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Note





This book is a work of fiction. All the characters and incidents in it are imaginary.




 





Conventions for rendering Chinese names changed in the course of the twentieth century. Canton is now Guangzhou, Peking is Beijing, Fukien is Fujian, and so on. Characters in this novel use the form of name appropriate to their time and place. 
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PROLOGUE


Tom Stewart








 







 





Longevity can be a form of spite. I am an old man myself now, and I recognise the symptoms.


This morning I met my nearest neighbour, Ming Tsin-Ho, on the path down into the village. Ming lives a hundred yards below me in a house with an ugly red-moon gate. On top of the gate is a purple dragon with green eyes and a yellow tongue. Ming bought this monstrosity in the New Territories and had it shipped here in one piece to be dragged up the hill by coolies.


The Chinese like dragons. They think of them as benign. Chinese dragons have many magical attributes, including the ability to choose whether or not they wish to be visible.


I like the fact that the South China Sea has so many moods. Sometimes the water is blue and translucent; sometimes a dirty, turbulent brown. Today it was a choppy grey-green. A faint haze blurred the view over to Hong Kong island. It was a cool morning by local standards. Ming was standing looking at his gate. He was wearing black loose-cut trousers and a white jacket and his absolutely bald head was glistening. He had an expression I had never seen before, a glassiness around the eyes which for a moment made me think he must be drunk. I looked more closely and realised the unfamiliar expression was in fact a smile, a glee he was unable to suppress. He had the air of wanting to talk. I said:


‘Good morning, Mr Ming.’


‘Mr Stewart – this is a sad morning. I have just heard the news of my poor brother’s death,’ he said, beaming, in Cantonese.


So that was it. Ming’s brother was a star of Cantonese opera, an authentic celebrity in that rebarbative form. My grandson had even once taken me to see him in a film, God help me, a comedy dominated by slapstick and the broad physical humour of what in Britain would have been music hall. Ming had not been on speaking terms with his famous younger sibling for the best part of half a century. It was a great topic of conversation on Cheung Chau island, where we both live. Once, when Ming had sued one of the local seafood restaurants after tripping over a chair on the pavement, they had retaliated by displaying posters of his brother in the window until the case was settled out of court. Now Ming was straightforwardly and unmistakably glad that his brother was dead. He held out a copy of Today, one of the least bad of the Chinese newspapers.


‘Nothing in here yet. It will be in the evening papers,’ he said, still beaming. 
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Dawn Stone

























Chapter One





When I was a teenager I used to play a game called Count the Lies. The idea was pretty simple: I just made a mental note of every time I heard someone tell a porky, and kept a running total. It was a one-player game, a form of solitaire. Some days I started playing the game after some more than usually gross piece of hypocrisy or cant at school, some days it would be triggered by something I saw on TV or heard on the radio or read in a paper or magazine or book. Most of the time, though, what started me off on Count the Lies was my parents. It wasn’t so much any specific thing they said as the whole family atmosphere. It was the air we – even that ‘we’ was a kind of lie – breathed. Some days the lies I counted began with ‘Good morning’ (Why? What’s good about it?), carried on through ‘We want you back by half past eleven’ (No you don’t, you don’t want me back at all) and finished with ‘Goodnight’ (the lie here being: oh so you care, do you?).


If I had to explain in a sentence why I came to Hong Kong and why I now do what I do, that sentence would be this: money doesn’t lie.


Money doesn’t lie. It can’t. People lie about money, but that’s different.




*





I have no false modesty about my abilities – in case it ever seems as if I do, let me now state for the record that I think I’m shit-hot – but I nonetheless freely admit I wouldn’t have done the things I have without four big breaks. The first of them was my job on the middle-market middle-England tabloid, the Toxic. (Not its real name.) Prior to that my life went like this: home, school, Durham University, journalism course at Cardiff, job on local paper in Blackpool. I should explain that I am just old enough to have grown up in the days when you were expected to train in journalism on regional papers before moving to London and the nationals. This was back in the Palaeolithic, before Eddie Shah took on the unions and Murdoch broke them. Mastodons roamed the banks of the Thames. Some tribes had not yet learned the secret of fire. Men were men, women were women, small furry animals lived in well-justified fear, and the only people allowed to operate the A3 photocopier in the corner of the office were members of the National Graphics Association. Say what you like about Mrs Thatcher.


Nowadays someone as bright and ambitious and sassy as I thought I was would start hawking pieces to magazines and papers while still at college, and the plan would be to bypass all that grubby cloth-cap crap about reporting and head as quickly as possible for the clean, well-lit uplands of commentary, opinion, and a column with your second most flattering photo at the top. (Second most flattering, because if you chose the best one (a) your colleagues would take the piss out of you for being vain and (b) people who met you would think, oh, she looks nice in the photo but in real life she could pass for a boxer’s dog.) This, however, was the old days. So I spent eighteen months in Blackpool at the Argus, doing all the usual stuff from local fairs to sport to news (Granny drives Reliant Robin over cliff, survives) to gradually more interesting court cases, to features and eventually – yes – a column. Since the choice of snaps was provided by Eric the staff photographer the idea of a flattering picture was relative. It was more a question of finding one which didn’t make me look like Mussolini.


The other thing which happened was I changed my name. I was christened Doris. Doris! These days I could probably sue my parents for damages. The trouble is that anyone stupid enough to call a child Doris won’t have any assets worth suing for. Dawn Stone made an infinitely better byline.




*





There were lots of local papers. Blackpool wasn’t a random choice. It was, is, regularly the site of party conferences, and I reckoned that if I couldn’t make useful contacts with the nationals during party conferences I might as well give up and train as a solicitor (which was Plan B). I hope I sound as obsessed as I actually was with this issue of breaking out into the nationals. I daresay if I’d gone to Oxbridge I would have had at least half a dozen chums who fell out of bed and into useful, networkable positions on the kind of paper I wanted to work for. But I didn’t, and I didn’t, and I knew that I would have to make any contacts I would use. It was a comfort to tell myself that I wouldn’t have had it any other way.


I had my first brushes with the nationals about two months before my first party conference season, during a missing-child case which turned into a search for a body and then, about six months later, into a murder case. (It was the stepfather. Imagine everybody’s surprise.) The story would normally have been out of my league at the paper, as a new arrival, but I had written the initial ‘Where’s Little Jimmy?’ item and so I stayed with it, on and off, until I left. The London hacks were all over it from the start, richer and pushier and yobbier than I had expected, though the man I met and became friends with, Bob Berkowitz, was none of those things. He turned up at the office one day looking for Ken, an old mate from the Brighton Courier, now the Argus’s chief reporter. I looked up from my manual typewriter – there’s a Flintstones-era detail – and saw a short shy man with dark curly hair and glasses, carrying a coat and looking tactically bewildered; bewildered in that way people look when they want you to notice and to offer help.


‘Can I help you?’ I asked, almost certainly in a not very helpful way, a twenty-four-year-old girl scowling over a desk.


‘Is Ken around?’


‘Out on a story.’


He looked at his watch, frowning. ‘But the pubs are shut,’ he said. I gave him one of those laughs you do to show you appreciate the effort someone’s made in making a joke, and we got talking.


Berkowitz was a cut above the usual reptile – that was part of the signal he sent. He wrote longish reportage for the Toxic and was out-of-the-closet-except-to-his-mother-who-probably-knew-but-it-was-never-spoken-about gay. One evening at his flat near Tower Bridge he told me he was ‘an intellectual’, thus becoming the only working journalist I ever heard use the word about himself. We hit it off right from the start.


‘It’s not so much a piece about the kid’s disappearance per se,’ Berkowitz explained to me later, across the road, in the pub we called The Dead Brian. (Real name, The Red Lion.) ‘I’m interested in the effect of these crimes on people and on communities. The aftershocks. What happens at the time when the story isn’t on the front pages any more? How do people get on with their lives?’


I was able to help him out with some contacts and background stuff, and he was nicer about asking for it than people from the nationals usually were; they tended to come over all smarmy and ‘we’re all in this together’ when they needed a favour, and the rest of the time acted like they had it on good authority that their own shit didn’t smell. This was something I got a good look at during that conference, Kinnock’s second as party leader, the one after the one when he fell on his bum in the water while trying to walk along the beach looking dignified and visionary. That conference has happy memories for me, because it was the occasion of my first break. I went out for a few drinks on the last but one evening with Berkowitz and a couple of his London friends. One of them was a broadsheet hack, another was a Tory apparatchik, a back-room boy for one of the big shots, in town for a bit of spying and to write a think-piece for one of the right-wing papers. Berkowitz left early to file some copy, and the rest of us ended up at my flat, where we got exceptionally drunk. I don’t remember how the evening finished, other than being sick and going to bed at some point around five, having somehow called a cab for the apparatchik before passing out. The hack was on the sofa, having conked out a while before.


Gosh, how I don’t miss so many things about my twenties. I had to work the next day. The morning was heavy going. I kept sneaking off to the loo and dry-retching. At lunchtime there was a buzz from reception saying someone had come to see me. It was the Tory back-room boy. He was wearing dark glasses and looked as hung over as any human being I had ever seen. At close range I noticed he was trembling slightly. He had changed his suit but still smelt of drink.


‘Can we go somewhere?’


For a split second I wondered if we had had sex at some point in the depths of the night before. No – I might be blurry on the details, but I was confident I’d remember that.


There was a crappy hotel with a crappy bar not far away. We went there and he ordered two Bloody Marys. By this time I found I could remember his name: Trevor.


‘Feeling a bit rough,’ he said, playing with the swizzle stick. When he took the shades off, his eyes were bloodshot. We took his-and-hers swigs of our drinks.


‘Bit out of line last night,’ he said. ‘Thing is, I told you a couple of things I shouldn’t have. You know. Real D-notice stuff. I’ll have to ask you to keep it, er, them, under your, er, hat. I could lose my job.’


He was having trouble with his tone. That last remark wasn’t sure whether it wanted to be a plea or a threat. I put my hand on his wrist for a second.


‘I won’t breathe a word.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘I can’t tell you how grateful I am.’


‘Think nothing of it.’


‘I won’t forget this.’


He finished his drink. He looked at his watch.


‘Well –’


‘Don’t let me keep you. Thanks for the drink.’


‘No, thank you.’


He scuttled off.


I had then, and have still, no idea what secret he was talking about, but six weeks later I had a call from the diary editor of the Toxic, who had been at university with our Trev. He asked if I could send some clippings and ‘pop down to London for a chat’. That was my first break.




*





Robin Robbins, diary editor of the Toxic, was the first posh person I ever got to know well. He had a posh person’s affectation of using language that either exaggerated or minimised the amount of effort involved in doing something. In his world people ‘strolled’ over to the East End to cover a gangster’s funeral, and ‘hurtled’ to the stationery cupboard to get a new typewriter ribbon. To ‘pop’ meant to take a six-hour round trip to London by train, and to ‘chat’ meant to undergo a job interview.


He took me to lunch. The restaurant was airy, light, noisy, and metropolitan. The waiters wore blue-and-white striped aprons cut open across the back to show their bums. One of them flirted with me, which helped me to feel, albeit very faintly, as if I knew what was going on. Robin did a certain amount of Durham/Cardiff/Blackpool small talk, and asked me how I knew Berkowitz, who he said had ‘something terribly New York about him’. (This meant that Berkowitz was Jewish.) Robin asked me what I thought about Princess Diana’s dress sense. I called her Lady Diana and he corrected me by using the right locution without any emphasis. Something about him made me aware that for the first time in my life I was meeting someone who would genuinely, literally, given the right circumstances, sell his grandmother. It was an exciting feeling.


‘What’s the most important thing for any diary journalist?’ Robin asked.


I thought: self-hate. I said:


‘Contacts!’


By the time we got to coffee he was talking about the job.


‘The diary is where new talent gets its first try on the paper. It’s our nursery, our colts team, our apprentices’ workshop. It’s where most people started, present company included. As I said when I rang you, this is not a permanent job, as such. Three months, with the prospect of more work after if we get along, from your point of view as well as ours. By the end of that time you’ll probably be my boss, or editing one of our rival papers.’


And if it doesn’t work out, tough shit. For my leaving do in Blackpool, we went to the Dead Brian and then drunk-drove dodgem cars.




*





The diary was a gossip column, and the page – Dexter Williams’s Diary, after its notional founder – was the usual mix of anonymous innuendo and spite and half-truth, concentrating on the worlds of media, showbiz, politics, and the explosively burgeoning field of the famous-for-being-famous. Nothing wrong with that, you might well say, given that it’s what the customers are known to want – and Toxic market research showed that Dexter was one of the first things the punters turned to in the morning. The trouble was, I hated everything about it. To get stories you needed contacts, and I didn’t have any; plus, not having done anything like it before, I found that I couldn’t bear the whole business of picking up fag ends, working stories up out of nothing, and all the rest. One of the ways in which people usually made a start as diarists was by shopping friends – i.e. taking things friends had told them in confidence and turning them into saleable pieces. Posh people and people with London connections had a big head start.


To make it worse, I was not the only person who had been taken on to do ‘my’ job. This was standard management practice at the Toxic, part of the culture: you would give two people the same job description and resources, see who came out on top, and then sack the other one, usually by moving them sideways and downwards to a job they couldn’t possibly accept. As a management technique this was impressively horrible. The person given the same job as me was a chubby public schoolboy called Rory Waters.


On my first day I arrived a careful three minutes early to find him sitting at the next desk, already typing something (what? what?).


‘Er, I’m Dawn,’ I said.


‘How d’ye do?’ said Rory.


‘This is Rory,’ said Robin, arriving out of nowhere and looking, as usual, like the obvious murder suspect in a production of Agatha Christie. ‘He’s just joined us, and he’ll be helping us out a bit here too. I’m sure’ – this with a hint of menace – ‘you’ll hit it off famously.’


Rory was posh, pushy, and thick. He had a round white face with a pink shaving rash around the collar of his striped shirt and, like all the other boys on the diary, he wore suits all the time. Worst of all, everybody at the Toxic seemed to love him. I suppose that was because he didn’t mind being a bit of a joke; this made him easy to tease, to laugh with instead of at, and therefore to work with too. The way in which he and the other men on the diary – it was Robin, four men and me; I was also the only one educated in the state system – slipped instantly into male-bonded mode could not have wound me up more. I was uptight, on the defensive, constantly aware of being on probation, in a new job, a new city, despising my colleagues and wanting to fit in with them at the same time, doing work which was completely unlike what I’d expected and for which I had no aptitude. Every morning I woke up feeling as if I’d swallowed something that was working its way around my stomach.


At the end of my third day at the Toxic, after I’d put together a world-shaking item about some D-list cokehead actor telling a paparazzo to fuck off outside San Lorenzo’s, Berkowitz invited me to go for a drink in the Paranoia Factory, as the office wine bar was known. He told me that he was going to leave the Toxic to go and work for a broadsheet I’ll call the Sensible.


‘They want me to write explanatory narrative pieces,’ he said, adding, somewhere between pride and sheepishness, ‘Apparently they liked the stuff I did about little Jimmy in Blackpool.’


I felt not tearful exactly, but the possibility of tears. I only knew one person at the Toxic, and he was leaving.


‘Great,’ I said. ‘Just great. I’m thrilled for you.’


There may be people who do their best work in an environment where they feel friendless, isolated, paranoid, conspired against, tokenised, objectivised, and chippy. I’m not one of them. I will spare the details of the next three months. In Blackpool I had lived in a high-ceilinged flat with a view over the sea; I could come and go without bumping into anyone, and if I had a half pint of milk in the fridge when I went to bed I could get up in the morning and be confident it would still be there. I didn’t have to listen to anyone else’s music, field anyone else’s phone calls, console anyone else for their troubles, or remove anyone else’s pubic hair from the bath plug. In London, living in a shared house in Stockwell with a solicitor friend from Durham and three of her new London chums, none of that was true. There were sex noises, London noises, bathroom noises, argument noises (‘You’re the drama queen’); when I came home from work, wanting only to crawl into my burrow and drag the door in after me, I was instead reimmersed into the ongoing, reeking sitcom of communal living. It felt like a major step backwards. And although I was better off in notional terms, everything in London was so much more expensive that in practice I had less money. That stank too.


To make things worse, my love life – one of those phrases where you can use inverted commas in any configuration: my ‘love life’, my ‘love’ life, my love ‘life’ – had not thrived. In Blackpool I had been going out with a photographer called Michael Middleton. Or rather, a ‘photographer’ is what he would have called himself if he’d been American; being English, he would tell people that he worked in a bookshop, and let them only gradually realise that photography was his chief interest, his main talent, and the whole of what he wanted to do for the rest of his life. (The British see this kind of thing as a form of modesty. Americans – foreigners in general – see it as an especially invidious form of boasting and superiority complex. Nowadays I agree with them.) He used his wages from the bookshop to subsidise the time he spent taking trendily desolate pictures of Blackpool ‘holidaymakers’, the piers and the arcades, condoms washed up on the beach, discarded bags of chips, boarded-up shops, dead seagulls, etc.


It was in his place of work, the town’s only half-decent bookshop, that I met Michael. I was standing at a shelf of staff recommendations, fingering a copy of Angela Carter’s Nights at the Circus with a label on the shelf below it that said ‘Her best yet!’, signed ‘MM’. The other two books on the shelf were the 1985 Good Food Guide with a label reading, ‘It’ll make you hungry: Kevin’ and Martin Amis’s novel Money with the label, ‘Amy says: fabulous prose stylist’. I was standing there thinking, I’ll read this eventually, why not take the plunge now. On the other hand I was also thinking, £8.95 for a book? And I suppose another part of me was liking the idea of being the kind of twenty-four-year-old femme sérieuse who bought new fiction in hardback.


‘It’s dead good,’ said a voice behind me with an educated Geordie accent. I turned: a boy my age, skinny, good-looking, black jeans and T-shirt, slightly floppy but the accent worked against that. ‘I’m the one who put it on the recommended shelf,’ he added, with a nicely friendly, ‘we-Angela-Carter-fans-are-in-this-together’ air.


‘You’re MM?’


‘Michael.’


‘So it’s better than The Bloody Chamber?’


‘If you don’t like it,’ he said, ‘and as long as you don’t tell the boss, bring it here and I’ll give you your money back.’


I bought it, read it, liked it, came back a week or so later, got chatting, went out for a drink, and so on. We started seeing each other.


Michael-and-me went brilliantly at the start, as these things do when they go at all, then we had the usual getting-to-know-you rows, and then settled into a basically pretty good relationship.


The trouble was that I made no secret of wanting to move to the nationals in London, whereas Michael, determined to stick to his policy of ‘It’s better oop North’, had a big thing about not doing that; so we had no implied future. In fact, those very words used to pop into my head at times, when I thought about Michael and how much I liked him: no implied future.


Few relationships benefit from the people involved living two hundred and fifty miles apart. When I moved to London everything began to work less well, including, for the first time, the sex, with me keen to see Michael roughly every other weekend but less keen to spend the entire two days in bed, which is what he wanted to do. I was glad that he wanted it so badly, while at the same time not wanting it quite as much myself. And I must admit that I wondered what he got up to when I wasn’t there, since Michael was a good-looking boy, and Blackpool a holiday kind of town. There were also complicated amounts of feeling invested in the fact that if I failed in London one of the big obstacles to our living together would disappear: I would be free to move back to Blackpool, or wherever, and Michael would be free to move in with me, which is what he said he wanted. So I at some level suspected him of wanting me to fail. I felt I had to soft-pedal my doubts and general downness about the Toxic, because he was enjoying or taking comfort from hearing them. Not good, in short.


The day before I moved to London, Michael told me that the business with the staff recommendations shelf had been a scam. He and Amy had switched books so that they could accidentally-on-purpose approach customers they fancied, with their chat-up line already scripted. Amy hated Martin Amis, and Michael had never read a single word Angela Carter had written. Kevin, an asexual fattie, had made the only heartfelt choice.



















Chapter Two





I had a week to go – four working days, to be precise – of my probationary three months when I had my second break. It was pretty clear by this point that I wasn’t going to be kept on at the paper. Chubby Rory was getting on so well with everyone at the Toxic that the editor himself (nickname: Headcase) had even once been seen to smile at him in the corridor, the equivalent for another man of inviting him home to be sucked off by his wife. But the waters were closing over my head, and I could tell from people’s polite but disengaged manner of dealing with me, shared by everyone from oily Robin to Davina the diary secretary, that no one thought I was going to be around for much longer. It was partly as a symptom of this state that I was working a Sunday-for-Monday shift in what was going to be my last week. Sundays have an odd feel on a daily paper and tend to attract a high percentage of the unhappy-at-home; people who find it easier to get their stuff into the paper when there’s less competition; people who can’t (or couldn’t, since it’s changed so much) stand the English Sunday; and people like me, who saw it as one less day with all their colleagues present. It’s also a hard day to generate diary stories, and I was working on two particular duds: a story in anticipation of a Monday-night book party at which two biographers who had once thrown glasses of wine over each other would be likely to meet again, and some dreck about a toff’s son who had landed a job at the BBC despite a definitive lack of qualifications. I was not feeling at my most Martha Gellhorn-like.


The phone rang. A male voice with a respectable working-class South London accent said:


‘Is that Dexter Williams?’


Eleven weeks before, that would have made me smile.


‘Yes, it is, Dawn Stone speaking, how can I help you?’


There was a longish pause, during which I could hear street noise in the background. He was calling from a payphone.


‘I’ve got something for you.’


This wasn’t unusual. In addition to the regular contacts and suppliers of titbits – or ‘tasty nibbles’, as Robin used to call them – the diary would be approached by people who wanted to get something off their chests and earn a few quid in the process. We got some good stuff this way but these irregular informants also had the potential to be a pain in the arse.


‘May I ask what it’s about?’


‘Yeah, you may. But I’m not going to tell you.’


Six out of seven unsolicited calls are unusable, and of those about half are from the clinically insane. Most of them are men, though there’s a gender distinction in that female nutters tend to witter on, whereas male ones tend to be paranoid (that’s paranoid in the non-colloquial sense).


‘You have to give me a clue,’ I said, thinking: he’ll refuse, I’ll say I can’t help him, he’ll say something offensive, I’ll hang up, he’ll call Nigel Dempster at the Mail, and I’ll go back to my nice quiet Sunday-for-Monday biographer’s wine throwing. But what he said to me next made me think different.


‘It’s about Fancy Nancy,’ said my new friend. This got me listening. Fancy Nancy was a not-all-that-junior member of the Royal Family with theatrical pretensions (one reason for the nickname) who was rumoured to be a closet homosexual (the other reason) and who had become engaged to be married six months before to a hospital registrar, a Duke’s daughter. The couple had met on a country-house weekend: ‘half the time banging away at pheasants, the other half at each other’, according to Robin, who sounded as if he knew the formula well.


‘You have my attention,’ I said, sinking slightly in my chair and swivelling it around to look out over the largely empty newsroom. Across the office a columnist was watering a plant on her desk while holding a phone receiver to her ear with her shoulder. ‘Where and when would you like to meet?’


A coffee bar on Gloucester Road about three quarters of an hour later. I said he’d be able to recognise me by my yellow coat and the copy of the Sunday Toxic under my arm.


Duncan – as he turned out to be called; Saint Duncan, as I prefer to think of him – was a very tall, short-haired, fit, neat man of about twenty-five with an air that wasn’t military but also wasn’t the opposite of military. He’d done three years in the Household Cavalry and been invalided out with pneumothorax trouble, having nearly died of a collapsed lung during exercises in Canada. He wasn’t insane, but he was angry. He’d just lost the job he had had since leaving the army, and that job – at this point in the story the soundtrack swelled with hosannas of praise – was as a footman at ‘The Palace’: that’s Buckingham Palace. There had been a row, he had been sacked, and now it was payback time.


St Duncan had overheard a screaming match between Fancy Nancy and his fiancée, the upshot of which was that she was now his ex-fiancée. He had overheard another reference to this later in the day from another, more senior Royal, whose name he rather sweetly wouldn’t give.


‘It’s 100 per cent kosher,’ he said. I said that I would talk to my boss, check the story out, and if it stood up and we ran it we would pay him £10,000 in cash. And then I did – though I say so myself – a clever thing. I went back to the office, took off my coat, put my bag down, put a piece of paper in my crappy typewriter, and didn’t say a word about what had happened. This was partly the rat-like cunning all journalists need, partly the need to make sure how I felt before I mentioned anything to Robin or Derek the Pink Pig (his deputy, on duty that Sunday). So I wrote my wine-throwing story and my BBC dimwit story and went home.


The big event in the daily life of any newspaper is called conference. This is when section editors – News, Features, Foreign, Sport, Diary, Editorial, Op-Ed, and so on – sit around a table with the editor and deputy editor and discuss what’s going to be in the paper the next day. It’s a big deal for all concerned. There are lots of opportunities to squash and be squashed, especially for those with a rich variety of techniques for weeing on other people’s ideas.


At the Toxic, conference was at 11 o’clock. At ten-thirty, Robin used to have a diary conference before conference, so that he did not have ‘to go naked into the conference chamber’. (Robin, incidentally, was one of those Englishmen who it is hard to imagine ever being naked.) For the Monday I had dressed up very carefully in a dark-red Chanel suit, my most expensive ever clothes purchase by about 300 per cent, and much too eighties and power-dressy for me now (though it still fits). I was in full face paint and armour, and when Robin asked, ‘Any tasty nibbles?’ I was, for the first time, the first to speak. The Dexter house style was to seem as understated and bored as possible, the more so the hotter the story seemed.


‘Teensy something about Fancy Nancy,’ I said. ‘X-th in line to the throne. Apparently the wedding is off.’


There was a certain amount of shifting in seats and eyebrow raising. Robin naturally looked as if he was about to fall asleep.


‘Source?’


‘Sorry – can’t.’


‘Cash?’


‘Ten.’


‘Quality?’


I shrugged and looked modest. This meant somewhere between good and very good.


‘Details?’


‘Screaming rows. She threw a wobbly on Thursday and said it’s all over. By Friday the other members of the Firm had been told.’


‘Hmmm. Anything else?’


I shook my head. We moved on to other business but I could see Robin was convulsed with curiosity about where I’d got my story and whether he could trust me enough to raise it himself in conference. My isolation from my colleagues, their lack of interest in me and my life, worked to my advantage: they had no way of knowing where on earth this might have come from, so finally had no choice other than chalking it up to my journalistic skills.


An hour and a half later, Robin came over to my desk on the way back from conference.


‘Mentioned your story to David and Peter,’ he said. David was the editor; Robin never used the nickname Headcase. Peter was Peter Stow, the paper’s royal correspondent, by general consent the most humanly repellent in the business, and a considerable power at the Toxic. ‘Peter said it was total bollocks. Don’t worry – all that means is he hadn’t already heard it.’ And with that he swanned back to his office. No one breathed a word to me for the rest of the day. I went home early, took Tuesday off – as I was scheduled to do, since I’d worked Sunday for Monday – and spent it seeing my friend Jenny, having a massage at the health centre, buying a dress from Joseph that I took back three days later, and, intermittently but with conviction, crying. On Wednesday on my way in to the office I saw the front page of the Toxic screaming out from news-stands:




IT’S OFF





in seventy-two-point type. Underneath was written:


‘By Peter Stow, Royal Correspondent’.


The name was accompanied by a naff little crest, as if to suggest to the unalert reader that Peter himself was royal too. When I got to the office I went straight to the loo and cried for fifteen minutes. I managed to get to my desk without making eye contact with any of my colleagues. As I sat down, a presence loomed behind me. I turned. It was Headcase.


‘You’re late,’ he said. He stood with his hands in his pockets and flexed up and down on his feet. Then he said, as if addressing a larger audience, but without looking up,


‘It’s Peter’s byline, but it’s your story, and it’s your job.’


That was my second big break.


Two days later I got home from work to find Michael sitting on my doorstep in the rain with a huge duffel bag beside him and his box of camera equipment under his bum. He said, ‘Apparently they have bookshops in London too.’




 *





The joke was that when I did eventually get the sack it turned out to be my third big break. This was ten years later.


Some things had changed in the intervening decade. Headcase had ‘a nervous’; he spent six months in a bin and left journalism. Peter Stow dropped dead. Robin got his job only to be sacked when the Toxic decided to hire his disaffected opposite number from the Express. Berkowitz was briefly editor of the Sensible before falling victim to its famously toxic office politics and taking a job editing a magazine called Asia in Hong Kong. Chubby Rory now edits Dexter; when we meet at a party, we fall into each other’s arms with cries of ‘Babycakes!’


As for me: I moved from Dexter to the news desk, won an award for pieces about the Herald of Free Enterprise, moved to Features, was poached by The Times, then left after three months to be features editor of the Sensible; did that for two years, then moved to the same job on its sister Sunday (more pay, more status, less work – don’t you love Sunday journalism?), then took on a job as features editor of the Sentinel when my former immediate boss was refused a sabbatical to write a book and so quit instead. This new job was an ‘executive’ one, meaning more money and perks in the form of a car, and putting up with management bullshit about budgets, conferences, strategies, market research, and the rest. Then our editor moved to edit the Guardian, and a man called William Pinker arrived, and two days later I was fired. Then Berkowitz called up and offered me a job in Hong Kong at twice my old salary.


At thirty-four you know a few things about yourself that you don’t in your twenties. I am, I discovered to my own surprise, a man’s woman. To me this doesn’t feel like it’s my fault: men like and trust me, whereas women don’t, or not quite in the same way. These things tend to be mutual. I have only one real girlfriend, Jenny. She was a contemporary at Durham. She looks the same as she did then – short, dark, clever-looking – and is now a theatrical agent. I once looked in her fridge and found nothing but a single portion of Lean Cuisine lemon chicken, a month past its sell-by, a smelly pint of milk, and a half-empty, corkless bottle of Rosemount Chardonnay that had long since turned to vinegar. I told her about Berkowitz’s offer the day after he made it, over lunch in a Thai restaurant.


‘But what about Michael?’ she said.


I had given her the reasons for being interested in Berkowitz’s job offer, which were, in order, a complete change of scene, the inherent interest of the job itself, money, and the effect on my future – specifically, the idea that whatever happened, I could get a book out of it. I would go to Hong Kong a features hack who’d been around for a while, a known quantity, and come back eighteen months later a thirty-something femme sérieuse with an important book about Asia under her frock. In fact, the book would be so easy to write it was almost a pity I’d have to go out there to do it. Tiger Pit: A Young Woman’s Look at Asia. Time of the Tigers. When
 Tigers Awake. View from the Tiger. That’s Enough Fucking Tigers. How many photogenic young female Asia experts can there be?


‘But what about Michael?’ Jenny said again. I said:


‘I know, I know.’


But the truth was, I didn’t know. Michael and I had fallen into that limbo which overtakes young(ish) couples when they don’t marry at a reasonably early point and instead drift into the condition of being with each other open-endedly, with no plans for children.


‘Maybe it’ll give him a kick up the bum,’ I said. ‘It’s not as if there won’t be plenty of things to take pictures of in Hong Kong. He’ll have to choose. We can’t just potter along indefinitely. We can’t stay together out of inertia. He either wants to stay with me or he doesn’t.’


In another mood I would have marked that ‘inertia’ comment down for Count the Lies. Of course you can stay together out of inertia; staying together out of inertia is exactly what most couples do.


‘Do you want him to come? If you imagine him coming or not, which makes you feel better?’


‘I don’t know, Jen.’


She did a long exhale after drawing on what must have been about her twentieth cigarette of the lunch. It was by now after three, and the single member of staff left on the premises was beginning to give off disconsolate-waiter vibrations. Jenny made a waggling wristy gesture at him and he happily scuttled off to get the bill.


‘What you’re saying is, it’s more interesting, it’s more challenging, it’s much better money, it’s a chance to live abroad, which is something you’ve always wanted to do, failure has no real consequences, and it gives Mike a much-needed reality check.’ Jenny stubbed the cigarette out in a back-to-work gesture. ‘I’d say go for it.’


So I did.




 *





Heathrow airport when you’re leaving the country and don’t know when and on what basis you’ll be coming back is a different place from Heathrow when you’re going to Ibiza for two weeks.


Michael gave me a lift. He had taken my decision well, with just enough upset so that I wasn’t upset by his lack of upset. The official plan was that he would come out between three and six months later, when it was clear what the fallout from his big exhibition was like, and he’d sorted out his backlog of outstanding commissions, and so on. It was apparent to both of us that we were waiting to see how we felt. I think he may have thought that Berkowitz and/or the place would wear me down, and I would come back home keen to resume things on their former basis – which would naturally be a significant moral victory for him. I was determined that wasn’t going to happen. I sent a boxed crate of things off to Hong Kong by sea – projected journey time six weeks – and was travelling, if not light, then not heavy: clothes, survival essentials, Premier League frocks, laptop, a few books and CDs. My plan was to restock my wardrobe in the Shopping Capital of the World. Berkowitz had fixed me up somewhere to live in Mid-Levels, wherever or whatever that was.


Michael and I said goodbye at the kerb, by prior arrangement, rather than have a Brief Encounter moment in the terminal.



















Chapter Three





I lost my virginity that day. It was my first time in business class.


‘You’ll be turning left, of course,’ Berkowitz – who had a case of Harrods champagne delivered to my flat when I told him I was accepting his offer – said.


‘Of course,’ I said, not having a clue what was meant, until the actual moment when, as I clutched my business-class Cathay Pacific boarding card, the Chinese stewardess beamed at me and gestured to her right, my left, towards the front of the 747. Of course: turning left. This was not something I had done before. A Chinese man in a suit nodded politely at me as I sat on the armchair beside him after jamming my scruffy carry-on bag into the overhead locker. Another stewardess presented me with a valise of variably useful gifts (socks, goggles, distilled-water face spray, comb, tiny toothpaste and toothbrush, compact mirror, miniature parachute – though perhaps my memory errs on this last point) and followed it up with a glass of champagne. There is no other way to fly. I had not realised before that this was no more than the literal truth. Only a few feet away were the unimaginable splendours of First Class. What could be going on in there? Colleagues who had been upgraded by the random benifices of airline press departments spoke tearfully of the experience, which spoiled them permanently for terrorist class in the back.


‘You’d don’t understand,’ tubby Rory said, after BA had upgraded him to and from the Oscars. (He had filed a borderline anti-Semitic piece about the backstage workings of The Industry. Headcase loved it.) ‘It’s ruined me.’ And I had thought he was joking.


Once we were in the air, the Chinese man, who had kept his eyes closed during take-off, opened them, looked across at me, and smiled.


‘That is my favourite part,’ he said in impeccable English. He went back to his copy of Business Week. I settled down to watch Legends of the Fall. It was a crock. Then I had a meal and some wine and tried to sleep. The thing about sleeping on planes, I find, is that you get only one crack at it. Unconsciousness visits just once. It’s always a nerve-racking moment when you come round and sneak a peek at your watch: is it six hours later, or fifteen minutes? On this occasion, I didn’t do too badly. We were about halfway through the flight. The Chinese guy was playing a computer game on his laptop. When he saw me watching, he turned it off.


‘I hope I did not wake you.’


‘Absolutely not.’


We chatted for a bit – not, I now know, something one often does in business class. I’ve since flown many thousands of miles without speaking to the man in the seat next to me. This guy had a pleasant, mobile face, and perfect English. His name was Matthew Ho and he ran a company which made air conditioners in Hong Kong and Guangzhou, with plans to expand into China and generally take over the world. The parent company was German, but the subsidiary company with which he mainly dealt was based near Luton.


‘You must spend a lot of time on aeroplanes.’


‘It’s called astronaut syndrome. The idea is you spend so much time in the air it’s the same as being an astronaut.’ He fished a thin leather wallet out of his pocket and took out a photo of a small fat baby. ‘My daughter Mei-Lin,’ he said. He didn’t ask me if I had children.


All babies look alike to me.


‘She’s lovely,’ I said.




 *





I had heard about the landing at Kai Tak airport, but I still couldn’t believe my eyes. We flew in over the archipelago of small islands, 235 of which – my guidebook told me – make up the territory of Hong Kong. As we came in lower you could see the boat-wakes, looking weirdly like jet contrails, then the boats themselves.


‘That’s where they’re building the new airport,’ Matthew said as we passed over Lantau island. ‘They made your Prime Minister come out for the signing ceremony, the first Western leader to visit China after Tiananmen.’


There was anger in his voice, though not in his expression.


‘Don’t look at me, look out there,’ he said. ‘That’s the harbour.’


We were now at a couple of thousand feet, coming in over the busiest harbour I had ever seen. The plane banked right over the city, and we began descending lower and lower. You could see laundry on people’s balconies; you could all but smell the traffic. You could more or less look into people’s flats. The air was not calm. It was as if we were flying right down into the city and the pilot was planning to attempt a landing in one of the canyons between the manically crowded buildings.


‘Jesus,’ I said.


‘It’s good, isn’t it?’ said Matthew.


Then suddenly we were over the airport runway and bumping down on it and the engines were roaring backwards as we headed out into the harbour. By the time we had stopped and turned off towards the terminal buildings, I could speak again.


‘Do planes ever end up in the harbour?’


‘Of course,’ smiled Matthew. ‘All the time.’


I found out later that wasn’t true. He gave me his business card, which, having swotted up on my Asian etiquette, I took with both hands. You never know when contacts will come in handy; as it happens, I used him for a piece I did about astronaut syndrome a few months later.


We got off the plane comfortably before the proles at the back of the 747. The air was close. It was hot, but more than that it was lethally muggy and humid. It was as if your whole body was wrapped in warm wet muslin. Kai Tak was older and scruffier than I had expected, and both more Chinese – in the fact that 98 per cent of the people all around were Chinese, the script and the language were everywhere – and also, in that odd colonial way, more English, in details like the weird khaki safari-suit uniform of the policemen. Berkowitz was supposed to meet me, and although I had been cool and if-you-insist about it over the phone, I was now feeling distinctly glad that I wouldn’t have to make my own way. It wasn’t so much culture shock as what-the-fuck-am-I-doing-here shock.


In those days, summer of 1995, British citizens did not need a visa to waltz into Hong Kong and stay for as long as they liked. (The reverse, needless to say, did not apply.) Within about ninety seconds of my bags coming off the carousel I was pushing into the arrivals hall, looking and being looked at by a wall of Chinese faces. It’s always a self-conscious moment, getting off a plane and running the reception gauntlet. Then I saw Berkowitz, standing with his arms crossed at the far end of the throng, marginally fatter and balder but essentially the same. Beside him stood a Chinese man in a uniform and peaked cap. People were surprisingly dressed up; many more suits and ties than you’d see in an equivalent line-up at Heathrow. I was suddenly glad that I’d nipped into the ladies and combed my hair, checked my face. My shoes were, after twelve and a half hours at an altitude equivalent to 7,000 feet, too tight for my puffy hooves. My luggage trolley was pulling hard to the left.


Berkowitz came towards me and gave me, rather than the prepared line I might have expected, a hug.


‘Dawn,’ he said.


‘I think so. At least I was when I left. It’s good to see you, Bob.’


‘Let Ronnie take your bags. Dawn, this is Ronnie Lee, my driver and translator and all-round Man Friday. Ronnie, this is Dawn Stone.’ At close range, I could see that what I had taken to be a uniform was in fact an unusually smart high-buttoned Italian suit (or good copy thereof). Ronnie was about five foot eight and had an intelligent face framed with the invincible jet-black hair of the Cantonese. He nodded at me, swung the two bags off the cart and began walking away towards the lift.


Berkowitz kept up a running commentary all the way from Kai Tak.


‘See that stone wall around the airport perimeter? That used to be the Walled City of Kowloon. During the war the Japanese tore down the walls and made POWs build the perimeter of the airport. The city stayed where it was, a total no-go area to the cops thanks to some ancient row over jurisdiction between the Chinese and the Brits. Literally swarming with Triads, junkies, sweatshops, whorehouses, you name it. More edifyingly, if you look out at the back window you can catch a glimpse of the mountains around Kowloon. They’re in the New Territories, which is the last bit of mainland before China proper. The Chinese said the hills were dragons. There were eight of them. Then the last of the Sung emperors came here in the thirteenth century, fleeing the Mongols, Kubla Khan among them, he of the stately pleasure-dome where Alph the sacred river ran. I remember the first time I heard that line thinking Alf was a weird name for a river. Anyway. The boy emperor looked up at the hills, said, look, there are eight dragons. His courtiers said, but sir, you are a dragon too – which the emperor traditionally was. He had dragon status in his own right. So he said, okay, let’s call this place nine dragons – gau lung – which became Kowloon. Not that it did the boy-emperor any good, since the Mongols caught him and killed him and ruled the whole of China for a couple of hundred years. Notice anything odd about these neon signs?’


It was by now starting to go dark, and lights were coming on everywhere. The neon was the only colour in this part of town, and the buildings seemed aggressively drab – duns, browns, greys, no-colours. The streets were crowded and enclosed and very, very Asian. And the traffic – what I had thought, in London, was a Ph.D. experience of shitty traffic, was now being exposed as more like a GCSE all-must-have-prizes pass grade. This was shitty traffic.


‘You mean apart from the fact they’re in Chinese?’


‘Very droll. No, it’s the fact that none of them blink. There’s no flashing neon in Hong Kong owing to restrictions about the proximity of the airport. They’re worried that if too many lights wink you’ll have planes taking a wrong turn and crash-landing into girlie bars in Wanchai, with all the resultant expense and negative publicity. My point is merely that although this looks like an unfettered capitalist mêlée, the “purest free-market economy in the world” in the words of the Heritage Foundation in Washington – don’t you love that “purest”? – in fact Hong Kong is a closely regulated and legally supervised society. Zoning laws and building restrictions are extremely strict. Although everyone here talks non-stop about the free market and gases on about the place as a capitalist success story without equal, not least thanks to the 15 per cent top-rate tax which I believe I’ve had occasion to mention to you, they don’t point out that Hong Kong also has the largest public housing programme in the world, with over half of the population living in public housing built since the fifties, when bad publicity shamed the Brits into clearing the shanty towns. So Hong Kong can be described in the exact opposite of the usual way, as a triumph of legislation, planning, and socialistic policy – I speak as the only bona fide socialist within about five thousand kilometres of here, isn’t that right, Ronnie?’


‘Whatever you say, Mr B.’


We were now in the queue to pay for entry to the cross-harbour tunnel. Above the entrance, over the water, I could see Hong Kong Island, a jam-packed cityscape with a hill or mountain rising straight up behind it. Usually when you arrive at an airport you come through some emptyish country or at least a stretch of motorway through suburbs, before you arrive in the built-up big city you’re headed for. There was none of that here. It was super-urban all the way.


‘Don’t be deceived by the appearance of the buildings, by the way – they look like blocks of flats but a lot of them will also house factories, tiny restaurants, brothels, gambling dens, you name it. Also sweatshops. Especially sweatshops.’


We started crawling through the tunnel.


‘Have you learned Chinese yet?’ I asked.


‘Certainly not. For all practical purposes it’s impossible to learn Cantonese – which, by the way, is the language spoken here. On the mainland the official language is what used to be called Mandarin and is now known as Putonghua, because that’s what the Chinese government says it should be called. The Hong Kong Chinese speak Cantonese, which is the dialect of the province of Guangdong. It’s easy to tell the difference because Mandarin sounds like someone chewing a brandy glass full of wasps and Cantonese sounds like people having an argument. The written language of both dialects incidentally is the same. You’ll manage just fine.’


We had emerged from the tunnel on the Hong Kong side and were moving along a raised highway, past skyscrapers and office blocks, some very new-looking, others still being built. Berkowitz pointed across to a plot of newly reclaimed land jutting out into the harbour.


‘That’s the site of the new convention centre, where the handover to the soi-disant Communists will happen in 1997. The building straight across the harbour with the blank wall facing it is the new cultural centre, opened by the Prince and Princess of Wales. You’ll notice that despite facing one of the ten great vistas of the world it has no windows. Some of us like to think that’s a joke about the state of culture in the territory. Territory, by the way, is the mandatory euphemism – never “colony”. The C-word is completely verboten. Calling it a territory doesn’t affect the fact that our beloved Governor Patten, “Fat Pang”, as the locals call him, is a legally self-sufficient entity who can do whatever the hell he likes, but it offends the Chinese less and has the supreme virtue of not meaning anything.’


We swept round a corner and began travelling uphill.


‘That’s the Bank of China on the right, I. M. Pei’s masterpiece. He’s the chap who put that pyramid over the Louvre. It’s not very popular with the locals because the feng shui is said to be very aggressive. One of its corners points towards Government House, which you’ll be amazed to hear is where the Governor lives. It’s got a hideous little tower on top that the Japanese put there when they owned the colony. Nobody knows what they’ll do to it after 1997. The smart money is on a Museum of Colonial Atrocities. We’re just going past the Peak Tram, which is a tram that goes up the peak. And now we’re heading round towards Robinson Road, which is where you fit in.’


My new home was a block of a couple of dozen flats called Harbour Vista with a tiny, poky, unreassuring lift. But the flat itself was lovely, with a double bedroom, a single study or spare room, and a sitting room with a dining table set up at one end. Behind the table was a large display case of blue-and-white china; at the other end was a small bookcase of art books and paperback blockbusters, a hi-fi, a TV, and two sofas. The flooring was parquet, which helped make it an unfeminine flat, with something squared off and retired-brigadier-on-the-plantation-ish about it. The view from the balcony was almost comically without any trace of the harbour, if you excluded the tiny chink of water you could glimpse between the circular skyscraper immediately in front (known locally, I was to learn, as Phallus Palace) and the blockier but equally tall building slightly beyond it, down the hill and to the left.


‘This place has good feng shui,’ said Berkowitz. ‘You can see both water and mountain, not much of either admittedly, but then you don’t need much. When you’re less knackered you must get me to tell you some feng shui horror stories. They always involve a couple who split up, husband tops himself, next people move in, consult the feng shui man, he says the chi is spoilt, moves the fish tank two inches to the right and installs a mirror – feng shui stories always involve a strategically placed mirror – and everyone lives happily ever after. The botanical gardens are over that way. You’ll like them. Hong Kong Park is over there. It’s got an aviary in it. I’m in the pay of the Rotarians. Right, now I’ll leave you to it.’



















Chapter Four





At various moments over the next year or so some well-wisher or other would ask whether I had ‘settled in yet’, or how long it had taken me to ‘settle in’. Even by local small-talk standards it was a stupid question. What would it mean, for an expat on the make (any expat) to have ‘settled in’ in Hong Kong? It’s not a ‘settle in’ kind of place. I felt a near-continuous mixture of exhilaration, panic, culture shock, and alienation, mixed in with another, perhaps deeper feeling of being finally at home. Money was all that mattered. In the decade I worked in UK journalism there was a huge amount of talk about materialism in Britain – all that guff about Thatcher having said there was no such thing as society. Well, I have lived in Hong Kong for a few years now, and I can tell you that every single word about materialism in the UK is bullshit. The whole country is a Franciscan monastery compared to Hong Kong. It is like a fusty family firm where the paterfamilias died years ago and they have carried on doing everything in exactly the same way, except somebody installed a 1924 cash register a year or so ago, and since then everybody has been congratulating themselves on how up to date they are. Money is a typhoon, and Britain has so far felt only its first faint breath.


On a more specifically practical level, my main initial impression was to do with the fact that nobody spoke English. Okay, that’s an exaggerated way of putting it, a good few people did speak English: everybody at the magazine, for instance, in its shining high-tech office in a hideous skyscraper in Admiralty, where three quarters of the staff were in any case gwailos; some waiters in some restaurants; policemen, if the ID number on their shoulder of their uniform was red; the staff in expensive and/or centrally located shops. (Incidentally, my ambition to stock myself out with a brand new wardrobe at eye-bulgingly, knicker-combustingly low prices – I saw myself dressed top to toe from this madly cheap Prada factory outlet I just happened to have discovered – came to grief on the fact that Hong Kong was by now one of the most expensive cities in the world. Real estate again: if the shops in Central are paying more rent than they would be on Fifth Avenue, the Champs-Elysées, or Bond Street, your frock will tend not to be such great value. Now, fake designer clothes – that was a different story.) But apart from that, I was amazed by how little the language had penetrated the place – given, after all, that we Brits had been running the colony for 150 years. Other groups you might well have expected to speak English were, as a rule, remarkable for being monoglot Cantonese: taxi drivers, for example, for whom, unless you were going to some no-bones-about-it landmark like the Star Ferry or the Mandarin, you needed a bit of paper with the destination written out in Chinese. It was a mark of how little we had affected the real life of the place. I suppose part of me had thought of Hong Kong as somewhere essentially British, except with a lot of Chinese people scattered about, for local colour.


But the great thing was that none of this had to matter much, if you were one of the territories’ hundred-odd thousand expats. (Forty thousand Brits and Eurotrash, fifty thousand mainly Chinese–American Yanks, ten thousand odds and ends. I’m excluding the forty or fifty thousand Filipino servants who don’t, for this purpose, count.) You could live in a bubble, and most of them, or most of us, did, earning lorryloads of cash, working and partying hard and concentrating purely on the pursuit of money, which was the one thing about which absolutely everybody in the territory was agreed.


Gwailo life in Hong Kong was like living in the still, protected centre of the money typhoon. For a start, most of us had servants, which is not a factor you should underestimate when it comes to how easy and protected your life feels. I had Conchita, who was much much cheaper than the flat, at a cost of a few thousand Hong Kong dollars per month. I shared her with a Brit banker who lived two floors upstairs and who I met only in the lift; he had the haggard, masturbatory pallor of a man putting in sixteen-hour working days. Conchita was a permanently cheerful Filipina of about my age (I thought it would have been indelicate to ask) whose normal uniform was a canary yellow T-shirt and blue jeans; she lived somewhere in Mongkok, with a bunch of other maids. Berkowitz filled me in on the Filipinas.


‘Most of them are educated, capable women, with degrees and training and what-not, not to mention, most of them, husbands and children,’ he said. ‘They come here because there’s no work at home, and they’re subservient to the husband’s mother, who invariably lives with them and dedicates herself to making the daughter-in-law’s life a total misery. They send their money home, so they get the kudos of being the main breadwinner, plus they don’t have to take their mother-in-law’s shit all day long.’


Conchita’s presence, and her efforts, were wonderfully lulling. She cleaned, washed and ironed, cooked three nights a week, and generally provided a welcome layer of insulation between me and the dreary reality principles of dirty knickers and bedmaking. Her all-purpose, all-weather amiability made it hard to tell, but I suspected (or hoped) she preferred me to previous employers on the grounds that I didn’t make her do as much work. And the best thing was that telling Jenny about Conchita made her gibber with envy.




*





The activity which best summed up life in the bubble was junking. Do not be deceived by the faux-Asian term: this meant going out on a big boat to spend time drinking, boasting, schmoozing, and showing off with other gwailos and (sometimes) a few carefully chosen locals. It was fun, and it got you off Hong Kong island, which is one of the world’s great places for cabin fever. The only bad thing about junking was that every time you went out on a boat someone told you the favourite gwailo urban legend, about an occasion when some pissed expat had fallen off the back of one boat and been picked up by another following along a quarter of a mile behind, to be reunited with his chums off Cheung Chau island before any of them had noticed his absence.


I knew I was making it in Hong Kong when I was invited to go junking on Tai Pan, a boat belonging to a local heavyweight called Philip Oss. I had been in the territory about six months and, though I say it myself, had made a bit of a splash. Asia was full of plump, juicy subjects, lying there just begging for it. The best of these were set somewhere other than Hong Kong itself, because the libel situation in the territory made London seem like a Mardi Gras of free expression. One or two local heroes simply issued a lawyer’s letter every single time their name was mentioned in print. So one of my first pieces was ostensibly an account of the Nick Leeson case, and of how well the chubby Essex boy was faring in his Singapore jail – but the real meat of it was about what an extraordinarily horrible place Singapore was. The cabs had alarms to limit the top speed, the streets were 100 per cent rubbish-free, the family was central, and the city was stone dead. It was a thriving necropolis. Although the local gwailos were a chillingly thick, amoral bunch, even by Hong Kong standards, you too would want to celebrate your free time by smashing car windscreens or drinking fifty pints of lager and mooning bystanders – at least you would if you lived in Singapore. That piece led into another, about the big earthquake due in Japan. (It was the Kobe earthquake that caused the Japanese stock market to take a dip just as Leeson had bet his bank on its going up.) I spent a weird two weeks in Japan, mainly Tokyo but with a bit of Kobe, Osaka, Kyoto thrown in, living in tiny clean hotel rooms and being fobbed off, patronised and misled by a series of Nipponese men in dark blue suits. The gist of their story was that the Japanese earthquake preparations were the best in the world. This was not very subtle code for ‘We’re Number One’. The gist of my piece, on the other hand, was, if that was true, then how come a six point four earthquake – which a drawling and wonderfully quotable San Francisco architect told me was ‘barely enough to shake a martini’ – had killed several thousand people? That went down well. Pieces about Japanese hubris usually did, in south-east Asia and in the English-speaking world both.





OEBPS/avii_1_online.jpg
SHENZHEN
(CHINA)

Qﬂm' Lap

LANTAU
ISLAND

CHEUNG
Q CHAU

KOWLOO
o A \N q
G- an% N

B
for thigatea) X

South China Sea

0 miles 5 10

0 kilometres 5 i) Is






OEBPS/aviii_1_online.jpg
North Point__
i i \






OEBPS/9780571268092_cover_epub.jpg
i
John Lanchester

D

Cfragrant
_‘ CHarbour

'THERE'S A DEPTH AND
EMOTIONAL CANDOUR HERE
THAT, LONE ATTER YOU
HAVE TINISHED THE BOOK,
1 HARD TO TORGET . ..

REDOLENT WITH THE
DRIGHT SHINE

OF ROMANCE
AND NOSTALGIA.'
O0DSERVER





OEBPS/faber_online.jpg
fi

faber and faber





