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 On a hillock in Humen, close to the shore, several dozen men were 

pouring the mixture into the pit. They hurled the substance into the seething 

cauldron and labourers tramped it to ensure the opium was destroyed. A 

stranger was found trying to salvage a portion from the broiling, foaming 

mess. His wide bloodshot eyes marked him as one of the addicts. He was 

beheaded on the spot for attempted theft, and his blood mixed with what 

remained of the concoction, as it was channelled to the sea, carried out by the 

ebbing tide. A man hummed a prayer, an apology for the pollution. 

 Zhao Mei was a master of language. English came easily to her. Though 

the grammar was backwards and the tone and pitch of the words peculiar on 

her tongue at first, she had quickly grasped the language when the Europeans 

began landing on the shores. Trade had struck up, independent of the Chinese 

or English governments. Success of the drug trade skyrocketed. Opium was in 

demand, and European smugglers were happy to supply. 

 Translating came naturally to Zhao Mai, and travelling even more so. It 

was one thing to be coordinating trade when it came to home shores, but quite 

another to be representing her district in foreign lands, to be travelling the 

grand ship, Fidelity, that paraded the ocean like a proud aristocrat. 

 Her gender made little difference to her success in the business. The 

Europeans saw all the Chinese equally, in that all of them were seen as equally 

inferior. She wasn’t worth their time. But still, she kept wary of the men. All 

the men except Elijah, of course, who was sworn to celibacy and the chivalry 

encouraged by his God. Elijah may have been a priest, but he was a strong 



one. Though Zhao Mei never believed that he would harm another living 

being, the men of the ship were cautious of the broad-shouldered, thick-

necked man. 

 Elijah was a missionary, but not a very good one. He tried to love each 

land in his God’s earth equally, but he couldn’t help his homesickness. Thank 

goodness he was not prone to seasickness, or he would have given up his 

career as a missionary altogether. Every trip Fidelity made, he was on it, 

travelling either to or from the East shores, with The Good News in his pocket 

and England in his heart. 

 Fidelity swayed into harbour like some grand beast. Its cousins, other 

European trade ships, spotted further along the stretch of docks that the 

ocean town hosted. Native ships perched in larger numbers, their red sails like 

preened feathers sprouting from their backs. 

 Zhao Mei leaned against the prow of Fidelity, shouting orders down to 

Chinese labourers who had come to deliver their master’s provisions of tea, 

cotton and silk, in exchange for silver. Her mouth curved around the familiar 

words of native language, returning to her without thought, so she was still 

half alert, watching for the drug lords’ men. 

 The labourers came and went, silver exchanged for the fine goods, and 

still the man did not come. Zhao Mei grew restless. The dealers were often 

eager to get their hands on their share of the opium. Had something gone 

wrong? 

 ‘Mei!’ She turned and Elijah, breathless, was running up onto the deck. 

 The Europeans often mispronounced her full name, calling her ‘Jo 

Mei’; but Elijah, a missionary, was fluent in the native language and 

pronounced her name correctly though he simply referred to her as “Mei” 

when he was flustered. As he was now. 

 Elijah’s eyes were wide like saucers. ‘You need to see this.’ 

 A crowd had gathered at the end of the wharf. Zhao Mei stood with her 

toes hanging over the edge. There was something terrible in the air, as they all 

looked out to sea. Anger. Fear. Loss. 

 There, carried by the current, a white sludge bubbled in the calm water. 

 Opium. 



 ‘Where did it come from?’ Zhao Mei heard one of the Fidelity’s crew 

say. 

 ‘From up Pearl River way,’ said Elijah. 

 ‘But we only delivered there two days ago!’ said Zhao Mei, accidentally 

replying in her native tongue. This was bad. 

 Elijah placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘The Chinese government. 

They’ve finally made their decision.’ 

 ‘They’re going to destroy it all.’ She couldn’t believe it. 

 ‘Good!’ cried an elderly woman in heavily accented English. ‘The opium 

has made China weak!’ 

 But the crowds did not rejoice. Because with the opium dissipated, the 

trade with England disappeared. 

 ‘What will you do now?’ Elijah asked. 

 Her shoulders dropped. She turned away from the sludge. ‘I must 

return home. It has been a very long time.’ 

 Elijah left her soon after. He had The Word to spread. The sun lowered 

into the sea and set it on fire. Zhao Mei sat in a quiet area of the wharf. 

 She had not been paid in money. She had been paid with a bed to sleep 

in and two meals a day. She was paid with her family’s protection. Now all that 

was gone. Fidelity would be leaving without her on the morrow. The 

Europeans would drift back to their lands as their governments bickered over 

what to do next. The officials from Humen would pass through these lands 

and tear opium from the hands of the weak. 

 There was a soft movement behind her.  

 She felt it as a ripple of gooseflesh across her skin. Zhao Mei stood. 

‘Who’s there?’ The shadows had grown like an infestation. The workers had 

returned to their homes, the travellers to the ocean. The wharf was silent. She 

asked again. ‘Who’s there?’ 

 A man stepped from the shadows. His hood fell back as he raised his 

head. The drug lord’s man. 

 Someone pulled her up by her hair from behind and she felt a knife’s 

blade at her beck. 



 Blue. Black. Red. The colour of her skin. The two men beat her until she 

was numb, and still she could not give them what they asked for. 

 ‘There’s no more opium,’ she gasped through constricted breath. ‘The 

Europeans are leaving. If they return – it will be with war.’ 

 The man with the scrunched up face leaned down to where she was 

sprawled on the wharf. ‘Entire quotas of opium were destroyed in Humen. 

You are with the Englishmen. You will replace them.’ 

 ‘There is nothing to replace them with! You have seen their cannons. 

Believe me, you do not want this trade to continue. War will ride with it!’ 

 ‘Our clients want opium,’ said the other man, resting in the shadows 

‘and we want our silver.’ 

 ‘What can I do? There is no way for me to do this! I told you!’ Zhao Mei 

had had enough. She began to rise to her knees. 

 ‘You will find a way. We have incentives.’ The man with the scrunched 

up face looked even uglier when he smiled.  

 ‘Our masters have your house under their control. If you do not give us 

our opium by the end of the month we will behead every member of your 

household and you will be dragged there to watch.’ 

 Zhao Mei was on her feet now, swaying fiercely. The ocean spun before 

her. Salty tears stung the broken flesh of her face. She spat at the feet of the 

man in the shadows. 

 ‘Dogs!’ 

 ‘Sinners!’ All three turned. A white collared figure stepped into the 

moonlight. 

 ‘Elijah!’ Relief flooded Zhao Mei, so much so she thought she might 

collapse. 

 ‘A holy man?’ snickered the man in the shadows. ‘All religion makes 

men weak, don’t you know that? If you lay a finger on us we will all dine in 

Hell.’ 

 Elijah stepped calmly up to the man with the ugly face and threw him 

in the water. Zhao Mei’s jaw dropped. The other man began to stutter, backing 

away from Elijah as he stepped closer. 



 Elijah spoke in his practised Chinese tongue. ‘I must teach you, good 

sir. Christ died for our sins, and all that I do in His name is worship in His 

eyes.’ 

 Elijah was a devout worshiper, so his blows fell heavily. They did not go 

unreturned but in the end dirty English street fighting trumped. Elijah let the 

man slump to the ground. 

 The ugly man had scrambled out of the water by then. He ran as fast as 

his stubby legs would take him. ‘You’ll wish you hadn’t done that, foreigner! 

She has two days now to give us the opium!’ 

 The morning brought dry eyes and determination. Zhao Mei was weak 

and bloodied, but she could walk. That was all she needed. She was reminded 

of the elder at the wharf’s edge the day before. Today she would be strong and 

tomorrow: China. 

 It was a frail idea but it was enough to give her hope. Elijah did not 

believe it would work, but he did not have China in his heart. Zhao Mei 

nurtured the idea all night, and now it was time to let it out. 

 There were many people who lived by the wharf. In that day she spoke 

to nearly all of them. A father had lost both of his sons to the drug trade, a 

former addict who had lost his job, a girl’s father who had sold her to feed his 

addiction. One woman’s addicted husband had disappeared days ago. There 

were many more who had been affected by the opium. 

 They listened carefully to what she had to say. 

 The house was by the Pearl River, some distance from the wharf. They 

did not march, but their procession had a sense of militarism about it, as they 

travelled to the household. Zhao Mei faltered at first, when she saw the 

sweeping roof and the intricate woodwork of her family home, but the parade 

brought her courage. 

 When they arrived at the doorstep, the drug lords came out of the 

house. There were three who came, and half a dozen armed men, and they 

towed the men and women of the household behind them, in bonds. 

 They all gaped. 

 Metal of basic weapons shone in the sunlight. Knives, harpoons, 

decorative swords and a hundred bare fists. 



 The drug lords’ men knew where their loyalties lay. With the opium. 

And there was clearly none here. They left hurriedly, the drug lords running 

after them. They would not be bothering any more people who had fallen into 

the opium trade. Everyone would make a fresh start.  

 Zhao Mei wished Elijah could have been there, but he had travelled 

back to England on Fidelity. She wished she could have told him that although 

she had lost her job, although China had lost the opium and perhaps would 

even lose a war, they had gained something they had lost when the Europeans 

arrived at their shore.  

 Unity.


