculosis. Brother Wang An is in the hospital. They do not know what is wrong. Zhou Jin has many aches and pains,” he said of himself. “I know what is wrong with me. I am an old man!” They laughed.

“Some of our people suffer not from illness or age,” Zhou Jin said, “but from persecution. Yesu said he was hated for being who he was, and his servants will be too. He said, ‘Unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds.’”

After thirty minutes of prayer, craggy-faced Zhou Jin sat down in an old wicker chair, reading verses slowly, leaning forward. Specters from the flickering candles cut across his ancient brow. He spoke each word with the gentle obstinacy of a long obedience. “‘Whoever serves me must follow me. . . . My Father will honor the one who serves me.’”

Quan could never look at Zhou Jin without thinking of his own father. The old man raised his arms, exposing red, callous wrists. The sight stabbed Quan. Teachers and students in the Communist school had ridiculed him because his father’s faith made him a “public enemy.” Quan’s Baba had been capped a counterrevolutionary, in contrast to the heroic “revolutionaries,” who practiced strict conformity to the chairman’s social order. Quan vividly remembered the posters put on their front door. One read “Lover of Foreigners,” another “Reeducate these Poisonous Snakes!” In his mind’s eye he could still see them clearly, the precise colors and flourishes of the characters.

As a young man Quan had tried to disbelieve in God. He never wanted to stand out or be noticed. He’d tried to embrace the ideals of the Party. He’d longed to blend into the dark-green background of modern China. To this day, he wouldn’t wear reds and yellows and bright colors. Quan had even joined the student Red Guards to deflect the shame of his parents’ stubborn refusal to comply with the demands of the new China. While all the other boys’ fathers took them fishing, Quan’s father was in jail. His father had said many times, “One day I will take you to the Great Wall.” He hadn’t. He died. Li Quan had never shaken off the disappointment of his father’s unfulfilled promise.

Quan had tried hard not to be a Christian. He had succeeded too, until he went to college in America. But one day his big American roommate, Ben Fielding, had invited him to a meeting of Christians on the Harvard campus. His questions and doubts and resentments fell in the face of truth. The faith that had been his mother’s and father’s became, for the first time, his own, far away in that foreign land where he had studied to become a college professor. Though they had long since lost touch with one another, Quan thought of Ben often and prayed for him daily.

“Zhu Yesu says, ‘No one who puts his hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the Kingdom of God.’”

It was still coal-black outside, 3:30 a.m. Curtains were drawn. Quan rubbed his earlobe and the rough, spidery five-inch scar on his neck. Church must end before the prying eyes of sunrise.

Old Zhou Jin began singing a hymn Quan had heard and reluctantly sung many times since childhood: “One day I’ll die for the Lord.”

Is this the day?

As the church sang, Zhou Jin raised his hands again. Li Quan rehearsed every scar on his father’s back and arms, the scars he used to run his fingers over, before Father went to prison the last time. His father would be Zhou Jin’s age. If only . . .

“Bie dong!”

Li Quan stiffened at the shouted command not to move. The voice behind him rang with the authority of the Gong An Ju, the Public Security Bureau.

Quan swept his left arm over Shen, pulling him close against him and Ming.

With a quick glance Quan said to them both, “Look down. Be still.” Quan had learned the drill long ago, hiding in house church under his mother’s skirt. Pushing his eyes sideways and glancing through narrow lids, to his left he saw two green uniforms. To his right, two more.

“Do not move,” a harsh baritone voice commanded from behind.

At the front right a young policeman held a Type 54 pistol. Quan had seen one close up. It had been waved in his face, then struck against his skull. Mao had said it—government by the barrel of a gun.

Suddenly, Quan’s right elbow was banged by the heavy butt of a Type 56 assault rifle, the PSB’s version of the Russian AK-47. Not only China’s antiforeign politics but its weapons had come from a foreign power. But police seldom carried weapons, at least not like this.

Quan’s head remained bowed, but he peeked up so he could barely see the PSB captain standing three feet in front of him. Narrow-waisted, with oarsman’s shoulders, he reminded Quan of a giant wasp. The man stared at the twenty-four believers with the pinched eyes of cold assessment. A three-inch scar, much more prominent than Quan’s, rough sewn in his burlap skin, hung over his right eyebrow. Quan didn’t recognize him— too many police were transferred in and out. Besides, he never took a close look at PSB, for fear they would look back.

The captain was dressed sharply in a green uniform, straight black necktie, pants neatly creased, cap exactly positioned. The only imperfection was the slight tilt of his shoulder badge. This minor flaw comforted Quan, a reminder the government machinery was not perfect.

Scarbrow raised his hand, fingers pointing inward like gray claws. He grabbed Zhou Jin’s shoulder, then pushed him back against Quan. He stood in front of the hushed assembly. His smoked-glass eyes raked the room.

“This is an illegal jiaotang!”

His accent reminded Quan of the villages over the mountains.

“This gathering is not registered with the Religious Affairs Bureau,” the PSB man said, making this appear the ultimate offense. “You are not part of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement!”

Narrowing his gaze, the captain’s mouth fell into a short-fused frown. “You meet in the night like the criminals you are.”

He strode across the front of the room as if making it his own. His gait was arrogant and sure, every movement calculated to intimidate. He looked like he’d walked on the necks of a thousand peasants and enjoyed every step. He was giving a virtuoso performance.

“You have been distributing illegal foreign propaganda.”

With dramatic flourish, he waved a thin brown object, gripped tightly by the ends of his gray fingers. Though unmarked, Quan knew what it was—a case containing a DVD. The movie about Jesus. Last month he and Ming had brought eighteen neighbors into their little house to watch it. “Yesu speaks Mandarin!” the amazed neighbors had said. Five became Christians. Three of those were here this morning. Quan had seen them in the back. Already he’d gotten them into trouble. He longed to turn his head to see them but dared not.

“You are cultists, devious and immoral, no better than the Falun Gong,” Scarbrow said. “Do you think you are above the law? If you must worship foreign gods, there is a registered church!”

The nearest registered church was fourteen kilometers away. Just two legal meeting places for a city of a half million. The Li family had only their bicycles. But even if they could get there, they would find infiltrators in the church, people who watched everyone and reported everything. Spies and informants were well rewarded. Even some of the house churches had them.

“Criminals!”

Quan quietly stared at his twenty-year-old dress shoes. His thoughts turned again to the one who’d given them to him, to the last time they’d seen each other. Ben Fielding, his college roommate. Once, Ben had overheard another Chinese call him Dabizi. Ben liked the name and insisted Quan call him that. But Quan was too polite to tell him what it meant—“Big Nose,” the slang term for Westerners. When he finally found out, Ben laughed and told Quan he wanted it for his permanent nickname. So Ben became Dabizi, and he always called Quan “Professor.” Quan prayed for Ben as he stared at his shoes. They had promised to pray for each other every day. He hoped Ben was praying for him now.

Scarbrow waved his rifle. “We must crack down on all lawbreaking activities to safeguard social stability.”

Shen’s pudgy face scrunched. The dour-mouthed captain lowered his gaze and stared at the boy. Shen’s upper lip quivered. He started to cry. Quan looked at Shen, silently pleading for him.

We never should have come back to China. I was at the top of my class. I was asked to teach at Harvard. We could have immigrated. Ming could have become a US citizen with me. Why did I return to this? Why did I put Ming at risk? And now . . . my son. What kind of a father endangers his only son?

Doubts assailed Li Quan, as they often did.

“Illegal churches are enemies of the state. We must kill the baby while it is still in the manger. You do not deserve to live!”

The giant wasp pointed at Li Shen, who trembled under his gaze.

Slowly, Ming took off her silk scarf, bloodred, and gently pressed it against Li Shen’s quivering lips. Quan peered down at his only son’s eyes, begging him to be silent, making unspoken promises, knowing he could not keep them.

Protect my son, Yesu. Please.

“It is illegal to teach religion to children under eighteen! How dare you defy the law!” He lifted his hand, poising it in midair two feet away from Li Quan’s face.

The father set his jaw in preparation for the impact, grateful it was he who would take the blow and not his only son.
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ON MONDAY, September 17, Ben Fielding sat in his lofty West Hills condo, overlooking the Willamette River, admiring his breathtaking view of Mount Hood. The sun was just rising above its peak, the mountain looking like strawberry ice cream. He had just watched Venus, the morning star, surrender its glory to the greater light.

Ben sipped his superstrong Starbucks French roast, trying to set aside the thoughts about Li Quan that had preoccupied him all weekend. Even now he could hardly shake them from his mind.

Ben looked down at the printout of his career goals. Every Monday morning, ever since he’d set them six years ago at a management seminar in Seattle, he reviewed his goals. It was just after he’d been named the youngest vice president of Getz International, the semiconductor and microchip company that had taken the Asian market by storm. The seminar speaker had instructed them to recite their goals aloud and visualize them before each workweek. Ben had done so every Monday morning as faithfully as the most devout believer went to church each Sunday.

He read them aloud:

“1. Build Getz’s presence into China’s business infrastructure, forging strong partnerships that will take GI to the top.”

So far so good.

“2. Become president of Getz International by age forty-eight.”

That was just three years away, the year Martin Getz would retire. He was fortunate Martin had no children, no heir apparent to the family business. Everyone knew Ben was on the fast track to CEO. As long as he stayed Teflon, as long as there was no controversy or disastrous decision to stick to him, he’d be sitting in the big chair right on schedule.

“3. Accumulate enough wealth to go anywhere and do anything I  want.”

Between his salary, his stock options, and his retirement funds, Ben was already worth several million. He’d lost track. Ben felt a twinge of something in his stomach. He barely had time to enjoy what he’d already accumulated. What would he do with more? He wasn’t sure. But he had every intention of finding out.

An unwelcome face pressed on Ben’s mind. Paul Foley had been at the same seminar. His goals had been similar, if more modest. He’d wanted to be the next vice president of Getz, to become Ben Fielding’s right-hand man. They had been tennis partners, first doubles on the 4.5 team at the Mac club. They’d been undefeated. Ben had been certain both their goals would be achieved. Only three years ago Paul, by then bald and feeble from the cancer and chemo treatments, had made a premature exit from the company and, two months later, from the world.

Goal sheet still in hand, Ben went to the bathroom and popped his cholesterol pill and blood pressure medication.

The goals in front of him were slightly edited from the original, which had said, “Invest wisely. Accumulate enough wealth so we can go wherever and do whatever we want.” The “we” had been he and Pam. But a year ago he’d had to replace the “we” with an “I” and print out a clean sheet. Pursuing the first two goals had resulted in the need to make this slight revision of the third. It was just the change of a few letters, the revision of a single pronoun, first-person plural to first-person singular. It was just a divorce.

Melissa’s and Kim’s names weren’t on the page either. His visualization routine didn’t include them. What would he visualize—his children hugging him and saying, “We’re proud of you, Dad”? Get real. Syrup and sentimentality? Life didn’t work like that. Besides, it was too late. He hadn’t been there for them, as Pam had often reminded him. Kimmy was always sweet, but he was certain she’d always remember he’d missed her eighth-grade graduation to play golf with clients at Pebble Beach. And Melissa? He’d given her everything, including a classic Mustang for her sixteenth birthday. Yet somehow she’d managed to resent him. Pam had tried to explain it, but Ben never got it. He wasn’t sure he wanted to.

Ben looked down at the paper, then tossed it on the coffee table. He dumped the lukewarm coffee into the sink, seeing dark clouds moving in front of Mount Hood. He put on his tie and went down to his red Jaguar, rushing to get back to the real world—or perhaps to escape from it.

* * *

Ben sat behind his desk at 7:15, admiring the stunning panorama of the Great Wall of China displayed opposite his redwood barrister’s bookcase. He looked through some papers, then read some e-mail, but nothing held his attention. He put on some Mozart, then paced the floor. Finally, he gave in again to what Martin’s proposal Friday had so rudely pushed on him. Thoughts about his old roommate.

Quan’s dream had been to teach at a university and to write books. A brilliant student and a lucid writer, Li Quan cast no doubts as to whether his dream would come true. Ben called him not only Professor but “Little Grasshopper,” from the television program Kung Fu.

They’d met as two freshmen who didn’t know anyone else at Harvard. It started as an uncomfortable mismatch: soft-spoken, polite, self-effacing Chinese and loud, brash, self-promoting American. Ben tossed footballs out the window while Quan grew sprouts on the windowsill. Ben was all onion rings and milk shakes; Quan ate bamboo shoots and brewed green tea. It didn’t seem a match made in heaven.

They hardly talked first term until one night near Christmas. Quan was lonely. He told Ben his story. Quan’s father had died; then his mother perished in an earthquake that destroyed their home near Shanghai. Relief workers came to help, foreigners who otherwise weren’t allowed into China. One of the workers took an interest in Quan. When he discovered Quan’s dream was to go to university in America, he said he would help get him scholarships and a residency permit. The next thing Quan knew he’d gotten a conditional acceptance from Harvard. But he hadn’t even applied. An application was enclosed. In those days only the privileged left China to go to American universities. Everyone told him it would be impossible to get a passport. Yet somehow it happened.

With tuition and room and board magically paid for him, Quan earned a living allowance working at Burger Magic as a short-order cook. He found out later it was illegal to work on a student visa. But he’d needed the money, and somehow it happened. He’d labored day and night, excelled in his studies, and honed his already-excellent English. He and Ben studied Spanish together but, as always, it was Quan who mastered it. Ben smiled, remembering the incongruity of a Chinese man saying, “No problema.” It was Americanized Spanish, but it became his catchphrase.

Ben kept telling himself he’d find another roommate, but after that late-night conversation he stopped looking. By the time they graduated— Quan, with high honors—they were fast friends. While Chinese food was hard to get in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in those days, they found a little dive, the Double Dragon, that Quan said was almost authentic. Ben fell in love with the food and hadn’t stopped eating it since. Quan taught Ben how to fish. Ben taught Quan how to play tennis. They rode bikes together everywhere.

While Ben got his MBA, Quan stayed on to get advanced degrees and became a teaching fellow in the history department. By then they lived in an apartment off campus. Just after Quan finished his PhD work, the academic vice president took him to lunch and offered him a full history professorship. Meanwhile, letters came from Beijing and Shanghai, offering him prestigious teaching positions. Quan wrestled with the decision and prayed over it for two months. Ben was sure he’d stay in the US. Why wouldn’t he?

Finally, one evening Quan told Ben, “I must go back to China.”

“Why? You’re always saying God brought you to America. He rescued you out of that earthquake, did a miracle to get you into Harvard, right? You’ve got an incredible job opportunity. You’ve got a great roommate, and you’ve got the Double Dragon up the street. Why not stay here?”

“God brought me here for a season, to train me, give me credentials. He has given me a platform I can bring back to my country, where it is more needed.”

“But didn’t you say they frown on people being Christians, that they see it as a foreign devil thing?”

“I first believed in Christ in America, but I come from a long line of Chinese Christians. God will go before me as I return home. I trust him. He will make a way for me to teach. China is my home, not America.”

Ben had been hurt by Quan’s departure. Had he stayed, Ben was certain they’d still be close. But after he went back to China, they’d written for only a few years before Ben, by then a young businessman, quit writing back. Eventually, Quan stopped too. Each time Ben visited China, twenty-some times in the last twelve years, he’d told himself he should look up his college roommate. But he never had. Now it had been twenty-two years since he’d seen that silly grin on his friend’s face when Quan insisted they sing “Fair Harvard” together.

What had kept Ben from making contact with Quan was the same thing that had prompted him to stop writing in the first place. His life had gone down a different path. His faith and his values had changed.

“God will make a way.” That was Quan. Simplistic. “China is my home—everything will work out just fine.” Ben had no doubt Quan was fulfilling his dreams of teaching at university and writing books and raising a family and enjoying the burgeoning Chinese economy. But Ben’s life had taken other turns. Business and finances had gone great. But then there was everything else . . . including Pam and Melissa and Kim.

As for God making a way, well, where had God been when his mother was dying of cancer? And where had God been when his son, Jason . . . ?

He had to stop. He couldn’t let himself think about it. Doug was scheduled to arrive in five minutes.

Man. 7:25 on Monday morning and I’m already thinking about getting buzzed on some stiff mao-tais.
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SCARBROW HELD his hand in the air, poised to strike the flinching Li Quan. He slowly lowered it. His steely eyes stared at Quan as if probing into his deepest being, searching for what lay hidden beneath his skin. Scarbrow then knelt before little Shen.

Quan prayed. With the regime’s one-child policy, Shen was their only future. After Ming had given birth, requiring a C-section, the doctor had sterilized her without consent. It wasn’t as bad as what the Zhangs, seated behind them, had undergone—the forced abortion of their second child.

“Brainwashing children! You are a disgrace—traitors to the Republic.”

The weapon of xiuchi, shame, was as familiar as old shoes and as painful as shoes three sizes too small. When his father had been arrested, a teacher fashioned paper and strings and hung on Quan’s neck a sign saying, “Li Tong is a criminal.” He’d cried uncontrollably. Even now he felt the humiliation.

“China is built on the backbone of hardworking citizens,” Scarbrow said, “loyal to the superior socialist system.”

As always, propaganda was the seed spread on the ground and tilled by shame. Spoken with passionate seriousness, the words were formulaic. Quan could have recited them in his sleep. Sometimes he did.

With a rigid swagger, the officer took three steps to the side, then turned suddenly, like an owl’s head. “You are very bad people!”

In America, Quan thought, such name-calling would seem childish. Yet in China it was routinely used to herd people back into line. Though Quan knew it shouldn’t, it worked—his ears burned with shame. Perhaps his father had felt this way when they put on his head that two-foot-high pointed paper hat that labeled him “traitor, spy, and capitalist.”

Shen’s mouth hung open, disproportionate to his face. Quan longed to protect him not just from the Party’s weapons, but also its words.

“Followers of Yesu are traitors. You make me sick.” Scarbrow’s eyes looked like the points of two ice picks. He reminded Quan of Tai Hong, the deputy chief of police, also powerfully built and cold-eyed, with a passion for persecuting Christians. Quan touched the rough scar on his neck, caught himself, then slowly lowered his arm.

His father had taught Quan to withdraw inside in such confrontations, where men were free. There he could silently resist the accusations, reason against the reeducation.

As a fourteen-year-old, Quan had been taken to his father’s jail by a Communist worker who made him read a plea—supposedly from his family but written by the Communist—to confess his crimes. The memory weighed on Quan’s shoulders like an enormous log. Quan had often longed to ask his father’s forgiveness for having been ashamed of him. He knew it was his father who should be ashamed of Quan.

One of the young police officers, a smooth-faced lieutenant with faint reddish freckles, approached the captain nervously. They whispered, appearing to disagree. The young man’s deep, raspy voice seemed to be pleading. Quan prayed for the boy. Atheism had left a huge void. The people’s hearts were empty, seeking to be filled by something greater and deeper. Yesu had taught Quan to pray for his enemies.

Wu Le, the recent attendee sitting behind Quan, whispered to his wife.

“Silence!” yelled Scarbrow, drawing up Quan’s eyes to his, only for a moment. Pondering what lay behind the smoke in those eyes, Quan heard Lok’s wife sob.

Just then Scarbrow spoke again. “For over fifty years we have fought the Western imperialists. We have forged ahead against our enemies and transformed the face of China.”

The face, yes. But behind it was something else. Mao had murdered untold millions, far more than Hitler, more than even Stalin. The fatalities included Quan’s father, Li Tong. But Mao had not invented suffering. Dreams about his headless great-grandfather reminded Quan that martyrs ran in his family.

Is this the day?

He looked back at the book on the bench, the precious cargo he’d strapped to his bicycle. It had been hand-copied by his mother. Every day, Quan read his Lord’s words in his mother’s handwriting. It had nearly been confiscated several times. Is today the last time I’ll ever see it?

“By assembling unlawfully you are subject to imprisonment. But what you deserve is much worse!”

While Scarbrow ranted, Quan remembered visiting his father in his last, long prison term, watching him waste away. Eventually the face that stared back at him was misshapen from beatings, crusted with scabs, puffy with infections. At the beginning of his nine-year imprisonment, his face had looked mottled and leathery, like the sole of an army boot. Eventually it became a chalky mask.

But the eyes peering through the mask’s eyeholes, though hollowed and jaundiced, were still his father’s. Somehow they were full of determination and joy, welling up from some subterranean reservoir. Quan hated it when his father looked at him and said, “Your day will come.” His mother told him his father meant it to encourage him. How, he could never understand.

“Yesu-followers surrender state secrets to foreign devils!”

What secrets do you think we know? And why would we disclose them to foreigners?

His father called policemen who persecuted Christians “fleas on the top of a bald head.” They were looking for what wasn’t there. To this day, whenever he encountered a dank musty smell, it took him back to visiting his father in prison as a child, before he’d turned hard. Quan had longed to hug his father. But they wouldn’t let him. “The prisoner cannot be touched!”

He had no pictures of his father. They’d all been destroyed when the house burned after the lantern fell in the earthquake. He tried to remember his father’s face at the dinner table, before the crackdown, but he couldn’t. He could only see that tortured mask. Quan’s father wasn’t there most of his school years. But he always wanted his father to be proud of him, not ashamed. He never stopped longing to hear his father say to him, “Well done.”

“What is that?” Scarbrow pointed at Quan’s Bible. The worst had happened—being singled out in a crowd. Would he have to explain why his Shengjing didn’t have the government seal?

“What is it?” the captain shouted.

“It is . . . a message from God.” Quan heard his own voice, surprised at its steadiness.

Scarbrow pulled from his own pocket a little red volume. “This is China’s book.”

The captain was a Mao-quoter, from the old school. He was a throwback—nowadays the red book was sold mostly to foreigners as a relic of a bygone era. But not long ago everyone had quoted the book.

“Not your Western imperialist Bible!”

How many times had Quan been told Christianity was a Western religion? Didn’t they understand Yesu wasn’t American? Scarbrow needed to watch that movie so he could understand that the world of Yesu was more like rural China than America.

“Our revered father, Mao Zedong, said, ‘The Communist Party is the core of the Chinese people.’”

In school Quan had memorized the sayings of Chairman Mao. Baihua qifang—“let a hundred flowers bloom.” The church was never considered one of those flowers. Mao was the “Great Savior.” And he would tolerate no other saviors. Quan wondered how many thousands of Christians, even today, were trapped in the network of gulags throughout China.

There was much good in China, Quan knew—beauty, history, nobility, decency, hard work, and economic progress. But the chains of prisoners and free alike had choked this great land and had strangled his father and his great-grandfather. One day, Quan sensed, those chains would strangle him.

Is this the day?

“Our revered chairman said, ‘A revolution is not a dinner party.’ He said, ‘If you don’t hit it, it won’t fall. Like sweeping the floor, where the broom does not reach, the dust will not vanish of itself.’”

He paused, then squared his shoulders, eyes aflame. “Today we come with brooms!”

Every man in uniform lifted his weapon high. Quan stared at the freckle-faced lieutenant, who appeared to be trembling.

What is happening? He pulled Shen against his leg.

“We must kill the baby while it is still in the manger. You do not deserve to live!”

Quan had been threatened, strong-armed, and jailed, and he’d often heard the “kill the baby” line, but never had he sensed such imminent doom. He felt his heart throbbing in the tips of his ears. He’d assumed they’d be given warnings. Marks would be made on their records; perhaps he and the other men would be taken to jail and beaten. This had happened to him before. But these soldiers were different. Something else was happening here.

Ming shook beside him, a tear on her downy cheek. Even Zhou Jin, who had spent over twenty years in prison, trembled.

“With these brooms we will sweep away the dirt and filth that threatens China.”

The captain’s eloquence frightened Quan. Educated evil was always the worst. Something terrible was coming. Scarbrow stared at every person in the room, one by one, studying them.

“There are two sides to this room. Those loyal to the Party and its people must prove it by moving to the left side and out the door. In doing so, they will declare they do not believe in Yesu. They are free to go and will not be punished. Those who choose Yesu will step to the right side.”

Quan looked at Ming, a tempest in her eyes. For a long five seconds no one moved. Then one man stepped to the left, toward the door. Immediately, stoop-shouldered Zhou Jin walked to the right. Quan tried to budge his legs, but they felt wobbly, like rusted rain gutters.

“In three minutes,” Scarbrow said matter-of-factly, “we will shoot every man and woman—and child—who does not declare himself loyal to the people rather than the gweilos, foreign devils.”

Soft groans erupted across the room. Quan turned slightly as Wu Le’s wife put her hands over her mouth. No—this couldn’t be. Quan had never heard of such a thing. Killings, yes, of course, one or two at a time, but not this!

The captain looked at his watch, stepped aside, leaned against the wall, and observed as if guessing who would be left for him to execute.

Ho Lin and Auntie Mei came forward and joined Zhou Jin on the right side of their home.

“Will they really kill us?” Ming whispered numbly.

“I . . . think so,” Quan said.

Wu Le, eyes down, walked to the door, his wife two steps behind. Quan watched him, feeling a moment of envy followed by a long surge of pity and disappointment.

“Two minutes,” Scarbrow said with a machine’s voice. Clearly this man knew what he was going to do. The only question was, what would others do?

Quan looked toward the right.

“We must not let Shen die,” Ming whispered.

“He is Yesu’s gift to us,” Quan said. “No, not a gift. A loan. God is his Father. He will take care of him.”

“We must not lose our only son.”

“God lost his only Son. He buried him in a foreign land.”

“I am willing to die,” Ming said, voice cracking, “but I cannot bear to think of their killing Shen. Still . . . perhaps it is the Lord’s mercy for us to die together.”

“I’ve always thought I might end like my father and greatgrandfather . . . but not you, not Shen.” Yes, he’d dreamed a hundred times of holding Ming’s bloody body, but he’d always prayed it would not happen. Quan covered his face with his hands. He felt a small, strong grip on his arm.

“Are we not Zhu Yesu’s also?” Ming asked. “Are we not his called and chosen? Why should we not walk the way he has chosen for you? Why should you be considered worthy and not us?”

It had always been this way. Whenever she weakened, he was strong for her. Whenever he weakened, she was strong for him. He leaned over Shen and put his arms around Ming. Then Quan got down on one knee in front of his only son.

“Do you understand what the captain is saying, Shen?”

The child nodded slowly, eyes puffy.

“Will you come with us and follow the Lord, Zhu Yesu?”

Face pinched and wet, Shen nodded again.

Quan started to pick him up but instead held his hand and let him walk next to him, son beside father, headed to their destiny. Wordlessly, the three turned their backs on the door and took their stand with those on the right.

“Sixty seconds,” Scarbrow called.

Three more families, including three children, joined Quan and the others. Five people stood in the middle of the room, starting to move one way and then the other, as if in the center of a tug-of-war. Quan prayed hard for his three neighbors standing there—Fu Gan, Chun, and their teenage daughter, Yun.

“This is your final chance. Leave now or die!”

A woman he didn’t recognize headed for the door, followed by a man. Suddenly the three neighbors walked briskly, petite Yun leading the way. They stood close to Quan and Ming. Quan rejoiced and mourned at the same time. When the three had come to Yesu in their home only weeks before, he hadn’t dreamed they would die together in church.

He counted. Eighteen people remained. Five had walked out. One last man stood inside the door, glancing back as if looking for a third alternative. Scarbrow pointed his weapon at the man, who turned and fled out the door into the cold darkness.

One of the police stepped outside, weapon pointed, looking around. Reentering, he shut the door and locked it. Quan, Ming, and Shen clasped each other’s hands. Quan breathed deeply and braced himself.

Surely, this is the day.
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THE MONDAY MORNING knock at the office door yanked Ben up. He ran a comb through his hair, popped in a breath mint, brushed his suit, straightened his tie in the mirror, and opened the door.

“Hey, Ben,” Doug said, “do I finally get to hear what’s on your mind?”

Ben stretched out his hand toward the small guest chair facing his desk, then walked around to the high-backed chair on the far side. As he sat down, his face took on the aura of the big chair. His desk was clean except for two file folders, top one thick, bottom one thin.

“What’s up, Ben? You look a little . . . under the gun.”

“I think you’ve got a good idea what’s up. Why did you force me into this?”

“Into what?”

“Into what I have to do.”

“What are you talking about?”

“C’mon, Doug. What do you think?”

Doug shrugged. “Okay. I’ll play your little game. I think I see my cousin, a high-powered vice president who looks very tired. He’s a long way from Ogunquit, Maine, and he looks like he could use a bowl of his mom’s lobster chowder. I see a taller, better-dressed version of that scraggly boy we drove up from New York to see every holiday. I think I see that lanky kid and me wandering off from the old folks and having our adventures down on the beach, with his black Lab, Aragorn, running in the surf. That’s what I think.”

“I won’t let you fall back on the family connection.”

“Fall back? What do you mean?”

Ben picked up the top file folder. “I’ve got a half-dozen complaints. They’re all right here.”

“You’re keeping a file on me?”

“We have to keep a file whenever . . . in these kinds of cases.”

“As in legal cases? What’s going on, Ben?”

“I was raised in a family with beliefs like yours, remember? Your mom and mine, they were into that . . . religious stuff. Okay, I can respect that. And frankly, I don’t care how narrow or intolerant you are in the privacy of your own home. But why couldn’t you put a lid on it in the office? It’s been building up for years. Now you’ve crossed the line. I’ve tried to warn you. You’ve become a disruption.”

“Come on, Ben. You knew me in the old days. I was outspoken then—radical politics. Protect the ozone, legalize marijuana, you name it. I had an opinion on everything. When I became a Christian twelve years ago, my opinions changed a lot, obviously. I didn’t apologize for that. Okay, maybe I was a little in-your-face at first; I admit it. But in the last five years have you ever known me to cram my beliefs down anyone’s throat?”

“I’m not the one who filed the complaints! You’ve been warned before, but you never seem to get it. We schedule diversity seminars. First, you don’t want to take them. Then you agree to take them, but you have to tell everyone homosexuality’s wrong.”

“I took the seminar because I believe in racial equality and gender equality, and I can appreciate the fact that this company’s trying to sensitize us to people from different backgrounds. All I said was, I didn’t think anyone should expect me to say homosexual behavior is right because it isn’t. I believe the Bible condemns it, and I said so. And I was quick to say it also condemns heterosexual relations outside marriage.”

“Oh, well, that really bailed you out,” Ben said. “I got a complaint on that one too. You know how many people in this office are living together? Half the marketing staff is sleeping with each other. You’ve got five or six people within a thirty-foot radius of your desk who are having affairs. God knows how many others!”

“Yes, he does,” Doug said.

Ben rolled his eyes. He hadn’t mentioned his own affair that had helped end his marriage, but he was certain Doug was thinking about it, and it angered him. “Their lifestyle choices are their own business, Doug. Not mine. And certainly not yours.”

“I believe in Christ. I believe the Bible. Even if it isn’t popular, I believe what it says about everything, including sexual morality.”

“I don’t care what you believe, Doug. Nobody does. That’s the problem. Listen to yourself, man. You sound like Grandma teaching Sunday school in Ogunquit . . . or Lake Woebegone. I sat on the diversity-in-business committee. We passed the NHSW ordinance—‘No hate speech in the workplace’—ring a bell? What message would it send if I looked the other way when it was happening in our own office?”

“Hate speech? Come on, Ben. I don’t hate these people. I just disagree, that’s all. Hey, I used to sleep around too. But that doesn’t make it right.”

“Hate speech leads to hate crime. Saying homosexuality is wrong makes you an accomplice whenever someone beats up a homosexual. That’s how it works.”

“Even if I oppose beating up homosexuals? And if I oppose abortion, does it makes me an accomplice if someone beats up someone who had an abortion?”

“You said it, not me.”

“Well, if you say I’m a Christian bigot because I believe the Bible and then someone beats me up, does that make you an accomplice? Is your calling me a bigot a hate crime? Or does it only cut one way?”

“Get serious, will you? The guys tell me that on the sales trips you’re too good for them. You can’t go out and have some drinks, have some fun. It’s called camaraderie, Doug. It’s part of teamwork. And what about your clients? I hear you won’t meet them at certain places. Who pays for it when you lose a customer? Getz does. Your coworkers and clients don’t want to be judged and preached at. You can’t bring small-town standards to the city. Times have changed.”

“Get real, Ben. You’re the one who grew up in Maine. I’m from Brooklyn, for crying out loud! I was a drunk and an adulterer before it was cool. My own sister’s a lesbian, and you know I love her. She lived with us when she was suicidal. I’d give my right arm for her. I’m not telling people they can’t live that way. But when we’re required to be at a diversity seminar and the instructor is insisting there’s no such thing as right and wrong, I’m not going to sit there and be quiet. I’ll respectfully speak up. That’s what I did. I didn’t shoot anybody; I just disagreed. It’s America, remember?”

Ben pulled a paper from the file. “You attacked Barbara in the copy room because she’s pro-choice.”

“Attacked? That’s ridiculous. Barbara came in wearing a pro-choice button. I asked her—respectfully—if she believed children have the right to choose whether or not someone else should take their life. Ask Denise Edwards. She was standing right there. She’ll tell you I was talking in a normal voice. We were just having a civil disagreement, until Barbara went ballistic.”

“Denise didn’t say you assaulted Barbara, not physically, anyway. But we’ve gotten three complaints in the last month on your antiabortion slogan posted in your workstation.”

“The last month? It’s been up there nearly a year. Obviously, somebody stirred up the other two complaints! It’s just a little poster that says, ‘Pro-Woman, Pro-Child, Pro-Life.’ Could you tell me what’s offensive about that?”

“You’re deliberately pushing buttons, Doug. You’re creating an antagonistic work environment. It’s distracting people. It’s bad for camaraderie, and that’s bad for business.”

“Look at this office, Ben. We have atheists, agnostics, a Buddhist, three New Agers who were Shirley MacLaine in a previous life, and me. I’m the token Christian. Sheila too, I guess. No problem, I’m not complaining. I’m not expecting people to hold back their ideas, and they shouldn’t expect me to hold back mine. Did you ask Barbara to take off her pro- choice button? Of course not. I’ll bet it never occurred to you. But you asked me to take down that pro-life poster. I told you and Johnny I wouldn’t take it down because the law says if other people have the right to express themselves in their work area, so do I. Just because I’m a Christian doesn’t mean I throw out my First Amendment rights when I walk into this office.”

Ben pointed to another paper. “What about your bumper sticker?”

“That’s in your file too? Sheesh, Ben. What else have the thought police reported me for? The bumper sticker just says ‘Jesus Is the Only Way.’”

“Don’t you realize how condemning and judgmental that sounds? Your way is the only way?”

“Jesus said, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can come to the Father except through me.’ The bumper sticker just repeats what he said. I didn’t make it up. Your argument’s with him, not me. You remember, Ben, the Bible says there’s no other name under heaven by which we can be saved and—”

“Stop preaching, Doug. That’s what drives people crazy!”

Doug took a deep breath. “I park my car in the garage. I don’t drive it into the office. My bumper sticker’s not anybody’s business.”

“Getz International owns your parking permit.”

“But Getz doesn’t own my car. And it doesn’t own me.”

Ben stared at Doug, as if by letting his words hang in the air, Doug should feel the weight of their condemnation.

“Look, Ben, last year you said no Bible on my desk. I put it in my drawer, and I only pull it out during a break, when I’m not on company time. I went with that, although I happen to think Getz stepped over the line. I mean, if Stephen King and Danielle Steel can be on a desk, why not God? But come on, bumper stickers? What’s next? Are you going to tell me I can’t have a manger scene on my front lawn because people know I work for Getz? And what about Hansen’s pro-gay bumper sticker? You know the one I mean. I see that in the parking lot every day. What about Bradley’s naked women emblems on his truck’s mud flaps? I’ve got a wife and two daughters—you’ve got daughters too, remember?”

Ben felt his face flush. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, those emblems offend me. People wear all kinds of things for various causes, but when Sheila wore her little right-to-life emblem, that little baby, she got a reprimand.”

“It wasn’t a reprimand. I just advised her not to wear it again. Two women complained.”

“Yeah, well, Sheila complained too, remember? Complained about the First Amendment; you may have heard of it. Something about free speech.”

“Why do you have to be so narrow, Doug? This attitude of ‘I’m right and everybody else is going to hell’ just doesn’t cut it. Legal says it falls under the category of bigotry, and if we just stand by and let you inflict your bigotry on our employees, Getz can be held liable.”

“Doesn’t tolerance cut both ways? You require us to go to pantheistic, New Age, mumbo-jumbo workshops so we can all get in sync with cosmic vibrations, and then you tell me I’m inflicting my religion on others because I take a different point of view? I’m sorry, Ben, but I just work for this company. I never sold my soul to it.”

Ben stared at Doug, shaking his head. “I’ve gone to bat for you twice, Doug, but no more. People think I’m protecting you because we’re related. They wonder if I’m sympathetic to your beliefs.”

“Are you?”

“No, frankly, I’m not. But perception is everything. I heard through the grapevine somebody thinks that because . . . well, you know Pam and I and the kids used to go to church and—”

“Pam and Kim still do, Ben. They’re at my church, remember?”

“The bottom line is, the management team met last week. You were on the agenda. I didn’t want to do this, but . . . you’ve forced my hand.”

“To do what?”

“It’s the no-hate-speech ordinance.”

“What about it?”

“Formal complaints have been filed against you under that statute.”

“Who filed them?”

“I can’t tell you. To prevent retaliation the ordinance says complaints must be kept confidential.”

“You’re saying I can’t face my accusers? Pardon me, but while I slept last night, did this cease to be the United States of America? How can I deal with it if I can’t even talk to someone about it?”

“Unfortunately, Doug, even what you admit saying to people is enough to incriminate you. You’re not going to change, are you?”

“Change my beliefs? No. Refuse to speak up about Jesus? No way.”

“Then you’ve left me no choice.” Ben put his palms down on his desk and leaned forward, his tie dangling like a noose. “We’re letting you go.”

“But . . . I’ve worked for Getz eighteen years. You called me out here from New York. I’ve worked hard. I’ve never taken a day of phony sick leave or cheated on my reimbursements like half the office does. I’ve done my job well. You know that. And my beliefs have helped me do it honestly.” He stared at Ben, hardly able to speak. “You’re serious, Ben? You’re actually firing me?”

“You’ve left me no choice. Johnny’s worked out a severance package. It’s all here.” Ben handed Doug the thin file folder, then closed the thick one, stuck it in his desk drawer, and turned the key in the lock. Doug stared at him.

Ben pressed his intercom line and said, “Jen? Call Martin and tell him I’m sorry I’m running late. I’m done. Be there in three minutes.”
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“IF YOUR LIFE is more important than your loyalty to this foreign god, leave now!” Scarbrow waved his rifle toward the door. “If you stay in this room, you choose to die.”

Quan couldn’t bear the thought of Ming and Shen dying like this. Not here, not now.

Please, God.

He pondered the hasty departure of Wu Le and his wife. They’d come to the village five months ago and a few months later had become Christians. At least, he thought they had. And yet, in midnight prayer meetings and Bible studies by candlelight they had been very quiet. Perhaps just reflective. Or perhaps . . . he wondered.

Without a signal, the soldiers each picked their targets. Scarbrow set his steely eyes on Quan. He raised his weapon.

So this will be my executioner.

Quan felt Scarbrow’s muzzle press against his temple. He wondered if he would feel pain when the gun fired. He prayed for Shen, for Ming, that God would take care of them. He prayed for Ben Fielding.

Scarbrow lowered the gun. He stepped toward Zhou Jin and put one hand on his shoulder and one on Quan’s. His face quivered. He dropped his weapon. It made a dull thud as it hit the floor.

“Forgive us, brothers. I am Fu Chi.” The voice was broken. He pointed to the lieutenant. “This is my only son, Fu Liko. We have come from the village of An Ning, across the mountain. We are, like you, followers of Yesu. God is doing mighty things among us. We have much to tell you. But we dared not put you at risk . . . or our brothers and families at home. Two of our own house churches have been betrayed by spies. We had to drive away your infiltrators. Now you know who they are. But you we salute. For you are the overcomers—more loyal to the King than to your own lives.”

Quan stared blankly as his “executioner” embraced him. He felt the man’s powerful torso tremble. “We acted like the midwives in Egypt and Rahab in Jericho. They deceived that lives might be saved. If we were wrong, forgive us.”

Scarbrow—Fu Chi—knelt and faced Shen, hands upon his shoulders. He looked into his eyes. “Forgive us, brave one,” he whispered. “We knew no other way.”

Among the eighteen members of the house church, confusion slowly dissolved into cautious smiles. At Zhou Jin’s beckoning, the younger uniformed men, heads hung, joined them. Quan knelt down to Shen, Ming alongside. He pressed his face against theirs and felt their hot tears mingle with his.

Zhou Jin sang, “Zhu Yesu Jidu, we praise your name forever.” Fu Chi’s strong baritone filled the air. Fu Liko’s deep, raspy voice joined, and the other voices followed.

Is this the day?

No. But it would come, Quan knew, whether at gunpoint, at work, or at home in the ease of bed. His day would surely come. If gunfire or knife did not take him, it might be sickness or old age. Or perhaps his Lord’s return.

Quan took Shen into his arms. He gazed into his brown eyes, seeing his reflection in them. But he also saw someone else looking back, eyes he’d last seen behind the holes of a mask.

Quan’s insides felt as if hot Longjing tea had been poured down his throat. He thought of the father he longed to embrace, the face behind the mask.

Quan heard a voice. He turned his head to search for it. He saw only Ming and Shen and the followers of Zhu Yesu.

The voice had said, “Well done, my son.”

Li Quan thanked Yesu they had remained faithful. But his gratitude did not remove his fear or doubts. Neither did it remove his shame. He knew he was unworthy of both fathers, his Lord in heaven and his baba who’d been on earth. Deep in his soul, Li Quan longed for peace, for assurance, for his father’s approval. Pushing those feelings down inside him as he always had, Li Quan placed his hand on the shoulder of Fu Chi, no longer Scarbrow.

“We forgive you, brother,” Quan said. “Now, tell us what God has done over the mountains. We have prayed many years for your people. What has happened?”

Fu Chi wiped tears from his eyes. “Something you will not believe. Sit down, brothers. Sit down, sisters. Prepare yourselves for something so wonderful that when you hear it, your hearts will leap for joy.”

* * *

“I am very proud of him,” tall Li Manchu said.

“Yes. My boy showed courage,” the short, broad-shouldered Li Tong said.

“He is a man now, with his own boy,” said long-haired Li Wen, son of the tall man and father of the short one.

“But he will always be my son—as I will always be yours.”

“This was not his day.”

“But will that day still come for him? The day of martyrdom?”

“There is One who knows. Only One.”

* * *

“Have you called your old roommate in China?” Martin asked Ben.

“No. I’ll get on it.”

“Good. I’m telling you, Ben, this strategy’s going to pay off. How’s this for the advertising campaign: ‘Getz knows China—we’ve lived there!’ Don’t you love it?”

“Yeah, Martin. It’s just great.”

Ben returned to the sanctuary of his office. He recalled teasing Quan mercilessly for all his obscure references to Chinese myths. Some of his sayings made sense, like “The more you sweat in peacetime, the less you bleed during war.” But Quan would also speak of chasing the sun, asking a fox for its skin, and fishing for the moon in the well. There were sayings about dog hats and bringing painted dragons to life by putting pupils in their eyes. Quan would cite these as if everyone at Harvard should understand what he was talking about.

“The gentleman on the beam,” Quan once told Ben, as if that was all the commentary the situation called for. “A wily hare has three burrows,” he said—so often Ben started calling him “wily hare.” When someone asked them what they’d be doing that night, Ben would say, “The wily hare and I are going fishing for the moon in the well.”

The memories warmed him, but just as suddenly he felt a cold, resentful anger. The more Ben had poured himself into his career, the more he’d drifted from his faith, the more Quan became a reminder of something he’d turned from. They’d promised to pray for each other daily. Ben didn’t pray for anybody daily. Not for himself, not for his family. In fact, other than that day last year when he had those severe chest pains, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d prayed.

Ben contemplated the strange twist of fate—blind fate, no doubt—that he’d ended up doing business in China. He’d been in the fanciest restaurants in Beijing, Shenyang, and Shanghai. He’d often wondered if Professor Li Quan was in the same restaurant and they’d come that close to seeing each other. How would he explain how he’d learned Mandarin and made those many trips to China without bothering to track down his old roommate?

Part of him desperately wanted to see Quan. Another part just as desperately wanted not to. He walked out to his secretary’s desk.

“Jen, I need you to try finding a university professor in China. Probably Beijing, though he may have relocated by now. If so, I’m betting it would be a major city—maybe Shanghai, Tianjin, or Shenyang. His name is Li Quan.”

“How do I find him?”

Ben laughed. “The term needle in a haystack comes to mind, but this haystack has over a billion strands of hay. But you can start with this address.” He handed her an old envelope. “I found it in an old book a few years back. But I think he was in temporary housing when he wrote it. He was going to relocate; he was maybe going to teach at a different college. I can’t tell you where.”

Jen looked at the envelope, pointing at Quan’s name. “From this spelling I wouldn’t think you’d pronounce it like you do.”

“Pinyin is the official standardized form of Chinese words. In Pinyin, Quan is pronounced like ‘Chuan.’”

“What does it mean?”

“That depends. It could mean ‘complete,’ ‘spring,’ ‘fist’ . . . or ‘dog.’”

“One word means all that?”

“Each sound is divided into at least four different intonations. The meaning is different with each intonation. The way Quan pronounced it, it would mean ‘spring.’ And Li means ‘plum.’”

“Spring plum. Well, that’s better than dog. I hope I can find him.”

“Honestly, I doubt you will. Unless they have Books in Print in China.”

“He’s a writer?”

“I’ll bet he’s written a dozen books by now. But you won’t find them on amazon.com, unless they’ve started carrying Mandarin titles.”

“I hope Li Quan isn’t a common name.”

Ben laughed. “China’s full of common names. A phone book would be a bad joke. In a big city you could have a hundred pages of identical names. The bad news is, Li is one of the most common Chinese last names. Maybe second only to Chen.”

Jen shook her head. “Thanks for the encouragement.”

“This might be a clue. There was a girl he always talked about, exchanged letters with. I wouldn’t be surprised if he married her. Her given name was Minghua.” He wrote it down for Jen. “Can’t tell you her surname. Chinese women keep their family names. And the surname comes first—Li is his family name; Quan is the given name—what we’d call a first name.”

Jen rolled her eyes. “I’m not a complete China ignoramus, Ben. And if the author or professor angle doesn’t work?”

“Call one of our contacts in Beijing or Shanghai. If nothing else, get Won Chi on the phone. Hey, there are only 1.2 billion people. How hard could it be to find one of them? That’s why you get paid the big bucks.”

He smiled, certain there was no way she could track Quan down. He knew how hard it was to find somebody in China, even when you knew the city. Anyway, he could assure Martin he’d tried, and they could pursue another angle. For some reason he just couldn’t admit to Martin he didn’t want to reconnect with his old roommate. It was hard enough admitting it to himself.

His smile faded. He looked at his schedule. It was full. Good. He didn’t have to think about what he once shared with Li Quan or Pam or Doug. And as long as he kept busy, he wouldn’t think about how much he needed a drink.

* * *

“I traced the last known address, and it went nowhere,” Jen said on Friday afternoon. “Everybody I talked to says no way I’d ever find your guy. Lists of university professors? They say you probably couldn’t get a list if you worked at the university!”

“So you didn’t find him?” Ben tried to look disappointed.

“I’ve spent three days looking, so I’m entitled to draw out my story. Anyway, there are about as many Li Quans in Beijing as there are pushcarts, but I couldn’t get any lists of professors. In Shenyang, I got someone at a university who spoke English. They said they knew a professor named Li Quan.”

“No kidding?”

I asked for his description. He’s an old man—not that your roommate wouldn’t be an old man, but this one’s in his seventies. How long ago was it you went to college?”

“Very funny.”

“So I called Won Chi. When I told him I was looking for a particular Li Quan you knew twenty years ago, he actually laughed at me. But he has a friend who’s a big shot at an Internet company in Shanghai. Based on the name and the name of the woman he might have married, they tried different angles and searched through the haystack. They got nothing.”

“Is this the end of your story, Jen? Because I do have some phone calls to make before offices close on the East Coast.”

She handed him a piece of paper. He looked at it:

liquanminghua@ps.sh.cn.

“You’re kidding me.”

“It’s registered to a Li Quan, wife Minghua, living a hundred and fifty miles west of Shanghai. Won Chi says it’s probably not your guy, but if he’s a professor, he’d likely be one of the fortunate with an e-mail address. Anyway, better chances than a lottery ticket.”

“Thanks.”

“That’s all? It was ten hours of unremitting toil. You owe me.”

“I’ll bring you back a silk scarf and some fortune cookies.”

“You want me to e-mail and see if it’s him?”

“I’ll handle it.”

Ben walked slowly into his office and sat down in front of his computer, maximizing Microsoft Outlook. He clicked the New Message icon and typed in the e-mail address. Fingers poised on the keyboard, he waited for strokes to flow. They didn’t. He slumped back in his swivel chair. Then he started again.

Dear Professor Li Quan,

I hope I have the right Li Quan. If not, I apologize—but then, you probably can’t read English anyway, can you?

If this is Harvard’s Little Grasshopper, hello from your old roommate. Have you been fishing for the moon in the well? Are you a bald old scholar now? So you married Minghua? Do you have children? It’s been a long time, friend. I miss throwing the Frisbee with you in Harvard Yard!

I know this is out of the blue (if you remember that expression), but I want to come visit you in China. I was wondering if I could stay with you, or if that’s inconvenient, in a nearby hotel. (As I recall, a wily hare has three burrows—how many homes do you have?)

I thought I could see your world, watch you at work, meet some friends and neighbors, interview some locals, maybe show you some of my company’s products, and get your feedback. A bit of a working vacation for me, I guess. Kind of a crazy idea, but thought I would ask. If I end up coming, I promise to bring my tennis racket and let you beat me.

Dabizi, otherwise known as Big Nose, Ben Fielding

Ben looked at the letter, spell-checked it, then finally pressed Send and watched it pop up in the out-box. He highlighted it, then rested his finger on the Delete key. He pushed it down. It disappeared. After thirty seconds, he put the mouse on Undo and called it back into existence.

It’s probably not him, anyway.

He pressed Send again. Before he could stop it, the message flew beyond his reach.
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