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GUIDE TO PRONUNCIATION

China is a land of one language but many dialects. The officially blessed version of spoken Chinese is called Mandarin. With a few exceptions I have used the Chinese Pinyin system of romanizing Mandarin, even though some names, such as Beijing, will be more familiar to westerners in the Wade-Giles style (‘Peking’). I did, however, lack the nerve to inflict on the reader Xiang Kang, the Mandarin version of Hong Kong.

Chinese family names come first, followed by given names. Qiu Qianwei is pronounced Chew Chi-en Way. Zhao Yi Qiang approximates to Jow (as in jowl) Yee Cheeang. Qingqing is pronounced Chingching and Kaihui, K’eye-Hway.

CURRENCY

In the Peoples’ Republic of China the fen is the smallest unit of currency; there are ten of them to the jiao (or, colloquially, mao), and ten jiao equal one Yuan, or dollar.
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‘Under heaven, all are one.’


Chinese Proverb


‘All the rest is context.’


The Chinese – Portrait of a People by John Fraser







PROLOGUE


A Game Proposed 1984




As soon as the black Zil came to a halt, half a dozen guards materialized from the shadows, their Kalashnikov AK-47 raised shoulder-high, to form a human corridor between the car and the house. Robert Zhao stepped out, saw the uplifted weapons and hesitated. There’s nothing to be afraid of, he told himself. You’re a guest … He dithered an instant longer, then pushed through the double entrance-doors without looking to right or left, desperate to escape the wounding January cold. Major-General Krubykov, who was accustomed to the climate and had a Russian sense of occasion, followed at a more leisurely pace.


‘I am sorry about the weather,’ he said affably. ‘Coming from Hong Kong you must feel it, I suppose.’


Zhao did not reply at once. He stood in the centre of the vast hall, hands in pockets and shoulders hunched, the very picture of misery. His overcoat was caped with snow and his feet felt damp. The dacha was scarcely warmer than the night outside. His Chinese blood, used to tropical climes, felt thin as water. Zhao shivered and sunk his hands deeper into his pockets. ‘A bit,’ he murmured.


‘Come,’ said Krubykov, slapping his guest on the back. ‘I’ll take you up, give you some vodka. That’ll warm you!’


Zhao shuddered at the barbarian’s touch. He was about to turn under the pressure from Krubykov’s hand when his attention was arrested by a portrait that seemed to fill the whole of the far wall. He recognized the subject instantly; confirmation, if any were necessary, was provided by the inscribed plate at the bottom of the frame.


IOSIF VISSARIONOVICH STALIN


Krubykov, seeing the direction Zhao’s eyes had taken, quickly increased the pressure on his back. ‘Come,’ he repeated, a little less pleasantly. ‘It’s warmer where we’re going.’


He escorted the Chinese up the stairs and along a passage. The house smelled damp and neglected, as if nothing had been done to it for many years. The predominant colours of the moth-eaten furnishings were red and gold, the lampshades bore frayed tassels, and the heavy velvet curtains showed faint traces of mildew. It was a depressing place. When Krubykov stopped before the last door on the left and knocked, Zhao stole a sideways glance at him. This man seemed reasonably civilized, for a Russian: he wore a well-pressed suit of decent cut, his short, silver-grey hair was neatly waved and his hands were properly manicured. Krubykov presented himself to Zhao, and to most other foreign visitors, as an experienced man of the world: but all of a sudden he was a little less sure of himself and his guest wondered why.


The door opened and Zhao stepped into the plainest room he had ever seen. Its ceiling, walls and furnishings were pure white. Most Russians found the atmosphere cold and bleak: but to a Chinese like Robert Zhao white signified death, and on him the effect was chilling.


A fire roared halfway up the chimney, its golden glow softening the pallor of the bleached stone hearth. Zhao instinctively made his way towards it without waiting to be asked. As he stood with his back to the flames, feeling the tips of his fingers begin to tingle, he groaned with relief.


‘Good evening, Mr Zhao.’


He looked up, startled, his quick eyes darting everywhere at once. The voice of the man who had just spoken was thick with catarrh and sounded rusty, but the English accent was almost as impeccable as Zhao’s own. For a moment he scanned the room in vain, his perception lost amidst all that whiteness. Then he focused on the desk beneath the window.


The man sitting there was almost completely bald. His round face was old and wrinkled but it had the excellent pink colour that normally goes with a healthy lifestyle. The body, in contrast, was abnormally thin, so that the man’s white suit hung off his shoulders in loose folds. Large, thick spectacles magnified his baby-blue eyes into cold marbles, which stared at Zhao without favour or malice, almost without interest, as if the Chinese were a dog or a child who had wandered by mistake into the presence of adults.


Zhao struggled to disengage his stare from the round orbs that disfigured the face of the man at the desk and said, ‘Good evening. You are …?’


‘Kazin. My name is Kazin.’


The speaker did not rise to greet his visitor; he merely lifted a hand from a thick wadge of papers which lay on the surface of the desk and waved towards a white leather sofa. ‘Please. You would like a drink, perhaps?’


Zhao hesitated for a moment, then shrugged off his wet coat and lounged across to the sofa, tossing the garment to Krubykov with the same arrogant gesture he would have used to his houseboy at home. The Major-General caught it with a grimace of distaste, but said nothing. Zhao unfolded his tall, elegant figure into the chair and stretched lazily, seeking to convey an impression of boredom. His thin, handsome face was fixed in an expression of wholly artificial politeness which complemented his earlier disposal of the coat. ‘I would like some brandy,’ he said; and could not forbear from adding, ‘if you have any.’


‘We have it. Krubykov?’ The officer nodded and went across to a drinks cabinet, where he poured Zhao a generous tot of cognac. Kazin watched the Chinese sip it, noted how his expression softened into one of unwilling appreciation and smiled. ‘You must find Moscow very cold, I am afraid.’ Kazin’s harsh voice was not attuned to small talk; its sound accorded ill with his outwardly friendly smile. ‘They tell me that in Hong Kong today it was fifty-nine degrees Fahrenheit. Almost spring, wouldn’t you agree?’


Zhao flicked a speck of dust from the trousers of his neatly pressed Savile Row suit and nodded carelessly. ‘Oh, indeed. You are in the Moscow Narodny Bank, Mr Kazin? A director, perhaps?’


Kazin looked across to Krubykov and the two men exchanged smirks. ‘You could say so.’ He took a drag on his cigarette, examining the smoke through narrowed eyes as if the idea entertained him. ‘The bank is, how shall I put it, the bank is frequently accustomed to act in accordance with my instructions. A director, yes, you could say so. A shadow director.’


Zhao fidgeted impatiently. ‘I was expecting to meet a member of the board; also, a minister. A finance minister.’


‘Well, yes, that too. In a way. My actual title is Chairman of the Komitet Gosudarstvennoi Bezopasnosti.’


Zhao coughed. He did not understand Russian. ‘You are with the Ministry of Finance?’ he ventured.


There was a long silence. When Kazin did at last speak, Zhao jumped. ‘I am with the K.G.B., Mr Zhao.’


There was another, even longer pause. Zhao’s features remained impassive, but all three men were aware of a new stillness in the room, a greater depth of silence which made what had gone before seem positively rowdy by comparison.


The Chinese cleared his throat. ‘This is … unexpected.’ His voice lacked much of its former assurance. Kazin rested his chin in his hands and subjected Zhao’s face to critical examination, the results of which seemed to disappoint him.


‘I understand that,’ he said slowly. ‘You were invited to Moscow, in secrecy, to discuss financial matters of mutual interest. Naturally a man of your stature, one so important, was expecting to meet bankers, ministers. But this way we can avoid a lot of unnecessary formality, Mr Zhao.’


Kazin broke off, and slowly lowered his hands to the desktop. Zhao had begun to find his lengthy pauses unnerving.


‘We can?’


‘We can. Officials, politicians, tchah!’ Kazin waved a hand contemptuously. ‘I think you will prefer to deal principal to principal. We want to talk about the same things. About money. About power. About that!’


He flung out an arm and Zhao, following its direction, saw pinned to the wall nearest the door a large map of south-east Asia on which someone had drawn a thick red circle around Hong Kong. At the top of the map, in the same red crayon, was written a date: 19th September, 1988.


‘Do you know the significance of that date, Mr Zhao? Oh, please smoke if you wish.’


Zhao had already drawn out his gold cigarette case and now he lit up, taking each movement slowly to give himself time to think. His initial sense of shock at finding himself to be the unwitting guest of the K.G.B. had worn off. He knew that whatever happened at this meeting would be of enormous interest to Chinese Central Intelligence, which had been known to pay well on occasion, and he resolved to miss nothing.


‘No,’ he said at last. ‘The date means nothing to me.’


Kazin seemed to have lost interest. He turned to Krubykov and said wearily, ‘Tell him.’


‘It is the day on which Thomas Edward Young attains the age of sixty-five years,’ the Major-General said. ‘You know Mr Young, of course?’


Zhao shrugged. ‘Of course. If we are talking about the same person, he is the Chairman and Chief Executive of the Pacific & Cantonese Banking Corporation in Hong Kong.’


‘Of the Corporation, yes. Who are your bankers, are they not?’


‘Among others. A man like me has many bankers, Mr Krubykov. I really don’t see how my affairs –’


‘And to whom you owe money. A great deal of money. Let us see now …’ Krubykov walked across to the desk and pulled the thick pile of paper towards him. It was a folded computer print-out. ‘Ah yes. As of this morning, twenty-seven million eight hundred thousand and forty-three Hong Kong dollars, odd cents. When I say “you”, of course I mean you personally, your various companies, and their subsidiaries.’


Zhao stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette and rose. ‘I would like to close this meeting now, Mr Krubykov. I do not think we have anything to talk about.’


‘I think we do.’ It was Kazin who spoke. He lolled back in his chair and started to rock to and fro, never taking his eyes from the oriental’s face. ‘I must tell you, Mr Zhao,’ he said after a while, ‘that no one leaves this house without my permission.’


Zhao licked his lips. ‘I am a guest in this country. I have certain rights. I repeat: there is nothing to discuss.’


The silences were becoming ever more ominous. When Krubykov smiled, Zhao knew real relief.


‘I would advise you to stay, Mr Zhao,’ Krubykov said quietly. ‘Rights, as you call them, or no rights. You see, we have been buying your paper. There is rather a lot of it about at the moment. Not as much as the Corporation owns, but enough to liquidate you quite thoroughly, I think. I shall be happy to give you the figures, they are here in the desk drawer. So please, we can do this amicably. Or we can do it under pressure. To do it amicably will be so much easier on us both. Particularly in the light of the offer we wish to make to you.’


‘Offer?’ Zhao spoke very quickly, too quickly.


‘Yes, offer. How would you like to take Mr Young’s place? To become Chairman and Chief Executive of Asia’s second largest bank?’


Zhao’s gasp seemed to fill the white room for a long time. Before he could respond, however, Krubykov was speaking again. ‘You do agree, I take it, that the Corporation is a desirable prize?’ When Zhao did not answer immediately, he went on, ‘It is very old, very respectable, very soundly based. Its loan book is immaculate, its gearing unimpeachable. What you would call a “blue-chip” house, yes?’


Zhao nodded slowly, like a man still regaining his wind.


‘And one with a curious function to perform. There are times – please help us, Mr Zhao – there are times when the Corporation and the Bank – I mean of course the Hong Kong & Shanghai Bank, and also Standard Chartered, combine at the request of the Government to perform tasks normally carried out only by an issuing house, a national bank. Is that not so?’


‘Yes. Sometimes.’ Zhao spoke unwillingly, like a man who senses that he is being led down a treacherous path. ‘But I do not understand –’


‘The Corporation is a power in the land, your land. One of the greatest financial institutions Asia has ever seen.’ Krubykov patted the print-out in a gesture that was almost affectionate. ‘We intend to own it,’ he said.


‘You intend … what?’


‘To own it. We intend to acquire a majority of its Founders Shares. Well, we intend to control it, I should say. In this country the distinction between control and ownership tends to blur somewhat.’


Zhao’s eyes had suddenly become very alert. Krubykov saw that he had his full attention and smiled pleasantly. ‘Let us try to establish some common ground, Mr Zhao. First, you will perhaps know that the Far East is very important to the Soviet Union, strategically as well as economically.’


‘Of course.’


‘So that when the Chinese mainland takes over Hong Kong in 1997, our position there will become … uncomfortable.’


Zhao’s lips curled. ‘Say rather – untenable. It is already uncomfortable, more than uncomfortable. You have no base there, none whatsoever.’


‘Well, I won’t quibble. On any analysis, before 1997 comes we need to establish such a base.’


‘You can’t.’


‘And why?’


‘Because you tried in Hong Kong once before, in 1977, and you failed. Eddie Wong. He gave Moscow Narodny security over companies owning prime Hong Kong sites. The British Government wrested them from you and swore that it would never happen again.’


‘Nor do we intend that it should. The Wong fiasco will not be repeated, Mr Zhao, set your mind at rest about that. We are not interested in Hong Kong land, not at this stage, and in any case we accept that no Soviet financial institution would ever again be permitted to take out a mortgage on any part of Hong Kong’s soil. So, then. How much do you know about the way the Pacific & Cantonese Banking Corporation is run? About its constitution?’


‘I know what everyone else knows.’


‘Then let us concentrate on that.’


‘I cannot see why –’


‘I am interested, Mr Zhao. Your views are important to us. Please.’


Zhao shrugged. ‘If you insist. The constitution was set by Act of Parliament in the nineteenth century. There are Articles of Association, of course. None of the fundamental provisions can be altered except by legislation.’


‘Very good. Please go on.’


‘There is a board of directors and the usual collection of shareholding members, let me see … “A” shares, prefs., “B” deferred …’


‘And Founders.’


‘Yes, and fifty Founders Shares.’


‘Which are very special. Special for a number of reasons. What are they?’


‘I really haven’t the least idea.’


‘But of course you have! Why are Founders Shares different? What makes them distinctive, desirable?’


‘Well, I suppose … because they are concentrated exclusively in the hands of one family, the Youngs of Hong Kong. Is that what you mean?’


‘Yes, partly. But do continue, please.’


Zhao pouted and dredged about in his memory. ‘Also … well, also because those shares are worth, at today’s prices, something in the region of three or four million pounds sterling each, because of the preferential rights which they carry on a winding-up of the Corporation. The owners of the Founders Shares can between them at any time either wind up the bank or prevent it from being wound up. I suppose you would say that is special?’


‘Yes; and thirdly, because under the Corporation’s constitution these precious shares cannot be pledged, charged or mortgaged in any way except by means of an instrument executed in the presence of a duly appointed magistrate of Hong Kong. Am I right?’


‘Yes. So I believe.’


‘And that precaution was built into the Articles of Association for the very good reason that the shares, most unusually, are bearer shares – in other words, possessing the certificates is as good as owning the shares. A lender who took possession of the share certificates would be regarded for all practical intents and purposes as their owner.’


‘That is so. Obviously, no one would surrender his Founders Shares’ certificates to a lender in those circumstances.’


‘But conversely, of course, someone who did not possess the certificates would have very few rights over the shares. When he came to enforce his security, he would find himself in some difficulty.’


‘Quite so. A position which no secured lender would accept. Hence the need for particularly stringent formalities when lending on the security of such shares – in the case of the Corporation, an instrument attested by a magistrate.’


Krubykov nodded, as if pleased. ‘Three very good reasons why those shares are to be regarded as special, and I do not understand you to disagree. Who owns the Founders Shares, Mr Zhao?’


‘As I’ve told you, the Youngs.’


‘Yes – but which of the Youngs?’


‘I do not know. No one knows. Except their lawyers, I suppose.’


Krubykov looked across at Kazin, who now was standing by the fireplace, and the two Russians laughed. ‘We know,’ said Kazin.


Zhao instantly shifted forward on to the edge of his chair, no longer making even a pretence at inscrutability. It was a remarkable change of attitude on his part, but in Hong Kong knowledge of that magnitude represented money and power. ‘You do?’


‘Yes, we do,’ said Krubykov. ‘Twenty of the Founders Shares belong to Simon Young, the head of Ducannon Young. Another ten at present belong to his father, Thomas. The remaining twenty are vested in the trustees of the estate of Thomas’s late brother, David. Those two individuals, Thomas and Simon, thus theoretically have the power between them to dispose of the Corporation tomorrow –’


‘Ah yes, because under the Articles, on a resolution to wind up only the votes attached to Founders Shares –’


‘– are eligible to be counted. Indeed. So whoever controls the Founders Shares controls the Corporation. And of course, whoever possesses the share certificates, controls the Founders Shares.’


‘How do you know this?’ Zhao’s voice vibrated with suspicion. He was backtracking fast now: he felt he had allowed himself to be carried away, that in the eyes of these contemptible foreigners he must have lost much face.


‘We are, among other things, intelligence gatherers, Mr Zhao. We garner and we sift. People do us favours, sometimes for money, sometimes under threat –’ Krubykov smiled at the word ‘threat’ and hesitated an instant, as if to savour it ‘– sometimes from pure ideological commitment. All kinds of people. Bankers. Lawyers. Clerks in attorneys’ offices whose job it is to keep the filing cabinet tidy. You may take it that our information is accurate.’


Zhao shook his head, reluctant but wanting to be convinced. ‘Even if you’re right, you’ll never get your hands on them. Never. It is utterly inconceivable that those shares would be disposed of outside the Young family, and the share certificates are guarded night and day, in the Corporation’s vaults.’


Krubykov raised his hands, ‘Oh, please do not trouble yourself about that side of the matter, Mr Zhao: we are quite capable of handling it ourselves. No, what we need to discuss with you is what might happen in the event of our one day owning the shares. We would need to appoint a new chief executive; and so we return to where we began – would you be interested?’


Zhao leaned back thoughtfully while his agile brain rifled through a dozen possibilities, analysed and rejected as many game-plans, focused, came to rest. ‘As a career it might be considered … entertaining.’


‘And of course, it would enable you to pay off your largest creditor – the Corporation itself. To say nothing of the K.G.B., who have bought, as I said, a substantial proportion of your other commercial debts.’


There was a long pause. ‘The price?’ Zhao said at last.


‘The price is very simple. You would have to act in accordance with certain instructions which we would give you.’


There was another heavy silence. ‘What instructions, exactly?’


Once again, Kazin and Krubykov exchanged glances. ‘It will be our intention to call in all the Corporation’s outstanding loans,’ said Krubykov. ‘And then to close the lending book to Hong Kong traders. For ever.’


Zhao’s expressionless face suddenly crumpled. ‘What?’


‘I think you heard correctly, Mr Zhao,’ said Krubykov.


‘You would call in … all debts?’


‘And foreclose where immediate payment was not made, yes. And then perhaps shut down the Corporation for good; we would have to see. Your own position, I need hardly add, would be protected in such an event.’


‘But … but scarcely a hong would be left standing!’


‘No, none of the middle or smaller companies could hope to survive. Some of the majors might ride it out, we do not know; although Ducannon Young itself would be bound to fall. But the strategy is perfectly clear: we would refuse to give time, we would refuse to lend further. Our projections show what the effect of closing Asia’s second largest bank in those circumstances would be. As a financial centre, Hong Kong would fold overnight. The Corporation would be left owning something in the region of twenty percent of all land presently subject to the three treaties. And then –’ Krubykov bared his teeth in a grin ‘– Beijing may have Hong Kong, and welcome to it!’


‘I think you are a madman, Mr Krubykov. The British and the Peoples’ Republic of China would never let that happen. They would stop you.’


‘How?’


‘By putting together a financial lifeboat. By bailing out the debtors.’


‘Not, I think, the British. By that time their responsibilities will be at an end, and propping up Far Eastern financial traders, commercial pirates, bandits, is hardly likely to win elections in England.’


‘Beijing, then.’


‘Where are they to get that kind of money, Mr Zhao? And why should they spend it on – capitalist roaders, isn’t that what they call them?’


‘Then they won’t even try. They’ll invade, send in the army and force you to cancel all you have done.’


‘No, they will not.’


‘Why not?’


‘Because they know what we also know, that the moment the first Chinese soldier sets foot on Hong Kong soil, the world’s largest banks will forthwith send what I believe are melodramatically styled the Titanic telexes.’


‘The what?’


Krubykov chuckled. ‘A silly phrase, isn’t it? Let me explain: for many years now there has been an understanding between the fifty largest banks in the world that in the event of invasion of Hong Kong by the Chinese Mainland, telexes will be sent draining the territory dry. In less than a minute, the time it takes to cable money, all the foreign-dominated funds at present in Hong Kong will simply disappear. Go. Vanish. So in either case, Moscow wins. The Peoples’ Liberation Army of the Peoples’ Republic of China will march in to take possession of an empty shell. And let us be frank with you, Mr Zhao – we really do not care which way it happens.’


Zhao could not begin to come to terms with what he had just learned. ‘You are wrong,’ he said mechanically. ‘Hopelessly wrong.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s –’ Zhao raised a hand to his forehead and began to massage his temple. He was stuck for words. ‘It’s like a scheme devised by a … a lunatic,’ he said at last.


Krubykov laughed, not at all put out. ‘But a lunatic with a successful track record, Mr Zhao. You as a Hong Kong businessman, you of all people, should appreciate the force of that!’


Kazin suddenly turned away from the fireplace and strode towards Zhao, who shrank back in his chair, afraid. His yellow skin had taken on a grey hue, leaving only an unhealthy tinge of pale mauve around his lips. But Kazin bypassed him and went up to the map on the wall, drawing a stubby red crayon from his pocket.


‘Let me fill in another piece of the jigsaw, Mr Zhao,’ he said. ‘For a brief moment in the nineteen-thirties, Thomas Young’s father, Richard, controlled all fifty Founders Shares. He settled thirty of them on the terms of a trust, the existence of which is known only to Thomas. Mark that and remember it – Simon, his son, knows nothing of this settlement. According to the trust, twenty of the Founders Shares belonged to David Young and his successors, while ten were assigned to Thomas – but only during his life or until he ceased to be chairman of the Corporation. And on 19th September, 1988 –’ Kazin tapped the date with his crayon ‘– he will be sixty-five, when, under the terms of the Corporation’s Articles, he must resign his chairmanship. You see what that means?’


‘It means … that as soon as he resigns he will lose his ten Founders Shares.’


‘Yes.’


‘That could be changed,’ Zhao blurted out. ‘The Article of Association which obliges him to resign could be altered.’


‘Only by an Act of Parliament, which the British would not be foolish enough to promulgate in the run-up to takeover by the Mainland.’


‘You cannot be sure of that.’


Kazin shrugged. ‘It’s quite immaterial. As I say, Thomas Young owns the shares only until he resigns or dies. Parliament in Westminster can set the date of his resignation. I –’ He tapped his breast mockingly. ‘I, Oleg Kazin, can, if necessary, set the date of his death.’


Zhao looked away. Kazin knew that this Chinese businessman was no stranger to the use of violent means to attain a commercial end. After a moment’s pause in which to let the message sink in, he resumed: ‘At which point, death or resignation, I care not which, six of his ten Founders Shares will pass to his son, Simon, thereby giving him a one-vote controlling interest. And through him that controlling interest will come – to us!’


Zhao, mesmerized, stared at Kazin. The Chairman, seeing the effect his words had produced, was well pleased. ‘The date is crucial,’ he said abruptly. ‘Everything must be done, all must be in place, by then and no later. The timing is absolutely essential! I have started the clock, Mr Zhao. The seconds are already ticking away. In your present – how shall I say – delicate financial position, it is even later than you think. Well?’


When Zhao said nothing, Kazin turned back to face the map and with two vicious strokes deleted Hong Kong from the face of the earth. He used such force that the crayon tore the map, leaving a crinkled streamer which reminded Zhao of wallpaper stripped from a mansion that once had been grand but now was nothing; and as the image solidified it was as if the same two strokes repeated themselves in his guts like the crisscross slashes of a Japanese suicide.


Kazin turned once more. ‘So tell me,’ he said affably, ‘what do you think?’


One question had increasingly come to trouble Zhao during the interview; and now after a very long pause, he gathered himself together enough to ask it.


‘Why do you need to enlist me in this … this folly?’


‘Why you?’ the Chairman repeated. He advanced slowly towards Zhao’s sofa, while Krubykov approached from the fireplace to guard his other flank. Zhao looked up at the ruthless faces above him and realized with a horrid flash of insight that there was no time left, no hope at all; and at the same moment he divined the answer to his own question.


‘Mr Zhao,’ Kazin said quietly. ‘It is inevitable that Chinese Central Intelligence will find out about our plans. We need to know when they do. We need to know how they intend to counter them. We need hard, specific information at every stage. So in that light the answer to your question becomes very obvious, doesn’t it?’ He sat down on the sofa next to Zhao and placed a friendly hand on his knee. ‘What we need most of all, in fact, is – you!’



ONE

Building the Wall 1985–1986


CHAPTER 1

Simon Young arrived at Beijing’s Metropolitan Airport to discover that the afternoon flight to Tokyo had been delayed for one hour. He checked in and decided to go for a stroll down the blue-tiled concourse, good-humouredly doing his best to ignore the attention he attracted. When he first travelled to China, any foreigner would automatically pull a crowd. Now, visitors from abroad were becoming so common that the average inhabitant of Beijing scarcely bothered to turn his head at the sight of Caucasian skin. But Simon Young differed from most other westerners in one respect. He stood six feet four inches in his stockinged feet, and the Chinese were fascinated by his height.

He came to a halt in front of Yuan Yunsheng’s celebrated mural, ‘Water Festival: Song of Life’, and stood before it, lost in contemplation of the vibrant scene. After a while a little crowd began to gather, keeping the kind of respectful distance that the waibin’s extraordinary stature warranted. Simon eventually woke up to the fact that he had an audience. He continued to gaze at the mural for a few moments longer before wheeling round with a smile on his face. The circle of curious Chinese dissipated within seconds, leaving him alone in what had suddenly become a deserted stretch of the terminal’s floor.

Deserted, that is, except for one man, who stood his ground.

Simon began to saunter towards the stairwell. But in order to take the shortest route, he would have had to march straight through the only person who had stayed to gape. Simon altered course and his observer swivelled as if to follow. The Englishman slowed his pace and for the first time really looked at this solitary voyeur.

The man was in his early thirties, Simon judged, although it was difficult to tell, because he had one of those ageless, smooth moon-faces which convey the simplicity of both the very old and the very young. His hair was thinning; but at least it looked clean, which his clothes did not. He resembled a typical peasant, but – Simon’s eyes narrowed – a peculiar example of the class. He wore a soiled uniform blue jacket and denim trousers rolled up to the knee; but in his right hand he carried a large, expensive-looking case, a gold ring glittered on his little finger and his feet were shod in a pair of glossy leather shoes.

To someone less well versed than Simon Young in the multifarious arts of Hong Kong imitation, the ritzy bag might have passed for Louis Vuitton; but the orange strap was a giveaway. Fake hide straps always turned that colour when exposed to the wet, as Simon knew from experience. Still, the bag was vastly superior to anything he’d ever seen in the hands of a Chinese peasant.

The man had a bizarre smile. When he saw Simon staring at him he parted his lips to reveal the tips of his teeth placed neatly together, just touching. There was something deeply disturbing about his demeanour. It was unnatural. It made him stand out from the crowd, in a society where to be indistinguishable from the mob was considered a cardinal virtue.

Simon Young tightened his grip on the handle of his briefcase and gave the Chinese a wide berth. There was still nearly an hour to go before they called the Tokyo flight and suddenly he wished it was time to board. He could feel the odd man’s eyes burning into his back.

Simon went to sit down on one of the black vinyl chairs opposite gate 46, opposite the Bank of China’s moneychanging bureau. It was the airport’s slack period; not many passengers thronged the concourse and he had plenty of space to himself. He opened the Far Eastern Economic Review, began to read an article, found it boring. He tossed the magazine on to the seat beside him and raised his arms above his head in a long stretch.

It had been a good trip, he reflected; better than expected. The Chinese had bought Ducannon Young software to service their new accounting system for state subsidies, a prototype of which was being developed in Zhuhai Special Economic Zone, so the prime object of his visit was achieved. Then a chance remark over dinner had opened up the possibility of supplying prefabricated light industrial buildings to Jilin Province; but that would mean expanding D.Y. Construction’s production line by eight percent, which in turn meant a lightning trip to Japan to talk to Nomura’s finance boys. It was tiresome, but necessary.

He looked up to check the clock and noticed that the odd man who had stared at him earlier was standing about ten metres away, talking to two others. Simon frowned. Something was wrong. He didn’t know what it was, but the setup bothered him. With his right hand he casually felt inside the pocket of his coat, ensuring that his wallet and passport were still in place.

The other two men who had joined the first were equally strange in appearance. It was almost as if they had deliberately set out to make themselves as conspicuous as possible. The eldest, who looked to be in his fifties, was very thin, with a narrow, pinched face; he wore a large red woolly hat that must have been extremely uncomfortable in Beijing’s afternoon humidity. His eyes kept flickering over the first man’s shoulder to where Simon was sitting. And with a little start of alarm, Simon saw that he, too, was carrying a large, smart bag – pigskin, this time, with gold combination locks.

The third man presented an even greater puzzle. He was young, a teenager or no more than twenty at most, but his hair was grizzled and his lips were distorted in a perpetual leer. Simon lowered his gaze and there, as some instinct had told him it would be, was a third, elegant cabin-bag. This, the largest, was made of crocodile skin.

They were the weirdest group of men Simon Young had ever seen in the course of innumerable visits to China. He stuffed the magazine into his briefcase and stood up, wanting to put some distance between himself and these three men. As he rose the trio simultaneously turned to look at him, and their faces dissolved into smiles. There was something profoundly unnerving about those smiles; all three men showed the tips of their teeth just touching, their lips drawn back to reveal the gums. They reminded Simon of children struggling to force themselves into a camera shot. He marched straight ahead at a brisk pace, glad to get away.

According to the reconstruction made by the Public Security Bureau, what followed took exactly fifteen seconds. To Simon Young, each of those seconds seemed like an hour.

He heard a shrill cry of fear behind him, that was the first thing, and he faltered in mid-stride. He swung round to see that the three men had fanned out and were advancing swiftly towards the Bank of China’s bureau. Then the thug on the extreme left, the oldest, held his bag up to his chest, wrenched open the locks and extracted a machine-pistol.

Someone shouted: ‘Get down!’

The airport became bedlam. Screams echoed, people cannoned into one another. Simon saw a woman snatch up a child, run, trip and fall flat on her face, crushing the child beneath her. Somewhere high above his head a siren sounded.

‘Get down!’

Memories of half-digested newspaper reports came flooding into Simon’s mind – Beirut, Athens, hijack …

A uniformed member of the Public Security Bureau was shaking his arm. ‘Get down,’ the policeman repeated in English. Suddenly he kicked out his foot, hooked it round Simon’s ankle and brought him down to the deck. The Englishman’s chin landed on the tiles with an agonizing crack. He tasted blood as it started to ooze into his mouth from where his teeth had bitten through the inner cheek. The noise around him had reached an intolerable level. Women and children were screaming and weeping, men shouted, whistles blew, but, like the victim of a nuclear attack expecting the shockwave after the flash, still he waited for what he knew must come – the sound of automatic fire and the smell of cordite.

There was a momentary hush; even the siren ceased. In the next second, Beijing’s Metropolitan Airport became a killing-ground.

The man who had first attracted Simon’s attention was leading the other two by several paces. He raised his gun and fired some twenty rounds. Simon, deafened, held his hands to his ears, groaning with the shock. Volley after volley echoed through the cavernous terminal building like a pneumatic drill worked in a confined space. Nausea flooded Simon’s stomach.

When the firing ceased, he could not prevent himself from looking up. Now the man on the far right raised his weapon. In the split second before he fired, Simon caught a glimpse of a teller sitting behind the Bank of China desk. From the expression on his face, Simon judged that he had not had enough time to feel either hurt or afraid, just surprised. Astonished. Perhaps outraged. Then the next shower of bullets struck the plate glass immediately in front of him.

One green-tinted sheet trembled for an instant; then a crack appeared at the top and rapidly ran the length of the entire pane before the glass shattered into pieces and fell to the floor, leaving a jagged hole. The teller’s mouth jerked open and he raised his forearm to his eyes as he tumbled to one side. Then a bullet must have caught him, for a gory crack suddenly appeared in the side of his head and something sprayed against the green wall behind him, forming a grotesque splodge that soon developed one long and two shorter tails, as if someone had flung a pot of crimson paint.

The firing stopped, the concourse became as quiet as a church. The three men reached the remains of the Bank of China till, used the butts of their weapons to shatter what remained of the glass, and clambered in. Their leader rummaged briefly behind the counter before tossing three large cash-boxes to the others. When they had finished looting, they came back on to the concourse and made off towards the exit.

Suddenly one of the assailants noticed the Englishman looking straight at him. He grabbed the leader of the gang by the arm and pointed. Then, while Simon watched helplessly, all three halted and turned in his direction. The one wearing the woolly hat muttered something as he jerked back the bolt of his gun. Simon saw the muzzle lift and his mind perversely insisted on recording the minutiae of how one’s own death came. The black hole in the end of the muzzle looked very small, too small to allow the passage of something as deadly as a bullet. It was surrounded by three concentric rings etched deeply into the gunmetal. But, surprisingly, it made no noise. Nothing came out.

Simon raised his eyes a fraction, to see only blank expressions on the terrorists’ faces. The men continued to stare down at Simon Young and he gazed back at them. No one spoke. It was the fourteenth second.

Hu Chuangmei squeezed her palms tightly together and muttered a few words. The bones on the backs of her freckled hands, fine as knitting needles, stood out alarmingly. Then she cast; and the ancient coins fell jangling on to the table in front of her. Hu squinted down at them, bringing her head to within an inch of the table’s surface.

‘Water trapped by earth,’ she cried. ‘The Army!’ The old woman raised her head and, addressing herself to the ceiling, began to chant:


‘The Army. The Army must have perseverance

And a strong leader.

Good fortune and no blame.’



She lowered her eyes to the Deputy Controller of China’s Central Intelligence, who was sitting opposite her, and snapped: ‘Read!’ Sun Shanwang opened the I Ching. It was an empty ritual, for Hu Chuangmei knew every line of the work by heart, but in this room things must be done correctly. Sun found the place and slowly began to read.


‘In the earth is water,

Symbolizing the Army.

The superior man increases his following

Through benevolence towards the masses.’



Hu Chuangmei nodded approvingly and said, ‘Six in the fifth place.’ Sun Shanwang ran his finger down the page until he found the lines.


‘Six in the fifth place: wildlife enters the fields.

There is benefit in catching it and no blame.

The eldest son should lead the Army.

The younger carries corpses.

Continuing is ominous.’



He closed the book, and for a long time there was silence.

The large room dated from a more gracious, imperial age. Its wall panels, scarcely faded by the passing of time, portrayed a peaceful garden scene, with some human figures reduced in size to indicate their relative unimportance in contrast to their natural surroundings. The long blackwood table stood by the tall windows, overlooking an ornamental lake. Hu Chuangmei and Sun Shanwang sat at one end, facing each other. At the head of the table, his back against a pillow, was China’s Director of Central Intelligence, a very old man, who stared sightlessly down the room to the distant doors. Now he turned with a smile to face the fourth occupant of the room.

‘We cannot continue to do nothing,’ he said, in a voice which scarcely disturbed the room’s stillness. ‘We must act. Vigorous leadership is needed.’

The man thus addressed extended his forearm and delicately adjusted the amount of shirt which showed at the cuff of his well-tailored jacket. ‘I agree,’ he said.

‘Vigorous and experienced leadership, Baba.’ Hu Chuangmei’s voice was respectful but firm. ‘At thirty-six, this man is too young.’

‘He is young, younger even than our friend the Chrysanthemum here. This is good. You must not let your experiences in the ten terrible years affect you, Hu tongzhi. They should not blight your life. We must learn to trust our youth again.’

‘Hah!’ Sun Shanwang shook his head. ‘To be young is good. I can remember. To be vigorous like our colleague here, Zhao tongzhi, is also commendable, although he is not as young as this man you talk of. But – to come from an unsatisfactory background, not so good.’

‘It was his fortune.’ The old man’s voice sounded very patient. ‘He escaped. He was educated in the West, like Robert Zhao here. He was educated in the finest universities of the West. Princeton for economics – he is a man of economics. Mathematics. Harvard Business School and a Master’s Degree in Business Studies. He is a man of business. We need this. Is it not so, Chrysanthemum?’

Robert Zhao suppressed the irritation that his Mahjong title always provoked in him and nodded. ‘It is so.’

‘Yes, but …’ Sun Shanwang rose from his chair and began to pace about the room, anxiously rubbing his hands together. ‘But his ancestry, his blood line.’ He shot a keen look at Hu Chuangmei, who failed to meet it.

‘Indeed, indeed. His great-grandfather and his grandfather were aristocrats. Both were noble lords.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Yet I do not wish to enlist them.’ Baba and Hu Chuangmei, who were husband and wife, exchanged secret smiles. ‘I wish to enlist him. Just as I chose to enlist the Chrysanthemum, who sits here by my side, his background notwithstanding. Besides, Sun tongzhi, you forget – this man also had a father. A good man. One who was with Mao Zedong in the caves at Yenan. One who took care to educate his son to the best standards. Such good fathers produce good sons.’

‘Not always.’ Sun shook his head. ‘Good fathers sometimes produce bad elements. Why was this one’s father so keen for him to leave the Middle Kingdom, hah? Trouble came; this man left.’

‘Yes, he left. He was brilliant, even as a child. He went to the West to apply that brilliance, to acquire the skills we so badly lack.’ Baba’s voice was patient and persistent. ‘The father began the work of redeeming the ancestral line; so now this man, with the help of Zhao tongzhi, will take over where the father left off.’

‘Baba is right.’ Zhao spoke up on his own initiative for the first time. ‘I must be able to deal with whoever is chosen for the job. He must understand the practicalities as they arise from day to day. I cannot be expected to work with an ideologue. We need sense, not slogans. Baba, may I meet this one?’

‘Not yet. I will tell you when he is ready.’

‘I hope you will think he is ready soon, then.’

‘Why?’

‘I need to assess his skills. He must not only be well versed in the economic side of it; he must have practical ability also. We shall not be operating in a vacuum.’ Zhao paused, as if reluctant to continue. ‘If, or rather, when the Russians discover our plan, they will hardly leave us in peace to develop it. The man you choose must be capable of dealing with these things.’

‘You will not have long to wait, Chrysanthemum.’ Sun Shanwang tapped the face of his watch as he spoke. ‘It would not be convenient to be at Beijing Metropolitan Airport at this moment. The project is further advanced than you know.’

Baba nodded in agreement. ‘This afternoon, we have begun our work of preparation, Zhao tongzhi. The candidate I have chosen will be ready soon enough. Please accept my views on that.’

‘Of course.’ Zhao directed a sharp, malicious glance down the table. ‘I have confidence in your every decision, Baba.’

‘Yet you should take heed.’ It was Hu Chuangmei who spoke, her cracked, aged voice resonating harshly in contrast to that of her husband. ‘The lines are ominous. They talk of corpses. “The younger carries corpses” … yes. You should take heed. “The eldest son should lead the Army”. That is what the lines say. This one, he has not suffered like the rest.’

‘Suffering …’ Baba continued to stare unseeingly down the long room. After an interminable silence his wrinkled face cracked into a tired smile. ‘I need this man. And because I need him … he will suffer. Perhaps.’

The traffic policewoman on duty at the corner of Beijing’s Sanlihe and Zizhuyuan Roads jerked her left arm down and raised her whistle to her mouth. At once a dozen bicycle wheels eased forward across the line. She made them suffer a moment longer, sucked in her cheeks, lowered her right hand and prepared to blow.

In her elevated kiosk she was better placed to hear the car’s horn than the perspiring cyclists at her feet. She quickly turned her head to the left in the direction of the West City; for a moment all she could see was the broad, blue avenue flanked by high lamp standards, each bearing its single loudspeaker, then her eyes focused and her jaw dropped. A Red Flag limousine was racing towards her down the centre of the highway.

‘Ting!’ Stop!

But the cyclists were already streaming out into Zizhuyuan Road, oblivious to her cry. Only when she blew her whistle as hard as she could did the rearguard, scenting trouble, resignedly lower their feet to the ground once more. The horn sounded again, very close now, and then the car was upon them.

The driver did not even slow down. As the car crossed the intersection it was travelling at a steady sixty miles an hour. It winged the leading cyclist, hurling him on to the road. His machine bounced across the bonnet of the long, sleek sedan before landing on top of its owner, who groaned and lay still.

A hush descended on the crowded scene. For a moment everyone stared into the distance at the fast receding Red Flag, but only the policewoman in her raised nest could see the tiny black head framed by the rear windscreen: a small and somehow insignificant figure to be riding in the back of such a powerful car. Then her gaze shifted to the vanquished cyclist as he rose unsteadily to his feet with the help of two friends, who hooked their hands under his armpits and assisted him to the kerb.

The policewoman took another breath and blew a long trill. It was her job to keep order on the road. Death and endless trouble might brush too close, but all that mattered was the fact of their passing. Life went on. What point was there, then, in making a drama out of it …?

Qiu Qianwei, the occupant of the Red Flag, was scarcely aware of the incident at the intersection. It was his first ride in China’s prestigious official car, so all his concentration was focused on making the most of the experience while it lasted.

He reached into the breast pocket of his white cotton shirt and took out a pack of Double Happiness cigarettes. The hand which held the match was shaking slightly, sole indication that Qiu Qianwei had mixed feelings about this ride in a Red Flag.

It belonged, insofar as something in the Peoples’ Republic of China could belong to anyone, to the Seventh Department of the Central Control of Intelligence, traditionally known as the Mahjong Brigade. Many high-ranking cadres had endeavoured over the years to eradicate Mahjong terminology and usage from the Seventh Department’s affairs; all of them had failed. Thus the job of official Mahjong driver, a highly prized sinecure for which many backdoor favours changed hands, was still assigned to ‘West Wind’. The present incumbent viewed his passenger, ‘Winter’, with suspicion and curiosity. This was hardly surprising, since Qiu’s duties in Economic Intelligence rarely necessitated his absence from H.Q. at 15 Bow Street Alley, and on the few occasions when he was required up at Brigade he took the number 302 bus. West Wind couldn’t understand why so much fuss was being made of Qiu Qianwei, but in accordance with sound departmental practice he kept his views to himself. You never could tell. Qiu might look puny and unimportant, but sometimes even a blind cat happened upon a dead rat.

Qiu was worried. A summons to Brigade almost certainly meant trouble; a summons backed up with a Red Flag signalled endless permutations of potential disaster. Leader Deng rode around in such a car. Qiu knew only too well that he had little in common with Deng. All he asked of life was that he be left alone to work with his electronic calculator, his figures and his charts. Once in the real world, he was out of his element.

He drew hard on his cigarette, suppressing the cough which the cheap tobacco gouged from his throat, and wished he’d bought Winstons. But at nine mao a pack, they represented an almost indefensible extravagance and besides, it would have meant trading with Old Tian, whose account with Qiu was presently weighted rather too much in Tian’s favour.

The car slid past the high grey walls of the Friendship Guest House and continued on its way towards the wooded green hills. Qiu frowned, his mind stuck fast in the groove of economic duplicity. On the seat beside him lay a flat package done up in white paper. It contained seasoned smoked pork. The cadre picked it up and weighed it in his hands. There ought to be more. For three mao, or thirty cents, he usually got seven good, thick slices. Here there were only six, yet he had paid the same. What did that mean? Mrs Lin at the commissariat was sending him a message, that was obvious, but … what exactly was the message? Working out the answer would require thought, and time. But it would also have to wait, because now the driver was slowing for the turn-off to Haidian and there were only a few minutes of the journey left.

Before the car could turn into Brigade Headquarters, however, it had to give way to a black Shanghai saloon which was emerging through the massive wooden doors on to the road. Qiu caught a quick glimpse of a tall Chinese sitting in the Shanghai’s back seat: an overseas Chinese, evidently, for the arm raised to the window was clad in stylish cloth of a western cut. Qiu puffed out his cheeks. It was all very well for those Huaqiao, they needn’t trouble themselves about the price of pork …

As the car eased to a halt in the courtyard, the solid doors rolled shut behind it. Qiu stepped out into the moist evening heat, pushing the black-framed spectacles on to the bridge of his nose and screwing up his face against the sunlight. In September it was invariably cooler up here in the lush woods by the Summer Palace, but not much. He knew that once he left the shade of the surrounding grey stone walls he was going to melt. He found it difficult to breathe, his heart had begun to beat in a series of irregular thumps, there was trouble in the air, real trouble. He could smell it.

‘Xiaodi.’ Little Brother.

Qiu swiftly dropped his cigarette on to the concrete and ground it out. Then he blinked and turned towards the imperious voice that had spoken from the gatehouse. Sun Shanwang stood there, hands on hips, his tall, wiry body straight as a ramrod. Qiu knew that Sun was sixty-five years old, but the Deputy Controller always seemed untouched by time.

‘Hah, Little Brother, welcome, welcome …’

The words ‘welcome, welcome’ belied their speaker’s tone. Sun Shanwang’s narrow face wore its familiar pinched, pained expression of disapproval, and Qiu hastened to placate his superior. ‘Good evening, Comrade Sun. Thank you for sending me the car.’

‘Too urgent for the bus, Little Brother. You are for the Old One.’

Try as he might, Qiu could not staunch the rush of air through his lips; he knew at once that Sun had heard. The senior cadre’s mouth compressed in an unspoken reprimand, but already he was hobbling away towards the main building. Now the evening seemed even warmer than ever, and thoughts of the price of cigarettes were far from Qiu’s mind. But as he started off in Sun’s wake he remembered, with a stab of horror, the smoked pork. He had left it on the back seat of the car. Qiu wheeled round in time to see the Red Flag waft out of the courtyard, bearing his six-slices-that-should-be-seven with it.

That was what happened in the world outside. Trouble, nothing but trouble. First the pork, now goodness knows what. He had never seen the Old One. But he had heard …

‘Come this way, Qiu.’

They entered the main building through an archway of red pillars topped with gold. The columns supported two blue dragons, guardians of the tiered, green-tiled roof. It was an impressive edifice, but as the two men traversed the cool, gilded corridors of the old house, penetrating ever more deeply into its recesses, and away from the bright midsummer light, Qiu noticed nothing except the patches on the heels of Sun’s black corduroy shoes scuttling along the polished wooden floor in front of him.

‘Hah, in here …’ Sun was standing before a wide door, on whose panels was portrayed a haunting watery moonscape. ‘Please follow me, Little Brother.’

Qiu dug his fingernails into his palms and adjusted his lips into their customary, neutral smile. ‘I am grateful for your kindness, Comrade Sun.’

He took a step forward, still conscious only of Sun’s back. Then the Deputy Controller stepped to one side and there it all was. The scene. The room. Exactly as the stories were told.

It was very large and the ceiling was high. The parquet flooring, highly polished, formed an intricate circular design. At the far end, a li away or so it appeared to Qiu, enormous windows gave on to a blue evening sky brushed by gently waving birch-tops. He knew that on the other side of those windows there was a lake, not unlike the one depicted on the walls, but without its beautiful long boats and modest ladies … and the huge table, yes, that was there too, and so was the Mahjong set.

Sun Shanwang marched down to the end of the table, where he took up position at Baba’s shoulder. ‘Qiu Qianwei,’ he said tersely.

‘Hah, hah … Qiu tongzhi …’

The Old One had called him Comrade. Qiu raised his eyes a fraction and stared down the long table at the room’s only other occupant. His nerves had begun to affect his sight: he saw as if through the wrong end of a telescope. A vast distance away sat a wizened old man, propped up by bulky cushions and supported by a padded triangular rest. His face was the colour of the paper on which they printed the Peoples’ Daily, but even from so far away Qiu could see that this old man had a smile, and that it was kind.

‘Come, come …’ His voice was a very soft whisper. Qiu stepped forward, trying to keep his face moulded into an expression of dispassionate respect. So frail, so very frail. The Old One seemed scarcely to breathe. On hearing Qiu approach, his wrinkled face very slowly wound itself into an even broader smile and he raised his hand an inch from the embroidered quilt that, even on this hottest of days, lay across his knees.

Qiu swallowed. All the blood in his body seemed to lift itself into his head and sweep away again, leaving him weak – for he realized that he was supposed to take the papery hand in his own. And he could not do it.

The Old One smiled, ever so gently, and nodded. ‘Yes,’ he whispered. ‘Take, take …’

Qiu hesitated. Then, very slowly, as if afraid of breaking the old man’s bones, he bent down and for a second cupped the proffered hand in his palm. He stared at the two hands, one of which had embraced Mao Zedong, and for an instant he seemed to float off the floor … Then the moment passed, and he breathed again.

‘Sit, sit.’

Sun Shanwang rammed a chair hard against the backs of Qiu’s knees, thereby injecting a breath of realism into the situation, and Qiu sat down abruptly. He was still very close to the Old One, however, and he had no intention of diverting his gaze; for he knew that he was in the presence of Revolutionary history and that even today there were Red Guards who would cheerfully give up their lives if only they could sit in this chair first. His hand had touched the Old One’s, which in turn had touched the Flame …

‘It is kind of you to sacrifice your time for me, Comrade.’ The voice was thin and insubstantial, like its owner; the words came out in short, slow sentences. ‘I am an old man now. You can see for yourself. You have many things to do. Many demands on your time.’ The look of anguished negation on Qiu’s face seemed to be the answer the old man sought, for he smiled his patient smile and said, ‘Those of us who are left … can no longer play a role. See how we in Central Intelligence are reduced to spending our days …’ He lifted his hand as if the effort cost him pain, and gestured feebly towards the table. Qiu tore his eyes from the ancient face before him and looked down. The Mahjong pieces were scattered about the surface in disarray, one game over, another yet to begin.

Sun slid into a chair opposite Qiu and scowled at him. ‘What do you say to Father, hah? No words to speak?’

‘My time is quite worthless, Baba. Especially when compared to your own. Please allow me to render every assistance.’

‘Thank you, Little Brother. I need your help.’

‘My help!’ Qiu was incredulous.

‘Yes. I hear many good reports of you. Your attitude is correct. Your viewpoint is straightforward. It is in accordance with the Party’s own. Also, I hear much of your intelligence. Genius, even that. Genius.’

The silence was very long.

‘Will you help me, Little Brother?’

Qiu’s reply came out, too quickly, in a quiet hiss. ‘Dangran.’ Yes.

The old man lethargically nodded his head. ‘Thank you. Thank you.’ From under his triangular, hooded eyebrows he observed how the red fire of Revolutionary ardour burned in the young man sitting beside him, and was pleased. He reached out towards the table, but his strength seemed to desert him, for he lay back against the cushions, chest heaving. He allowed his head to loll to one side, letting Sun read the message in his eyes, and nodded. Sun at once leaned forward and carelessly picked up one of the tiles lying face down in front of him.

‘Here you are, Little Brother. This is for you.’ He tossed it towards Qiu, as if indifferent, but the expression on his closed face was manifestly hard. He doesn’t approve, thought Qiu, and the knowledge brought its own unpleasant brand of excitement.

He looked down, careful to keep his face expressionless. The tile was made of ivory and it weighed heavy in his hand. The plain back was painted sky-blue. The front … he flipped it over and as if from outside himself watched his fingers uncurl, their muscles disabled by shock.

Cream background, a rough, thick red rectangle bisected by a slashing downwards stroke, red the colour of blood. Hong long.

Baba said: ‘I ask you to consent to be my Red Dragon, Little Brother.’

Red Dragon. At thirty-six, Qiu heard himself appointed Brigade Commander of Central Intelligence with the new rank of Colonel in the P.L.A., the reformed Peoples’ Liberation Army; the salary of a deputy alternate Politburo member; and the right to expect goodness knows what else besides in years to come. Oh yes, and a bullet as the price of failure … Qiu squeezed the tile, deriving irrational comfort from the feel of its hard edges grinding into his flesh.

‘What is the significance of the year 1997, Little Brother?’ It was Sun Shanwang, the Deputy Controller of Intelligence, who spoke. ‘You may ignore its being a year of the Ox …’

Qiu’s fingers folded over the tile, clenched it for an instant, and uncurled again.

‘1997, Little Brother …?’

Qiu’s head snapped up. ‘1997 … is the year when we shall recover what the imperialist lackeys took from us. Hong Kong will revert to the Middle Kingdom.’ But his thumb continued to stroke the ivory; moist flesh against the smoothness of time, a reminder of everything that endured …

‘That is right.’ Now the old man spoke, raising his voice a tone so as to penetrate the mists engendered in the young cadre’s brain by possession of the tile. ‘But Sun Zi reminds us. One thing to capture … another to hold.’ His eyes travelled sideways, and Qiu followed his glance. A few feet away from the table stood a revolving bookcase on a stand. The spines of two tomes were visible: Ping Fa, the Principles of War, by the ancient philosopher-general, Sun Zi, and the I Ching. On seeing the latter Qiu’s body rippled with a sudden chill. He had not seen that. Seen-it-but-not-seen it.

‘I want you to build me a wall.’

Qiu presented his smiling face to the Controller of China’s Central Intelligence Service and spread his hands. ‘A wall, Baba …?’

‘Yes. A wall around Hong Kong. A wall such as the capitalists and the Soviets will never breach again. Not as long as the Middle Kingdom lasts. But – the matter is urgent, very urgent. We must start the building now. You can do this for me, Little Brother? With your skills and your knowledge? You can build for me this wall? As you could build a wall in the game …’ He gestured towards the tiles. ‘The task is long. The difficulties are great.’

‘My poor abilities will not serve, Baba. I lack practical experience of such matters. I can only make things worse than they were before, with my clumsy ways.’

‘I think you are too modest, Little Brother.’

‘I am afraid when I think of how I shall disappoint you.’

‘Yet I have hope.’

‘Then obedience requires me to submit. This, naturally, I do with a fervent and earnest heart. I shall rely on the thought of Chairman Mao. As interpreted by his disciple, Leader Deng,’ he added hastily.

‘I know it. Although you have many things to master, before you can build my wall. As yet, you are but a man of theories. I know this. You will receive help and encouragement from Comrade Sun. He will be your mentor. Trust him. You are younger brother, he is elder. From now on, your family and his are one.’

‘Thank you, thank you.’

‘Also, you will have other teachers. One in particular, the Chrysanthemum. You have much to learn about Hong Kong, Little Brother. The Chrysanthemum is skilled in the ways of commerce, of business. He will help you. In time.’

‘The Chrysanthemum?’

‘He is a businessman of Hong Kong, who understands banks. There is a Russian bank to be destroyed. It is not only a bank. It houses and shelters Russian spies throughout the East. I want you to ruin it. The Chrysanthemum will help you. You must make this bank lend a huge amount of money, and then see that it is not repaid.’

Sun, aware that Qiu was reeling, hurriedly said: ‘We have much to discuss, Red Dragon. But Baba is tired. We will talk in the morning. For now, it is best if you go to your new quarters.’

‘May I ask –’

The words froze upon his lips. Directly opposite him a panel in the beautifully decorated wall slid open to reveal a bent black shadow, its face invisible in the fading light of dusk. Then it hobbled forward into the room and to his astonishment Qiu saw that it was a shadow with a substance, an old woman leaning on a stick, her free hand tucked behind her back.

‘Baba is tired, did you not hear?’ Her voice was cracked and hoarse, the voice of a peasant, but something told Qiu that this was no serf. Although her back was twisted almost double it was obvious that she did not lack energy or spirit, and her black pyjamas were of the finest quality. Her feet … for a second Qiu’s permanent expression dropped to be replaced by a look of naked curiosity. Her feet had been broken and bound. That could mean she was highly born.

‘You!’ The old woman raised her stick, levelled it across the table, and prodded Qiu in the chest. ‘Baba needs rest. He needs tea. He needs food. Out!’

Baba’s face displayed patient resignation, as if he had witnessed this scene before and knew he could do nothing to change its course. Sun Shanwang, however, for the first time that day showed a hint of satisfaction. Qiu realized that his audience with history was over. He edged his way backwards, unable to take his eyes from the Old One’s face until the last moment when, as if by magic, the door swung open and allowed him to pass through, out of the presence, the three people inside the room staring back at him with the serene impassivity of waxwork figures, framed in empty time.

Qiu found his wife sitting on a stool, surrounded by packing cases, with the shards of a broken cup in her hands and tears flowing down the plump cheeks of her plain face.

‘Qingqing! What’s the matter?’

She jumped at the sound of his voice and wiped her nose on the back of her hand.

‘Nothing, nothing. Happy to see you, Qianwei.’

His face softened a fraction and he allowed her one smile from his limited stock. Qiu’s smile was peculiar: for a second the very edges of his lips would flicker out of true into an exaggerated curve while his eyebrows rose halfway up his forehead. If you blinked you missed it. The facial gesture conveyed politeness, but involved no emotion.

‘You don’t like our new quarters – is that it?’

‘I like very much. Thank you, airen.’

They stared at each other, still numb with shock. Earlier that day he had left her in the apartment on the borders of Fengtai and Tongxian and that was one life; now here they both were, ensconced in a house of the Central Intelligence Mahjong compound and another life seemed to have begun. In the course of a few short hours, without reference to him, the authorities had transported his wife and their communal possessions from surroundings of spartan sufficiency to a home of enviable comfort. The couple were used to having every aspect of their lives ordered by the State but, even so, nothing had prepared them for such a momentous change.

‘Where is baby Tingchen?’

‘In our room, in his cot. He was asleep when I last looked.’

‘Is mother here as well?’

‘Yes, upstairs. In her room.’

‘Upstairs …?’ It was a house, Qiu reminded himself sharply; of course there was more than one storey. ‘She has her own room?’

‘Yes.’ Qingqing risked a wan smile. ‘Mama’s sulking.’

Qiu’s own mechanical smile flickered across his face. ‘Ha!’

‘She doesn’t like the orderly.’

‘The what?’

As if in answer he heard the clang of saucepans tumbling down next door and at once strode towards the kitchen, only to stop dead on the threshold.

‘You are who?’

The fat woman standing by the sink appeared to take no notice. She was wiping her hands on her greasy grey sam-fu; only when they were quite dry did she turn towards the doorway, frown and say, ‘Colonel, this kitchen is not good.’

Qiu swallowed.

‘Not enough places to store things. You will see about this, please. Tomorrow. No need to do it tonight,’ she added as a gracious afterthought.

Qiu backed away from the doorway, keeping his eyes fixed on the woman. Qingqing had unpacked a stool for him. He groped his way towards it and sat down. He opened his mouth but, before he could speak, another strange voice intruded on his muddled brain.

‘Hah … Colonel, please excuse.’

Qiu swung round to be confronted with a middle-aged man in the uniform of the Peoples’ Liberation Army, nervously twisting his cap in his hands.

‘You are who?’

‘Your driver, Colonel. You want the car tonight, hah?’

Qiu did not move his head but his eyes strayed to Qingqing’s face. No help there.

‘The car is where?’ he said at last.

‘Outside, Colonel.’

‘I see.’ Qiu did not get up at once. He continued to stare at his wife, who carefully kept her face under control. At last Qiu rose from his stool and strolled across to the window, but casually, as if this were an unplanned stop on his way to do something else. Qingqing watched his back, anxious for a cue. She noticed how as he approached the window his shoulders suddenly sagged and then quivered slightly. At last her curiosity got the better of her and she jumped up to be by his side.

They stared out for a long time, saying nothing; then simultaneously they turned away. After Qiu had counted up to ten he swung round, but the green Mercedes was still there.

The driver continued to twist his cap and keep his eyes firmly fixed on the floor.

‘Hah … car tomorrow at eight, okay?’

‘Hao.’ Right.

After the man left Qiu and Qingqing continued to stare at each other without speaking, afraid that words might break the magic spell which had them in thrall. At last he bent down to pick up the remains of the broken cup. ‘Better make a start, eh?’ he said.

There was much to be done; the household went to bed late that night. Qingqing thought her husband was exhausted so it surprised her when he pounced, draining off all his nervous energy into her placid body with a few quick thrusts. But there was something she very much wanted to say; and when he had finished and lay still she felt that, no matter how great the risk, this was the time to say it. After a long, calculating pause she summoned up her courage, stretched out one hand to touch him and, once she had satisfied herself that he really was asleep, whispered, ‘Whatever they want … whatever it is … please … succeed.’


CHAPTER 2

The Chinese woman was turning away from the grille with a slip of paper on which the teller had written her balance when she became aware of a commotion at the other end of the banking hall. Her eyes strayed instinctively to the huge oak-cased clock above the revolving doors. Twelve noon: the noise must signify that her father-in-law was on his way to the Hong Kong Club, with all the ritual paraphernalia that his progresses in and out of the Corporation usually involved.

She knew it would have been stupid and childish to go and hide behind a pillar, so instead she stood quite still in the middle of the marble floor, hoping that he would not notice her. But he did. He always did.

‘Jinny!’ Tom Young’s commanding voice easily carried the length of the hall. Simultaneously the phalanx of grey executives who surrounded their Chairman wheeled to the left, bearing down on the hapless woman. Jinny Young’s face froze; she looked as if she were anticipating a physical assault.

‘How nice to see you.’ Tom took one of her hands between his own and gave it a squeeze, while the grey phalanx looked on impassively.

‘Thank you, Tom. You seem very fit.’

It was true. The Chairman of the Pacific & Cantonese Banking Corporation was tall, lean and lightly tanned; he always looked like a man who had just returned from a cruise.

‘My doctor says there’s something about the making of money which agrees with my constitution.’ He spoke abruptly, without any attempt at the courtly humour which the words might have conveyed in another man’s mouth. ‘What brings you here?’

‘Oh, just seeing if I have any money left.’ She could not resist adding, ‘I am a customer of yours, you know.’

‘Do you?’

Jinny’s mouth had developed a tic. ‘Do I what?’

‘Have any money left?’

‘A few cents, maybe.’ She smiled up at him timidly, willing the banker’s cold façade to crack, but his expression remained as fierce as ever.

‘Good.’ Still clasping her hand he had led her aside, out of the phalanx’s earshot. ‘I’ve been trying to speak to Simon all week. Is he avoiding me?’

‘No, I’m sure not.’ She smiled idiotically, resenting the way he made her want to ingratiate. ‘He has been abroad for the past few days. Beijing, Tokyo, Taipei –’

Tom Young frowned, as if this answer was just about as wrong as it could be. ‘Well, tell him to phone as soon as he gets back, will you?’

‘Certainly, Tom. Can I say it’s about anything in particular?’

‘You can tell him to get his damn treasurer off my back, if you like.’ His lips almost got as far as a rueful smile, as if he were dimly conscious that this was not quite the way to address one’s son’s wife in public, even if she were Chinese. ‘I’ve told him before, I’m not lending on his scatterbrain projects and that’s flat!’

Tom Young had been at commercial war with his son for almost as long as Jinny could remember. Their quarrel had its origins in one of Simon’s earliest property speculations, but by now the skirmishes raged so far and wide that Jinny couldn’t begin to guess what was raising her father-in-law’s blood pressure to such a degree.

‘And now, my dear, if you’ll excuse me …’

Before Jinny could draw breath Tom Young had once more enclosed himself in his protective human tank and rumbled off towards the doors. For a moment she stood looking after him with a neutral expression on her face, while her rapidly beating heart subsided to its normal rate. You have to bear this, she told herself dispassionately. It is part of your fate. The price of happiness.

She hurried away from the Corporation’s headquarters, glad to be liberated from the oppressive gloom of its Victorian splendours, and hailed a cab to take her to the King Fook Gold and Jewellery Company in Des Voeux Road. Inwardly she was seething but no one looking at her would have known it; her appearance did not differ markedly from that of any other rich Chinese tai-tai on her way to the shops.

At last Jinny’s rage wore off and her mind began to busy itself with sums. She had more than enough money to pay for her husband’s present but things were not as simple as that. She had to consider how best to approach the negotiation in such a way as to save money while at the same time preserving her inner feelings of sacrifice and love. The smile on her lips widened a fraction. Economy could take a back seat today. She knew exactly what she wanted and she intended to have it.

The object of her desire was a set of dress studs with matching cuff links, each piece a diamond mounted in black onyx. Jinny had been sparring with her favourite assistant for several weeks now. He led her into his private sanctum at the back of the shop while they mouthed the usual pleasantries, but both of them knew that this was dealing-day.

‘Those studs,’ Jinny said casually. ‘The stones are very small.’

‘But excellent quality, Mrs Young.’

‘Oh, maybe. I can’t think of anyone who’d actually wear them, that’s the problem. Such a speculative buy.’

‘Would you care to see them again, Madam?’

‘Why not.’

He laid the tray on the desk between them and proffered a glass, but Jinny had already taken her own out of her handbag. ‘Small,’ she said after a while. ‘Like I said. And scratched, a couple of them.’

The assistant smiled. ‘I couldn’t possibly offer you imperfect goods, Mrs Young,’ he said, reaching out to remove the tray.

‘Leave them.’

He smiled again, and withdrew his hand.

‘How much?’

He named a figure and she laughed. ‘For Madam,’ he said hastily, ‘there is always a special price. Shall we say … one-third discount?’

‘They’re really not worth that kind of money,’ Jinny said as she scooped her glass back into the bag. ‘Thank you all the same.’

‘Would you care to place a value on them?’

She named a figure approximately two-fifths of his original price. The assistant spread his hands in a warding-off gesture, like a man who knows that his next remark will offend. ‘Please give me some face, Mrs Young.’

They haggled. Suddenly Jinny became impatient. It was late, Simon’s plane would be landing soon. The assistant, sensing her change of mood, seized the psychological advantage by reducing his latest figure a tiny fraction and they closed at once.

She had paid over the odds, but today for some reason she did not care. Simon would soon be home. Nothing else mattered. They had been married for nearly twenty years and there were times when she still missed him like a moonstruck girl whenever he went away.

Jinny took a cab to the house and as Ah Kum answered the door to let her in, said, ‘Calls?’

‘Dr Lim of the Red Cross phoned.’ Ah Kum scratched her ear, trying to remember what she was supposed to say. ‘He wanted … to tell you that …’ Her eyes widened in relief. ‘That he has lost his minutes of the last meeting of the Vietnam Orphans committee and could you please let him have a photostat of yours.’

‘All right. Anything else?’

‘Yes.’

Jinny waited impatiently. ‘Well?’

‘Ah … Your calligraphy class has been put back to Wednesday afternoon, three-thirty.’

‘What a nuisance. I shan’t be able to go; phone Mrs Khoo and tell her I’ve got a Save the Children Fund dinner that day … Oh, don’t you bother, I’ll do it myself. Now. Master will be home soon.’

‘All ready, all ready.’

‘Ready, are you? We’ll see.’

She went into Simon’s study and laid the leather jewellery-box on the exact centre of his blotter, where he could not fail to notice it. Then she turned to Ah Kum and said, ‘I will inspect now.’

Ah Kum followed her mistress through the house from top to bottom, marvelling at such thoroughness. Every surface capable of bearing dust was fingered, every coverlet straightened, each vase moved a fraction. It isn’t natural, reasoned Ah Kum to herself; after twenty years she ought to be playing Mahjong or bedding a lover, not searching high and low for dirt. Then she caught a glimpse of the light in Jinny’s eyes and her own expression softened. Love – that’s what came of marrying a foreign devil, with his romantic, impractical ways, handsome bastard though he was. Rich devil, too. Still …

The tour of inspection ended in the living-room, with Jinny making a minute adjustment to the silver-framed photograph of the children that stood on an occasional table by the door. Above the table hung a mirror. The two women, mistress and servant, looked into it together and perceived different images. Jinny, suddenly depressed, saw a once lovely face now verging on middle age, its makeup less than perfect; hair that was brittle and suffering from split ends; a neck that no longer was smooth. But when Ah Kum regarded the reflection of her mistress she saw a fine-boned, beautiful woman in the prime of life: well-groomed, expensively dressed, with rounded features rendered a touch erotic by the presence of a single black mole on the hairline above the right, perfectly almond-shaped eye.

Jinny raised a hand to her forehead and adjusted a lock of hair. Her hands were her most exquisite features: the fingers long and tapering, the skin unmarred by age. Ah Kum watched them enviously.

Two pairs of eyes met in the mirror and simultaneously the women sighed, then smiled.

The doorbell rang. Jinny stiffened. For a second, every line of her body seemed to quiver with energy; then, just as suddenly, she was still.

‘Master?’ said Ah Kum doubtfully. ‘He is early.’

‘Don’t stand there gawping, Ah Kum. Answer the door!’

Jinny followed the servant into the hallway, pausing by the mirror to smooth her hair one last time. She heard the door open and turned to greet her husband with a smile.

But it was not Simon who stood on the step.

Every man has his own special way of coming home and Simon Young was no exception. Most of his peers in Hong Kong regarded him as an eccentric Englishman – eccentric even by the standards of that distinctly individual colony. While the tai-pans of the other great trading hongs were wafted in their Rolls-Royces from Kai Tak Airport through the tunnel to ‘Hong Kong Side’ and the air-conditioned mansions in Shek-O, the Managing Director of Ducannon Young preferred to take a taxi to the Star Ferry and finish his homeward journey with a trip across the harbour. Sometimes, if he had no luggage, he even forsook the taxi and went by the 200 bus.

Today, however, he had a suitcase with him and he hailed a cab. The drive to the ferry began with a long, grey bobsleigh run between high tenement walls, with their protruding poles of washing, which he always found depressing, so he used the opportunity to scan the newspapers. Ta Kong Pao had nothing to say, but then the communist press in Hong Kong was notoriously boring as well as predictable. The South China Morning Post had an article on the coming fusion of the four stock exchanges, which Simon read with mounting irritation. How ludicrous it seemed to promulgate reforms of that kind just twelve years short of handover. The Peoples’ Republic of China would decide what happened to the Hong Kong exchanges, not Britain.

At the ferry he headed for the second-class entrance, thereby saving himself twenty cents, and humped his case down the ramp. It was evening, the ferry was full, but he found himself a place at the front where he could stand among the homeward-bound workers and look out over the harbour. It was good to feel a breeze on his face again and smell the rich tropical scents: intangible but real benefits which no car journey could ever confer. In late September the heat and humidity steadied at a tolerable level; and this evening the skies were clear, affording him a view of the Peak. Simon breathed deeply. Twelve more years to go. A gross of months …

As the ferry eased its way towards the island his eyes narrowed. Work on the Hong Kong & Shanghai Banking Corporation’s new headquarters went on day and night now; he had been away for less than a week, but even so, progress was noticeable and the building was all but complete. People couldn’t understand the rush. ‘You’re mad,’ Simon’s father had bluntly told the Bank’s President. ‘You’re going to finish just in time to hand it all over to the Mainland Chinese …’

The new edifice dominated the waterfront, towering above the neighbouring Mandarin Hotel as if in truth determined to scrape the sky. Just before the ferry docked Simon caught a glimpse of Stephen and Stitt, the two bronze lions that guarded the Bank’s doors, and with a wry smile he recalled how a feng shui man had been called in to supervise their removal from the Bank’s old forecourt. Tom Young was furious when he heard about that. For him it represented just another lost battle in his long war with all things oriental.

Simon slung his jacket over his shoulder and strode up the ramp with a long, loping stride while Chinese and Europeans alike scuttled out of his path. Anyone in Hong Kong who stood six feet four inches in his socks tended to carry his own space around with him like an anti-magnetic field. Besides, he was well-known, his reputation went before him and no one cared to get in his way.

Luk Seng Kay was waiting at the barrier as arranged, his familiar worried frown even deeper than usual.

‘Nei ho ma?’

‘Hoh-le, hoh-le, dor jeh.’ Luk felt somehow slighted when his employer addressed him in Cantonese. The Managing Director of Ducannon Young was entitled to have English spoken at all times, or so his servant thought. ‘Boss, we got a big problem at home.’

Old Luk and his wife Ah Kum had looked after Simon’s family for many years. He was one of nature’s pessimists, but Simon knew him well enough to realize that he had come home to a genuine crisis. ‘What’s up, Lao Luk?’

Luk carried his bags over to the waiting Porsche and loaded them swiftly into the boot. ‘Visit,’ he said abruptly as he stiffly unfolded himself into the passenger seat, knowing that Simon would want to drive. ‘We got visitor, from that place.’ He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. Simon was startled. He wasn’t expecting anyone from the Peoples’ Republic of China.

‘Who?’

‘Gongganju.’

‘Police? P.S.B.?’

‘Right, right.’

Simon accelerated across the Chater Road lights and headed towards Wanchai, grateful for once that Luk had borrowed Jinny’s Porsche. The streets were packed with people, locals and tourists. Normally he would have enjoyed the busy spectacle, and not minded the traffic jams, but such unwelcome news made him eager to be home.
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