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PROLOGUE


HONG KONG


1997


Iremember them. Their mouths, and their needles.


There were ten of them, that I recall. Not one of them was out of her twenties, and most were younger. They’d not worked anywhere else, you could tell that. There was nothing usual about them. Nothing used. Armed as they were, they were immune to wear.


I never saw them on the street. Entering the respectable-seeming fabric wholesalers’ in whose attic they worked, I cannot remember once passing a girl on her way through to the outside. The godowns and junks, the coconut sellers of the wholesale market, the men sorting clams, the cranes loading trucks parked along the Praya – did they ever see these things? Were they even aware of them? Did they know this was Kennedy Town?


Inside, I never saw them dressed. Perhaps they had no real clothes. I never saw any. I remember sea- and flame-tinted silk; rich brown lace against white skin. That is all. That, and their painted eyes. Their mouths. They never spoke.


They wielded their machines with the cold proficiency of nurses, screwing their needles through your skin as easily as they might puncture the rind of an overripe fruit. Then they would straddle you. Hose scratched your hips, or the buttery heat of flesh slid there, and already it seemed too much to bear. As though, even without the machines, something obscene had taken place inside you: a tumescence of the nerves. So, for a second, you were tempted to pluck out the needles, be done with all of that, and lose yourself instead inside the girl: a comforting, proletarian fuck.


But you never did.


They clipped fine plastic-sheathed wires to the needles they had buried in your stomach, pubis, thighs, and plugged the wires into a box by the side of the bed. Sometimes, as they leaned and twisted, sorting wires, turning dials, you stroked their breasts. You weighed their breasts in your hand as they hung, straining the embroidered cups of a bra or sliding wetly about against a silk slip. You could gently pinch a nipple, or maybe tug a strap free, and the flesh would slip like mercury out of its sheer container and into your sweating hand. You could do that, but it wouldn’t make any difference.


Sooner or later, she would turn that dial.


They were merciless.


Eva thought I was having an affair. Someone from work, she thought: a young ambitious business graduate, arcing her taut body so her hips met mine a clear foot above the sheets, and her well-thumbed mobile phone purred rhythmically beneath the damp pillows of our motel bed.


In the day, alone with her imagination, Eva wept. In the evening, when we went out, fashion shades hid the pinkness of her eyes.


She did what she could to keep me solely hers. She went through my pockets while I was in the shower. When I made a phone call from our apartment she would hover behind the door, listening – and she ordered itemised bills that told her nothing she didn’t already know.


She dressed up for me. Gucci. Donna Karan. Alexander McQueen. I remember the night I came in pissed from Frank Hamley’s birthday party. She stepped out of the bedroom in a new Stella McCartney slip dress and let me take it off her, very slowly.


She did not make love to me. She simply couldn’t. The shame had eaten too deep. It had ruined her. She made home instead. She studied World of Interiors and House & Garden. She hired designers. She bought expensive originals. She browsed for homewares in Seibu and Daimaru. (What would her grand-daddy think, whose head had rolled on Stanley Beach some fifty years before, as he surveyed all this Nipponese extravagance from his frame by the kitchen door?)


She rang me late at the office to ensure I was really there. I always was. Kennedy Town was a very occasional, and strictly daytime, affair: the single release I allowed myself. Anything more ordinary, more human, would have probably finished me off.


Sending Justin to the Higashi school in Tokyo was costing me about £70,000 a year. Then there was the luxury to which Eva was accustomed. Her mother had been swaddling her in Chanel since her fourteenth birthday, and had substituted cash for compassion the moment our son was diagnosed. ‘Why can’t you treat him properly?’ she’d say, and more: unmothering the daughter she had never loved.


To start with, Eva used her allowance to help pay for his therapy. But when at last I threw her mother out the house, the cheques dried up. Justin was still living with us then. He was in the room with us, that evening of the final row, banging his head steadily and with increasing force against the leg of a Franck Evennou chair.


The last I saw of the Kennedy Town girls, they were on TV. I was sitting at the bar in the Big Apple on Luard Road, trying to tune out an early-evening Mr Bean rerun, when the picture on the heavy JVC hanging above the optics yawed and span and the TVB Pearl newsroom came up; and after that a shot of Kwai Chung.


The camera was looking inland from the anonymous centre of the container port. Smuggler’s Ridge was a grey line above Kwai Chung’s brutal grey apartment blocks. In the foreground, police boats were gathering around an antique Saab junk, retrofitted for salvage work. The junk swung about. The gears at the top of the derrick juddered spasmodically.


It was lifting a container from the shallow water: one of those long steel boxes you see being loaded here by their hundreds onto ships bound for Taiwan and Nagasaki. When I looked again they had lowered it onto a concrete jetty. There were no markings on the box’s sides; no identifying plates. Trapped sea-water sprayed from the door’s seams, drenching the four policemen who were hammering away at the latch. When the door came free the outflow knocked one of them over.


I grinned, ordered another bourbon. Then they opened the door.


Horror isn’t dressed up here; it’s an ordinary part of life. On Reclamation Street, men chop live turtles to pieces. Calves’ heads bleed into the gutters. Later, on the portable TV at a nearby dai pai dong, I once saw a policeman slipping the dismembered remains of a shark victim into individual plastic bags. Once, a car had burst into flame on the Eastern Corridor; the tabloid photographer used a telephoto lens to capture the way the driver’s hair, caught in the searing updraught, ballooned and sprung away from her crisping scalp.


The way it’s all displayed so openly – you never quite get used to it. It wasn’t much before eight when the TV displayed the contents of the container.


The police had cordoned off North Street by the time I got there. I stood watching over the heads of a curious crowd of restaurateurs and market traders as the police carried box after box, crate after crate, out of the fabric store. I guessed they were taking away the girls’ effects. It couldn’t have been anything other than perfume, lipstick, underwear, a little cannabis if they were lucky. Certainly no heroin, no small arms or haul of dirty money. It wasn’t that sort of establishment.


I thought about their little black boxes: the dials, the pins and the wires. The scent of rose talcum. I realised I was crying.


Hamley wasn’t at home and he’d switched off his mobile. I caught the tram into Central and crawled the bars pretending to look for him until I was good and plastered. I hoped he was safe. If he wasn’t, then neither was I. The little black boxes, the women with their shiny, silent mouths. Hamley had introduced me to them, but he knew no more about them than I did. Less. Someone had decided to erase the experiment. Did the erasure extend as far as the punters?


I rang his flat again from a phone box off Citibank Plaza; this time I woke up his girlfriend. I was only making things worse. I crossed Garden Road and waved down a cab.


*


We lived above Magazine Gap, high up the Peak, where the Japanese had erected their Temple of the Divine Wind during the occupation. They never got around to completing it, the British eventually blew it up, and now, from an eighth-floor apartment in nearby Cameron Buildings, Eva’s martyred grandfather looked out from his gilt frame on one of the most commanding views in Asia.


I let myself into the apartment as quietly as I could, but I needn’t have worried. Eva was out for the count. I swallowed a handful of vitamin B with a glass of tapwater and slipped under the duvet beside her. I lay there, stroking her, stroking her fingers, tracing the elegant curve of her nails, the slight dryness over her knuckles, the hot square of her palm. A little, childlike part of her came alive, just long enough to squeeze my hand. Then I lost her again.


It turned out Hamley had seen the same news report I had. The next day he phoned me at the office, from Macau. He had an onward flight already booked.


‘Lisbon?’ I said. ‘What the hell are you going to do in Lisbon?’


He didn’t know. He had no plans. He was just too frightened to stay. ‘I mean, Adam, Christ, their fingers … Why the hell would someone do that to their fingers?’


‘They did it themselves,’ I told him. ‘Trying to force the door.’


‘You reckon?’


‘A school-friend of mine saw it once.’ Dimly, it occurred to me that I was making it worse. ‘A fire on board a ship he was serving on. The hatches lock automatically. Steam pours in. A rating got trapped in a compartment and tried to claw his way out.’


‘I’ll call you from Lisbon,’ Hamley said. But he never did.
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The next time I saw Hamley – the last time – was last spring. Eva and I were back in London by then, running a small café by Southwark Market. If you weren’t told about us, you’d never have found us; we were squashed in between on one side a specialist fabric wholesaler who opened maybe one day in the week if the elderly owner could be bothered, and on the other, a glorified garage full of broken barrow wheels and boxes of fluorescent tubing.


Nevertheless, the day had been hectic. A bunch of public relations people from the Tate’s Bankside development had adopted us, and someone had put the word around about us at IPC tower, which housed something like a hundred magazine titles. Hannah had to go out twice to buy more bread. I thought we had enough chorizo and pecorino to last us the rest of the week, and we were left with about half a day’s supply.


I kicked the last of our customers out around five forty-five. Hannah offered to stay and help clear up but it was her early night so I didn’t take advantage. I was stuck here until seven anyway, when Eva arrived with the next week’s stock.


I set about sweeping the floorboards clear of crumbs and dropped receipts. In the kitchen, hot water spilled from the tap into a bucket plashed with Dettol, and the antiseptic smell of it was just now cutting under the fug of coffee and burnt sugar and melted cheese. I reached for the handle of the front door so I could sweep the step, when it opened by itself. ‘We’re closed,’ I said – then I registered who it was.


I asked him where he’d been, what he’d been doing with himself, and he said he’d kill for a cup of coffee. The pressure had gone out of the Gaggia but I had a jar of instant in the kitchen. When I got there the bucket was overflowing and a fine skein of spray had fanned the polished plaster behind the sink. The floor tiles were sodden.


Hamley followed me in.


I reached for the mop. ‘This won’t take a second,’ I said.


He closed the door behind him.


It was only now I saw how old he had become – and strange. His shoes, which had that weird, squared-off toe fashionable among the Italians, were scuffed down to the leather. His green wool pleated trousers had lost their crease, and there was a large grease-stain on the right lapel of his nasty brown-pink check sports jacket. A cheap blue- and-white stripe shirt was open at his neck, and white chest hairs poked luxuriously up through the gap. They grew so thickly, I imagined they’d run seamlessly into his beard, if he had one; but his face was so smooth and pink he might have shaved only an hour ago.


He said, ‘You’d better pray I’m going to prison.’


‘What?’


‘The day I come out is the day I’m coming after you. Cunt.’ The word sat clumsily in his mouth; he had no practice, saying that sort of thing.


‘I don’t understand why you’re so upset,’ I said.


He swallowed, broke eye contact. I thought maybe he was going to leave, as suddenly and inexplicably as he had arrived, but he just stood there, staring off into the middle distance like a bored life model.


He had a face that had lost personality as it aged: his sunken eyes had nothing to say. His cheeks had grown jowly, and taken together with the unremarkable line of his chin, they lent him an air of weakness.


‘Frank?’


He reached into his jacket and pulled out a letter for me to read.


It was from Hong Kong. The Top Luck inquiry had subpoenaed him.


I folded it up and handed it back. I said, ‘This hasn’t got anything to do with me.’


He said, ‘I don’t know what it is you think you’re running from.’


Not strictly true: in May 1997 an investigation into the murder of senior Hong Kong movie executive James Yau Sau-Lan stumbled across a money laundering operation.


Yau’s company, Top Luck Investments, was established in 1989 to finance Cantonese film production in Hong Kong. In 1992 Top Luck floated its film interests on the Hong Kong stock exchange. They even made movies: an output one film critic called ‘pre-eminently forgettable, but pure box-office’. So far, so good. The problem came when you looked at the company’s annual turnover. 50 million unaccounted-for US dollars passed through Top Luck’s books every year.


It wasn’t the first time difficult questions had been asked of Top Luck. As long ago as 1991, an audit report had been ordered on the company at the offices of the Serious Crime Group. The report, which I had compiled and Hamley countersigned, drew only the most ambiguous and tentative conclusions, however, and Top Luck was left free to trade.


The shocking and violent death of its managing director ended Top Luck’s run of remarkable – well – luck. When it was revealed in court just how gently Hong Kong law enforcement had treated the company over the years, an enquiry was inevitable.


True, it should have been me giving evidence at the inquiry. But nothing in my behaviour since could possibly arouse suspicion. I served out my time, as shabby and undistinguished as countless others. Come the handover of the colony to the People’s Republic, I handed in my badge and slogged my way over to Chek Lap Kok with the rest of the apparatchiks.


It was Hamley, my superior, who had fled so suddenly and inexplicably, and several months before his time, and it was hardly surprising that the enquiry’s suspicions had fallen first on him.


I tried pointing this out to him, but it didn’t do any good. He wasn’t much interested in talking. I don’t know what he expected to get out of this meeting, and I don’t think he knew either, which of course could made him even more frustrated. I don’t remember much about what happened next, except that it got physical. In the end I had to throw the Dettol in his face.


I ran water in the sink for him to bathe his eyes, then I went and looked out a towel for him in the cupboard under the stairs. When I got back I found the kitchen empty and the water still sloshing about weakly in the sink. I heard a car pulling away from the kerb. I ran to the door in time to see the reflections of his brake lights gutter and die in the puddles of the opposite pavement. I rubbed my neck. I thought maybe he’d twisted it, but it felt okay now. I went back inside and fished the Wray & Nephew out of the hole in the back of the cupboard under the sink. The bottle was half full. I looked at my watch: I had about half an hour before Eva turned up. So I finished it.
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By the time she arrived I’d wiped down the tables, mopped the floors, and arranged the packet teas in attractive pyramids in front of the window. But I hadn’t even begun to clear the paper liners from out the counter, and I’d clean forgotten to scrub out the juicer. Carrot sediment had dribbled and set on the chrome in dirty orange streaks.


‘I can’t leave you to do any bloody thing,’ she said, scrubbing the sheen off the metal with a scourer.


‘Leave it to soak for a couple of minutes, darling.’


She dropped it into the sink, knocked the remaining pieces in after it, and tore off her gloves. Her eyes darted about the kitchen, as she hunted for signs of catastrophe.


She went back to the till. ‘Haven’t you cashed up yet?’


‘I haven’t had the chance,’ I said, hating the whine in my voice.


She started scooping change out of the till and onto the worktop in short, compulsive jerks. She scraped pennies into her palm, counting them with an expression somewhere between boredom and contempt. I watched her fingers curl and jerk. She wore her nails short now, and even so one of them had torn. The skin on that side of her finger was inflamed.


‘Look at me,’ I said.


She looked at me. ‘What?’ she said.


She was my age: twenty-six when we first met. But nothing that had happened in the years since had changed her the way it had changed me, or Hamley. The crows’ feet at the corners of her almond eyes were still the suggestive, bedroomy hints I remembered from our first meeting. Her skin was still sound and white: the proverbial porcelain of Orientalist fantasy. Only her hands had changed, coarsened by her work at the café – but that was nothing a little cream and a return to our old life wouldn’t cure.


‘What?’


Her mouth was small, her lips full and puckered: when she was younger she used a dark lipstick to make them appear bruised, an eruption of something absurdly sensual at the centre of that perfect sloe-eyed mask.


I said, ‘I think the Japs must have put us in a guide. They like our teas.’


She started counting the silver.


‘They come here after matinees at the Globe.’


‘I’m counting,’ she said.


‘Twelve,’ I said, plucking a number out of the air.


She flapped a hand at me to shut up.


‘Six,’ I shouted. ‘Twenty-four. Plus three.’


‘The cakes are in the boot,’ she said, not missing a beat. ‘Let’s not be here all night.’


Our Mazda Xedos was parked opposite. Its silver skin, so striking in the day, reflected back the sodium-lit surfaces of the street like a fly-spotted mirror. I got all the way to the boot before I remembered the keys. Eva had them. Had she watched me, traipsing out here like an idiot? I went back inside. ‘I need the keys.’


‘Oh—’ She pressed a fistful of coins to her forehead, as though the close contact might help her remember what they came to. But it had gone out of her head. She slapped the coins back on the counter with a bang. Several went spinning off and disappeared behind the worktop.


‘Sorry,’ I said.


She fished in her pocket and threw her keys in my general direction. ‘Ta,’ I said, for all the good it did.


In the boot there were stacks of flat square boxes: the sturdy, corrugated cardboard ones contained pecan pies and apple tartins and carrot cakes so juicy and fatty you could hardly cut them without the whole thing collapsing into a gooey mess. The thin white ones held rounds of brie. There was a carrier full of large paper packets of coffee beans, and the smell coming out of it was so heady and spicy I stuck my head in the bag for thirty seconds of pleasurable hyperventilation. I slung the carrier round my wrist and carried the brie in on top of a stack of cake boxes.


Eva was bagging up the money at last. I dropped the boxes and the bag on the worktop beside her.


She walked past me and out into the road. I followed her. ‘I’m quite happy to unload,’ I said.


She hoisted the boxes out of the boot and made for the café. She was holding them away from her as though they were dirty. They wobbled precariously.


‘Let me,’ I said. I made to take them from her.


She swerved to avoid me, staggering to keep the pile upright.


‘Eva?’


‘I can manage.’


I glanced into the boot. Something had leaked onto the plastic sheet lining the boot. I ran my finger through the goo and licked it. It was honey.


When I got back inside, I knelt and felt under the sink for the dustpan and brush. They weren’t in the usual corner. I reached further in.


Eva stepped towards me, poised for the kill. ‘Needing another tipple?’ she said.


I backed out the cupboard and looked up at her.


She said, ‘I know where you keep it.’


‘I’m looking for the dustpan and brush,’ I said.


She laughed: it was the closest she ever came to screaming. ‘Adam, I can smell it on your breath.’ I watched her, showing nothing, until she had to look away. She looked up haughtily at the ceiling instead. ‘At least have the decency to switch to something tasteless,’ she said. ‘Vodka. Now isn’t that what people usually do?’


Eva turned everything that pained her into social comedy. It made it hard to take her seriously.


Back home, as usual, Boots got under my feet. I sat at the kitchen table with the day’s post, kicking him out of the way. He took it well. What a game! Scrabbling for purchase on the terracotta, chewing my shoelaces …


‘Oh for fuck’s—’


‘Bootsie! Come here.’ Eva knelt at the foot of the stairs, arms extended towards him. He ignored her. He growled, terrorising my shoe.


It was all junk mail. I tore it up and threw it in the bin, turned and tripped over the dog.


‘Oh for God’s sake feed him, can’t you see he’s hungry?’ Eva straightened up. Her hand shook as she gripped the banister. ‘I’m going up to change.’


Boots gave her a cursory glance as she climbed the stairs, heels clicking on the unpolished boards.


‘Stupid sod,’ I told him, when she was gone. ‘You’re supposed to be hers.’ Boots wagged his tail. I went over to the fridge and took a half-empty can of shit from the door. He scampered over to his bowl and looked up at me with his big cow eyes, ready for our Big Bonding Experience. I emptied out the can into the bowl. He let go a big grateful fart.


I poured myself a Coke and, hearing Eva ascend the carpeted stairs to our bedroom, spiked it with rum from the bottle on top of the Welsh dresser. I sat back down at the table, drank off half, and tried to put my head back together. Even Boots got bored, I sat there so long, and eventually he hauled his way out of the room.


I watched him go, scratching up the wooden staircase Dad and I had built.


Out in the garage, wrapped in greaseproof paper in the drawer of an old chest, sat the beeswax blocks we had bought, the day we had hammered in the last nail. We figured it would take about a week to rub all that wax into the raw pine, and give Eva the antique effect that she wanted. From where I was sitting, I could see the shiny pool where my dad had started the job.


‘Adam?’


I came to with a start. I hadn’t heard her come down. I was lost in memories, she had taken off her shoes, and besides, we’d done too good a job, Dad and I – not a board on that staircase that squeaked. I turned and read the clock over the fridge. It was half past midnight.


She came over, took the bottle from the table and screwed the cap on. ‘Where does this one live?’


I nodded at the dresser.


Maybe she figured something really was wrong; maybe she was just too tired to fight. She didn’t say anything, just put the bottle back where it belonged, then folded up a couple of jumpers that were drying on chairs near the washing machine. She folded them up and dropped them onto the bottom step, ready to take them up to the bedroom when she was done here.


‘Eva?’


But she was miles away, off in Tidy-up Land. Her own drear little vice. There were some cups on the draining board. She checked they were dry, then she put them away. Boots had finished his shit. She put on rubber gloves, washed his bowl under the hot tap and set it to drain.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ I said.


I’d left the rest of my junk mail and empty envelopes on the table. She sorted through them, choosing what to keep, what to throw away.


I nudged my empty cola glass to the edge of the table. Stuck out a forefinger. Tapped the rim.


The glass shattered at my feet.


Eva, who was far too well bred ever to show a hit, crossed smoothly to the stairs, picked up the jumpers and slapped her way back to the bedroom.


I looked at the glass shards, glinting on the terracotta tiles Dad and I had laid. About an hour later I got around to sweeping them up, and a little after that I turned off the lights.


The bedroom curtains were very thin and I could see well enough to undress without waking Eva. The trouble began when I tried to get Boots off the bed. He was stretched out on my side like he owned the place. ‘Piss off.’ I nudged him. He woke and wagged his tail.


‘Shush.’


He growled happily, paddling the bed like a cat.


‘Shut up.’


He lay down again, still on my spot. The room stank of him.


‘Jesus.’


I left them to it, got the spare duvet out of the airing cupboard and laid it out on the sofa in the living room. In the bathroom, I sucked water from the tap and swallowed a couple of vitamin B. Closing the cabinet door, I caught sight of myself in the mirror.


There were red marks round my neck, where Hamley had seized me. An unmistakable pattern. By morning they would be bruises.


I sneaked back into the bedroom. They were both asleep again. Boots was laid up against Eva’s arse, whimpering softly. Good on you, I thought. Pity you can’t like her when she’s awake. I dug out a turtle-neck from the cupboard and took it with me into the living room.


That way, in the morning, Eva wouldn’t see the marks.


Her knowing was the last thing I needed.
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When Jimmy Yau Sau-Lan died, no one as much as phoned me. That’s how far out of the loop I was. That’s how unimportant I had become. I had to find out through the newspaper, and that was only by chance.


Several days after his death – when the news of it was quite stale – the South China Morning Post happened to carry a story about the worsening Triad situation in Macau. With pictures. After that, I knew it was only a matter of time before things started falling in on top of me.


What Jimmy Yau was doing in Macau that day no-one seemed to know. But there probably wasn’t any mystery in that. It’s only a ferry ride away from Victoria Harbour; I used to take day trips there to sample the restaurants.


What is mysterious is how his attacker knew where and when to hide, to catch Jimmy as he drove his hired convertible along the Rua das Lorchas. The grenade fell short, blowing a two-foot-deep hole in the tarmac; it was the shock wave lifted the vehicle over the rail and dumped Jimmy into the Porto Interior. Witnesses said they saw the upturned car plunge in on top of him. The police had divers and dredgers out there all day but they never found his body.


Four days after Hamley’s short, sharp visit, Brian and Eddie – Jimmy Yau’s sons and heirs – came bounding into the café. You could tell they were the men of the family now because Eddie had got himself a sensible haircut.


I was in the kitchen, making sandwiches, when I heard the prang and clatter of the table football machine. We’d really only put it in the café for decoration, and it was so near our busiest time, the players must have been treading everyone underfoot as they rushed from handle to handle. I carried in an order of Italian chicken baguettes to the counter. Hannah was spooning froth into the cappuccinos. She placed them one at a time onto a tray. Her hand was shaking.


Then again, her hand was always shaking. People frightened her. The only reason she worked here was her mother arranged it one summer holiday for her and she hadn’t the self-confidence to move on. I asked her what was wrong. She nodded at the boys capering about the table. ‘Is it all right, Adam?’


I glanced at them, saw who they were, and stretched my mouth into a rictal smile. ‘Of course it’s all right, Hannah. Can you look after this lot? Table two.’ I nudged the tray towards her. Reluctantly, she took it up and headed into the room. She eased uneasily past the brothers. Eddie spun the handles with a flourish and stepped back into her. She dodged out the way – just about. Eddie grinned. Brian scored.


‘Fuck me,’ said Eddie, surprised.


Brian was faster than his little brother, and more patient. Eddie was smarter. He hunted for an advantage. At a crucial moment he tilted the table by the handles. The legs juddered and scored the floor.


Hannah was still handing out plates and cups to table two, bending from the hips in an unconscious, neurotic display of sexuality. The tourists she were serving – they were so amorphously big, they could have modelled for Gary Larsson – took no notice.


Eddie did. He said something to Brian. Brian studied the backs of her knees. Unable to put it off any longer, I went over. ‘Fancy a sandwich?’ I said. They turned to me.


Eddie smiled for the both of them. Smiling wasn’t in Brian’s vocabulary.


‘Hey,’ said Eddie. He came over and slapped my shoulder. He was wearing a blue and red skinny-rib jumper, rolled up to the elbows. I glimpsed the tangle of scars up his arm, the circular burn-marks from fat cigars. No wonder people weren’t eating much. ‘Adam, man.’


‘Hi, Eddie,’ I said.


‘Mr Wyatt.’


‘Hi, Brian.’


Brian was wearing a black shirt and black jeans. His hair was black. So were the pupils of his eyes; it was like he was frozen in a state of dumbfounded astonishment.


‘Are we making a noise here, Adam?’


‘It’s okay, Eddie.’


‘We didn’t mean to hurt your table,’ said Brian – a truculent child making a rote excuse.


‘It’s had worse.’


‘Hey Brian, it’s cool, right?’ said Eddie. Jimmy Yau had sent Eddie to study in London, and Eddie had picked up most of his English from parties in Hoxton and raves in posh squats off the M25.


‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘it’s cool.’


‘Cool.’ Brian blinked. It was impossible to say how much Brian understood. It never seemed to make any difference to what he did.


There wasn’t anything anyone wanted to say after that, so I went back to the counter.


‘Is everything all right?’ Hannah squinted across the room, like she was trying to tune out the parts of it that worried her.


‘I know them, Hannah. It’s fine.’ I plucked a handful of slips from the hook by the coffee machine. ‘Are these fresh orders?’ Without waiting for an answer I returned to the kitchen. If they wanted to say something to me, they were going to have to say it. I didn’t have time for their Joe Pesci impressions.


It didn’t take them long to start fucking the place about again. When Hannah came in to tell me, she gripped the door-jamb like it was the only thing keeping her upright.


‘Get him another coffee,’ I told her. ‘Sponge him off and calm him down.’


‘He wants to complain.’


‘So let him.’


‘To you.’


I followed her out of the kitchen in time to see a blue Mondeo pull away from the kerb.


‘Hey, we’re sorry, man,’ Eddie said.


The other customers looked like the only reason they were still here was Brian had nailed them to their seats.


‘It was an accident, Mr Wyatt,’ Brian glowered.


‘No problem,’ I said.


Hannah meanwhile had fetched a cloth, and she began to mop up the table where Brian had backed into it. Then she knelt and ran the cloth over the floor. Brian had a good long look at her arse.


‘That’s enough,’ I said.


Brian looked at me like I was the one with the problem.


Eddie played diplomat.


‘Do you have ten minutes?’ he said.


We walked down Stoney Street, past the Clink to the river. The sky was clear, and there were pockets of warmth wherever the sun found a way through to ground level.


Eddie said, ‘They listened to Hamley yesterday.’


‘Was I mentioned?’


‘Oh yes.’


He hadn’t wasted any time. I said, ‘What’s going to happen to me?’


Eddie shrugged. ‘Frank knows a little bit. It’s nothing Top Luck’s lawyers can’t chip to shit.’


‘He said I knew about the money?’


‘He said you turned a blind eye to certain things.’


The road led under Cannon Street railway bridge and slewed right, to meet the embankment. The Thames was still black and gelid, like it had bubbled up from an ice cave. A Japanese family were hesitating outside the Anchor, intimidated by the pub’s authentic interior: a warren of gloomy snugs. The pub was set back from the river and I picked us a table in the shadow of the bridge.


I insisted on going in and buying; that way Eddie wouldn’t be there to see me pouring one double into another. A thin stream of Coke filed off the pungency of the rum. While Brian and Eddie’s lagers were pouring, I drank off a finger’s-worth and added some ice.


‘Mum wants your help,’ said Eddie, when I got back.


‘Oh yes?’


Money. Great name, scary woman. I liked her, as much as you can like someone you don’t trust.


‘She wants you to come round for dinner.’


‘I can’t see what use I can be to her,’ I said.


‘Don’t worry about that,’ said Eddie. ‘Think what use she can be to you.’


I thought about Jimmy Yau’s promises to me, and I thought about Macau. I thought about Frank Hamley in Hong Kong, telling tales.


‘I’ll try and make it,’ I said. ‘Things are busy right now.’


‘She’s doing eels and bitter melon,’ said Eddie. Like this would tempt me.


I wondered if their sister would be there. ‘When?’ I said.


‘Next Thursday.’


I shook my head.


‘You can make time for it,’ Brian said.


‘It’s Justin’s birthday,’ I told him.


Brian blinked, like, so what? But Eddie was all heart. ‘Hey, man, we didn’t know. How old is he, anyway?’


We walked back to the café. I thought they were just going to get back in their car, but Brian whispered something in his brother’s ear, and after a short conference, conducted out of my hearing, they followed me in.


There was a queue waiting to pay stretching almost to the glass partition, and Hannah had given the till a nervous breakdown. Eddie and Brian waited patiently while I sorted her out and helped her get through the line. When the counter was free, Eddie and Brian came and leaned there. Eddie with me, Brian with Hannah: he had drills for eyes. Hannah couldn’t meet his stare. She turned her back on him and started wiping down the juicer. He watched her backside.


‘I’ll get Mum to suggest another night, then.’


‘Sure,’ I told Eddie. ‘Right.’


‘My name is Brian,’ said Brian, startling us both. Eddie watched his brother. ‘We’re in film,’ Brian said.


The object of Brian’s affections ducked down out of sight and changed the CD in the machine. And changed it again. It was a good machine – a Nabeshima – and it had lots of buttons …


Brian knew when he was being snubbed. He shoved his fists in the pockets of his jeans and tried to act casual.


Eddie sighed. ‘Good to see you, Adam,’ he said.


‘Likewise.’


Eddie led his brother out of the café. At the doorway he turned. ‘Hey, Adam—’ He held up something small and shiny. Oblique sunlight cast strange, intagliated shadows over his scarred arm. ‘Catch.’ He threw it to me. I snatched at it and missed. It ricocheted painfully off my thumb and bounced across the floor. It was the ball from the football table.


Eddie grinned. ‘Too much Coca-Cola, mate,’ he said.
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I was already half-way up Hemingford Road before I remembered that tonight was Eva’s dinner party. Angelica Loh and her husband had already arrived, drinking brandy from Eva’s best glasses. Them I could cope with; they were the least pretentious of Eva’s Hong Kong friends. Loh Han-Wah was a patents lawyer with run-down offices in the City. Angelica had resigned from her stylist’s job at Elle Decoration to look after their second baby and was well into her second year of domestic contentment. They had left Hong Kong in 1995, eighteen months before we did, and had been good to us when we first arrived. The others, who arrived in dribs and drabs over the following hour, were people I could have lived without – women who spent their lives giving each other dinner parties to help out various fashionable charities.


How they’d rolled up in London I was never too sure; the Handover hadn’t triggered the exodus some British newspapers had expected, and most of the colony’s smart money had stayed put. Maybe their stockbroker husbands had caught wind of the depression soon to sweep over East Asia. Princesses from mansions overlooking Shek O, they had emigrated en masse to Little Venice and the King’s Road, acquiring, after a couple of British winters, the lost and ludicrous aspect of exotic birds shivering their lives away in a municipal zoo.


This evening Eva – ever ready to bind herself to the rack of social disappointment – had invited them over for supper in our tiny, petit-bourgeois kitchen.


While Eva poured brandy in the living room for David Kwok, the art dealer, and Flora Chau and Brenda Lai, Loh Han-Wah followed me downstairs to the kitchen and helped me set the table. His eyes twinkled behind round wire-framed spectacles as we worked. ‘What’s for dinner, Adam?’


‘I’ve no idea,’ I admitted, my mind still occupied with the day’s disastrous trade at the café. ‘Here, we’ll need an extra spoon, apparently.’


‘Ah,’ he said. He liked me, but my reputation made him uneasy. He always seemed to be about to make some devastating witticism, but he never did.


‘Business going well?’ I asked. A client of his was contesting rights to a minidisc format. His firm and the suits from Nabeshima had been head-to-head for months.


‘I think we’re ready to settle.’


‘Shall we come down?’ This from Eva, peering at us from over the banister.


Loh smiled vaguely at her. His glasses, reflecting the hob light, hid his eyes.


‘Sure,’ I said.


‘Darling, you’re always so enterprising,’ said David Kwok. Kwok ran an off-Bond Street gallery of antique oriental fabrics, prints, and what the decoration magazines call ‘artefacts’. It was all unbelievably nasty stuff. Since shifting operations from Hong Kong’s Hollywood Road to London’s West End he had begun to fancy himself as a connoisseur, which for him meant adding a nought to everything and screaming abuse at the poor sods at Phillips whenever a piece didn’t make its reserve. ‘And how long has it been open?’ He tented his fingers in front of his mouth, waiting for the response. His hands, smooth and plump as a child’s, always unnerved me.


‘Eighteen months,’ Eva told us. ‘The returns are excellent, especially with all the work that’s going on in Greenwich.’


The trouble with Eva was, she had to talk everything up. She had to compete. Our café wasn’t anywhere near Greenwich – the Millennium Dome was two whole bends in the river further east – it was in Southwark.


But oh no, Eva had to compete. ‘It’s a bit of fun,’ she said, with a casualness any fool could have seen through. ‘Just while Adam gets started again.’


I stared at her. Brenda and Flora exchanged glances. Loh fixed me with his speculative smile.


‘That’s so good,’ his wife, Angelica, enthused. She laid her perfectly manicured hand on Eva’s wrist. ‘It’s a great idea.’ She was a dreadful Pollyanna, but she knew how to keep potentially acid evenings like this bright and bubbling; I was grateful.


‘Red, anyone?’ I said – my own attempt at social lubrication. Very suave. Very urbane. Everyone here knew I’d not be ‘starting again’ any time soon. How could I, given the cloud surrounding my departure?


Against all evidence, I had given Top Luck a clean bill of health. If now the enquiry did not think I was culpable, it was only because my subsequent performance provided me with a dismal kind of alibi. I spent a lot of time between ’92 and ’97 on sick leave. Dreadful, shrieking stomach pains, like talons, shredding my insides, had me in and out of clinics for months. The doctors couldn’t find anything. And the rum smell in my skin and hair, the long lunch-hour, the tie askew and the three day-old shirt gave personnel more straightforward reasons for my poor results.


‘And how are you, Adam?’ said Angelica, treating me like an invalid as usual. ‘How are we?’ I’d half-expected her to say – though I saw her difficulty. The codsup I had made of Hong Kong was hardly for the dinner-table. If it hadn’t been for the Handover, I wouldn’t have lasted the year. As for another appointment – well, word travels fast in this business.


Easier, then, to make out that I’d suffered a misfortune, a breakdown, ME – something for which I could not be held culpable. ‘Oh, keeping busy,’ I said, in my best duffer-pottering-about-the-garden manner. ‘Eva keeps me in trim.’


David Kwok laughed a dirty laugh. Eva coloured up.


‘And you, David,’ I said, feeling the heat of the second bottle of merlot rise in my throat. ‘Flogged any treasures recently?’


Nobody else missed my tone – Loh’s spectacles were flashing like there were LEDs built into the rims – but David Kwok was too fat and too happy with himself ever to notice a hit from me. ‘You must come,’ he went on, explaining about his latest venture, a fine arts gallery in Dering Street. ‘It’s next to Anthony D’Offay.’


He had new pieces arriving from mainland China every couple of months. How he got away with it I could never figure. Most of it belonged in a museum, which is probably where it originated. David Kwok was going up in the world. The first time I met him he was churning out fake Alexander McQueen for Stanley Market.


The phone rang. I stood up. David, bless him, decided he still wasn’t getting enough attention, and got to the phone before me. ‘Wai?’


I took the receiver off him. He winced and shook his hand, like I’d hurt him. As if.


‘Adam?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s Money.’


I swallowed. ‘Uh-huh.’ I couldn’t have been put more off my stride if she’d turned up at the door.


‘Did Eddie behave himself today?’


I glanced round at the dining table. Everyone was looking at me. ‘Yes,’ I said.
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