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To Dee and Rafe, my lockdown companions










一[image: clip0001]


‘For every inch of emotion, an inch of ash’


 –– LI SHANGYIN, 813–858


 


Most of the events in these pages really happened.


 


But don’t assume that ‘I’, ‘we’ and ‘they’ are the


people I, we and they actually are.










Chapter 1


‘What messages?’


Her glasses glinted in the sunlight which was shafting down through the sitting-room window.


My sitting room. My window.


I stared at her pale, spotty face. This was turning into something an awful lot deeper and nastier than I could ever have expected.


‘What messages?’


‘Fuck you!’


She didn’t react, but the man standing beside her did. He took half a step forward and whacked the back of my head with the business end of his heavy metal clipboard.


The room exploded around me.


‘What messages did you send?’


I slipped off the chair, probably a bit theatrically, and started bleeding onto my favourite Badakhshan rug. Even as I lay there, waiting for the boot to go in, I felt wryly grateful that I’d bought a carpet that was brownish-red. All that haggling with the shopkeeper in Kabul had been worth it.


Then the boot connected, and I bled some more.


‘What messages?’


She lowered her voice.


‘We will hurt you much, much more, if you don’t give me an answer.’


I decided that the time had come for a tactical retreat; so I made up a couple of names and invented addresses to go with them. Clipboard man wrote them all down enthusiastically. Well, I thought, you and your friends won’t be so happy when you google Princess Risborough and Ken Sington.


That made me feel a bit better.










Chapter 2


Twenty-four hours earlier, I’d been standing on that same blood-coloured carpet, feet apart, staring emptily out of the window at nothing very much and trying to work out how to reboot my troubled finances.


I was beginning to get a trickle of letters starting ‘Dear Sir, Unless . . .’. Except they don’t call you ‘Sir’ any more, because the modern world has become relentlessly matey. They don’t even say ‘Dear Mr Swift’, just ‘Dear Jon’. It’s important not to be taken in by this: they’ll still screw you just as comprehensively as they did in the days when bankers wore shiny three-piece suits and were called things like ‘H. D. Harbottle, credit manager’.


I’d just decided to cancel my subscriptions to Netflix, Sky Sports and (with rather more regret) the New Statesman, when the mobile rang. It was someone from my freelance agency. They’re nice, friendly, warm people, but in recent times they haven’t been noticeably successful at getting me work. Now, though, something unexpected had happened.


‘A TV station in Hong Kong’s been on, asking if you’d do an interview with them about China’s position in the world.’


The female voice at the other end was comfortable and motherly.


‘They’re offering quite a lot for just an interview – two thousand.’


That wouldn’t go anywhere near to solving the problem, but it would delay the arrival of more ‘Dear Jon’ letters.


‘Where do I have to go?’


‘They’ll come to you. Whenever it suits. They’re keen to film you at home.’


That was a relief: television companies tend to make a big deal about where you should turn up to be interviewed, and it’s usually at some unpleasant hour of the morning. I suggested an acceptable time to the motherly woman at the other end of the line, and she said she’d pass it on.










Chapter 3


The crew arrived the next day, twenty minutes too early. My big yellow tabby took against them on sight, arching his back and pumping his tail to the thickness of a toilet-brush. I call him Yorick, after the skull in Hamlet. He doesn’t hold back about his likes and dislikes.


You probably think I’m applying human characteristics to a cat because I’m a sad old case who lives on his own since his last divorce and is desperate for a bit of company. Pinpoint accuracy, of course, but that doesn’t mean Yorick isn’t genuinely intelligent and protective of me.


‘Just ignore him,’ I said affably. ‘He doesn’t like strangers.’


This wasn’t true: I was being polite. In fact, Yorick often takes to people he doesn’t know.


The leader of the team was a young, slightly built, pale, Chinese woman with glasses and a bad complexion. She wore a boy’s sand-coloured shirt and stone-coloured chinos, plus a pair of fancy white trainers with sequins on them.


They’d only brought a small tourist-type video camera, which surprised me. I supposed that, like everyone else nowadays, they were keeping costs down. The cameraman, also Chinese but tall and bulky, set it up on a tripod, equally cheap, and arranged a chair for me to sit on. He wore jeans and a T-shirt that read i’m the boss though he clearly wasn’t.


Another Chinese man in a suit stood around holding a large clipboard. He’d begun jotting things down on it even before I’d started speaking. Also big, I noticed.


‘Oxford is very beautiful.’


‘Thank you,’ I said, as though it had something to do with me.


She launched into a long explanation about why they were there and what they were doing. I found it hard to follow. Her accent – mainland Chinese or Hong Kong Cantonese? I couldn’t tell – was pretty impenetrable. She asked me if I’d like to do the interview in Mandarin, but I decided I didn’t feel up to it. Apart from anything else, I’d have to work out what I was going to say beforehand, and that was too much effort for a couple of thousand. English it would be.


The camera started turning over. Her English improved noticeably.


‘How is China seen in the world?’ ‘Is China regarded as a super-power?’ ‘Will people in Europe soon start to learn Chinese language and culture?’


It was rapid-fire stuff, and I quickly switched to autopilot. All you usually have to do in these things is make a few soothing comments, and the interviewers go away happy.


I droned on. ‘The more China understands that nowadays it’s in a position of responsibility, and should start to take on some of the burden of helping with the problem of international debt . . .’


I was even starting to bore myself.


At that point, through the mental fug I’d worked up around me, an entirely new tone, fierce and sharp, cut through. Her English suddenly got even better.


‘I think you have had contact with many officials in mainland China.’


‘Well, yes, over the years.’


‘Please, you name some.’


I did.


‘But I think you also know Mr Lin Lifang.’


I’d left him off the list because I knew him rather well, and didn’t want to get him into trouble.


‘Mr Lin is famous in China for his toughness and authority. Do you think he has an important future in Chinese politics?’


I waffled, but I could see she was determined to get something specific out of me about Lin. Alarm bells started going off in my mind.


‘He is already a member of the State Council. Do you think he’ll be one of China’s top leaders soon?’


Hong Kong journalists were still quite outspoken in those happy days before the Chinese clampdown, but this seemed to be going beyond the call of duty.


I didn’t say anything.


‘There are those who think he will organise some kind of political coup in China,’ she went on. ‘Do you agree?’


I backed away from that as fast as I could, but she wouldn’t give up.


‘Mr Lin has been in Oxford recently. Did you meet him while he was here?’


You obviously know I did, I thought, so I said, ‘Well, I just bumped into him by chance. His daughter is starting at my old college . . . Brasenose,’ I added, thinking ‘Try translating that into Chinese.’


‘And did he ask you to pass on any messages?’


I started to get up, but the large man taking notes changed his grip on the clipboard and swung it round in my direction. It whacked me in the throat, over the Adam’s apple, and I choked. Horribly painful. I collapsed back into the chair, unable for the moment to produce a sound. All I could do was gasp.


The thin young woman just carried on, as though things like this happened in all the television interviews she was involved in. Perhaps they did.


‘What messages were they?’


I recovered my voice a little, and made a rasping noise. The clipboard changed sides and cracked me with shocking pain on the back of the neck. A reddish cloud came in front of my eyes. I stopped shouting.


‘No messages,’ I grunted.


‘I think there was.’


‘No, you should say “I think there were.” ’


She looked up at the clipboard-wielder, and he whacked me really hard again, just at the base of the skull. Brilliant colours erupted in front of my eyes, and I gave a dry retch.


Still, the grammar lesson hadn’t gone entirely to waste.


‘I think there were.’


That was the point when I slipped off the chair and started bleeding onto my Badakhshan carpet.


Clipboard man kicked me in the ribs, three or four times, hard enough to lift my fairly heavy body an inch or so each time.


‘We will continue like this until you tell me what messages, and who you sent them to,’ said the young woman, leaning over me.


I started groaning fairly convincingly. The blood was certainly genuine.


‘All right, all right, I’ll tell you,’ I grunted, acting the part of the broken interrogatee and feeling rather clever. ‘He asked me to pass on his good wishes to two of his best contacts in Britain, and to tell them he wanted to meet them in London. One’ – was I overacting now? – ‘is a leading socialite who works for the Queen at Buckingham Palace. Her name is Princess Risborough.’


I looked up. No flicker of anything on the pasty white face. It made me bolder.


‘And the other is a hugely rich businessman who controls the reinsurance business in the City of London. His name is Sington. Ken Sington.’


I added a couple of cod addresses, which I made up on the spot. Somehow I don’t imagine there actually is a Balaclava Road in Knightsbridge.


Surely I’d gone too far? But no, they seemed to swallow it. Clipboard man wrote it all down with enthusiasm. I had the impression I’d injected an element of uncertainty into their minds. So now I came out with the outraged householder bit.


‘. . . How dare you come in here and attack me in my own home?’


The clipboard hit me on the side of the neck, but either because I was a more difficult target at this height, or because they were starting to think they’d got what they came for, it didn’t hurt so much.


At that point the cameraman joined in with his tripod; but it was one of those feeble, spindly ones, and the camera fell off when he swung it for the second time.


I gave a laugh, not an entirely phoney one, and started to get up. The one person I could reach easily at that point was the cameraman, and I caught him with the side of my fist, right over the ear. I can’t deny it felt good.


And now Yorick belatedly started yowling in a freakish kind of way, zooming round the room at speed, looking like something out of a Goya Black painting.


For some reason this really seemed to scare them. The woman shouted something wildly in a cracked voice. The cameraman and clipboard man grabbed their stuff and all three fled through the house and out through the front door.


‘And don’t fucking come back,’ I yelled hoarsely as they threw themselves into their car and screeched away.


That gave the neighbours something to think about; though since most of them were students they were probably still asleep. It was only midday.










Chapter 4


When I slammed the front door shut, I turned and found Yorick standing in the hall with his back arched, the heroic defender of house and home.


‘Well done,’ I said enthusiastically, and rubbed his head and ears. Then we went into the kitchen.


I opened a tin of smoked oysters, spooned them into a bowl and then set it in front of him. That made my head hurt horribly, so I took a swig from a nearby bottle of Jameson’s. And since it seemed unreasonable to keep it all to myself, I sloshed some into his milk. Yorick likes Jameson’s. I stood there, watching him slurp it up.


‘Maybe, as a special reward,’ I promised him grandly, ‘I won’t get your balls cut off.’


After that I went into the bathroom and tended my injuries, making sympathetic noises to myself in the mirror.


Later, I rang the freelance agency. The people there are busy and no doubt have problems of their own, so I didn’t tell the understanding lady who’d rung before what had just happened. Instead I asked her for the name of the television station that had contacted her. She checked her notes.


‘Tsim Sha Tsui Television News,’ she said, pronouncing it all wrong. ‘Hong Kong.’


‘Let me know when they pay up, won’t you?’ I really meant ‘if’. It didn’t seem overwhelmingly likely that they would.


‘Will do, dear,’ she said cheerily, and rang off.


Tsim Sha Tsui is an area of southern Kowloon, just across Victoria Harbour from Central. I used to get my shirts made by a tailor in a little side street there, in the days when Hong Kong was still cheap.


Maybe there is a commercial TV station based in the area and I just haven’t heard of it, I thought generously, but nothing of the kind showed up on Google – just a slew of restaurants and small local businesses including, inevitably, a range of massage parlours.


No happy ending then, I said out loud. I didn’t laugh, because that would have made my neck hurt.


Keeping secrets isn’t my thing – I’m a journalist, after all – but even so I couldn’t think of anyone I could share this with. If I told my boss, he’d call corporate health and safety, and the security people, and maybe the police; and who knew where that might lead?


There wasn’t really anyone else to tell. I’d been self-isolating long before Covid came along, you see. Nowadays there’s just me and Yorick. I have a reasonably good relationship with my most recent ex-wife, even though I can’t abide her new boyfriend, a Bentley dealer. She’d freak out if I told her, and Bentley would sneer and say, ‘Well, what can you expect?’


Right now I needed a doctor. So I thought of Richard, just round the corner. He always did what he could to prepare me for difficult trips abroad, and patched me up when I got back afterwards; let’s regard this as a more than usually arduous trip, I thought.










Chapter 5


The receptionist said he’d see me at 6.30; which meant he’d be finished with the day’s patients and would delay his journey home for my sake. Richard is funny and unshockable, and the only thing wrong with him is that he’s thin and takes a lot of exercise. I prefer my doctors overweight and inclined to take a drop or two too many: that way they have less of a moral hold over me.


‘Well, you’ve had some nasty knocks,’ he said after walking round me and moving my head in directions it didn’t want to go. ‘But you seem to be pretty intact. Want to tell me what happened?’


I told him as much as I thought I should, so I didn’t mention Hong Kong or messages from important Chinese politicians. But I did say I’d been thumped up by people posing as a Chinese camera crew. Richard tactfully didn’t probe.


‘If it’s something about China,’ he said slowly, ‘I’ve got a patient at one of the colleges who seems to have some important connections there.’


‘Such as?’


‘No idea. But here’s his name and email address.’


Richard is a deep old file; he wouldn’t just pull something out of the air in a case like this. I took the bit of paper and said I’d make contact. Then I went home. Yorick’s tail was still fluffed up, but he greeted me with enthusiasm. Perhaps he’d understood the bit about the balls.










Chapter 6


I knew perfectly well what the whole thing had been about.


A week or so earlier, you see, an apparent coincidence had happened in my life. The young interviewer from the non-existent television station had been entirely correct: one of the most powerful people in the People’s Republic of China had indeed turned up, together with his glamorous daughter, at my favourite Oxford watering hole. And he’d asked me to pass on a message for him.


I detest coincidences. I prefer to believe that my life is regulated by pure unadulterated chance; coincidences give the impression that something much more disturbing is going on.


Anyway, on a pleasant autumn day in Oxford, a week or so before my unpleasant introduction to the non-existent Tsim Sha Tsui TV, I headed out for a pre-lunch drink. The sun shone blindingly out of a brilliant blue sky but it was one of those days when the air develops a sharp edge, so you have to take gloves with you as well as a coat. I yanked my front door open and with a deftly placed foot blocked Yorick from escaping. He seems to think he’s in the animal equivalent of Stalag Luft III.


I ambled up St Giles’ and into the Banbury Road, enjoying the glow of the limestone college buildings in the sunlight. Just past the church I ducked through a stone gateway: the entrance to a pleasant old hotel. You can’t miss it. It’s right opposite one of the ugliest buildings known to man, housing among other things the university astrophysics department – designed in the 1970s at the time when even architects were starting to wonder if brutalism was really quite the thing after all.


And there, sitting at a courtyard table, was a character in his mid-fifties, dressed in a fur-collared, camel-haired coat which had clearly cost a bundle. He was talking to a particularly attractive Chinese woman in a dark red coat which made her look like some exotic tropical plant.


The pair of them were like the hotel and the physics building opposite: beauty in the face of ugliness. And the interesting thing was, I’d known the man in the coat for nearly thirty years, ever since he was a scrawny student in a T-shirt. Now that really was a coincidence.










Chapter 7


You’ve probably read about Lin Lifang. He’s a rich, clever, successful, deeply unscrupulous Chinese politician, and a lifelong anglophile. In my experience these things tend to go together. Don’t ask me why: I’m Irish. At any rate when it suits me.


He sat there, holding a glass of nicely tinted Bollinger in a pair of light leather gloves that almost but not quite matched the champagne, looking highly intelligent and a bit saurian, with sharp, unblinking eyes and a baggy throat.


He’d had his teeth done since I’d seen him last. They used to be as irregular as a Sichuan farm fence, and almost as brown; now they were startlingly white and perfectly even. Seeing Lin’s new mouth was like opening your bedroom curtains and finding it’s snowed in the night. I suppose he wanted to look good on television. He was very important, and people said he would soon be more important still.


‘Mister Jon Swift, as I live and breathe.’


His English was only a degree or two short of excellent, and he was deeply proud of being able to come up with expressions like this; I think he must have watched too many British films from the 1960s and 1970s. Especially the costume ones.


‘I don’t believe it,’ I said. The difference was that I really was surprised. ‘Lin – Lin Lifang. Are you following me around?’


‘Oh yes, that really is extremely likely.’


The self-effacing yet bantering tone: he’d got the Englishness of it exactly. In fact he made a better Brit than most of those who carry the passport – though I expect he carried one anyway. He was rich enough.


‘But listen, you must meet my daughter Lily. My dear, this is a very well-known Britisher indeed: Mr Jon Swift, the famous broadcaster. There’s no “h” in “Jon”, by the way. If you put one in when you say it, he’s inclined to get annoyed.’


And he laughed the creaking khazi-door laugh he’d always had, even as a student. You can get your teeth done, but there’s nothing you can do about your laugh.


Who says ‘Britisher’ nowadays, apart from elderly Indians and Pakistanis, and maybe the occasional Singaporean? But what struck me was the half-spiteful tone that was buried in his words, like a detonator plugged into an inert mass of plastic explosive. He must have known I’d come down in the world – that I’d had problems with my old organisation, had been lucky to grab hold of a lifeboat from a rival outfit and been hauled aboard, only to come to grief a second time. And he couldn’t help rubbing it in.


Well, it had been all over the British newspapers (‘TV Jon: My bosses are so ageist’), which is probably where he’d heard about it. Or maybe I was just being ultra-sensitive. When you’re down on your luck you start seeing insults and sarcasm in perfectly innocent things people say.


Still, Mr Lin had never been perfectly innocent in his life. Not even, I’d wager, when he was five days old and trying to work out the route to his mother’s nipple. He heard everything, computed everything, and made his moves accordingly. As I say, he was more than a touch saurian. And yet I had a real affection for him, because of our past relationship – though I didn’t believe he did anything by accident.


‘I imagine you’re wondering why we’re here,’ he said smoothly; and while I was still making it-never-occurred-to-me sounds he went on: ‘You see, Lily has just got a place at Brasenose. To read molecular biology.’


At least I think that’s what he said she was going to read; I’m not fantastically good at differentiating between the sciences, being a classicist myself. And not a very good one.


‘She gets her abilities from her mother. As you’ll no doubt recall, I was a very plodding student.’


He wasn’t just an expert at self-deprecation, he weaponised it. I’d often noticed that while he appeared to be mocking himself he was in fact getting at me in some obscure way.


‘I don’t think you’ve ever plodded anywhere, Lifang,’ I answered, then realised not only that this was what he’d hoped I would say, but why: he wanted his daughter to see how highly he was esteemed by someone she might be impressed by.


So I decided to attach a small explosive charge of my own to the conversation. ‘You just move very carefully before launching an attack.’


Get out of that one, I thought, but he decided to treat it as a compliment.


‘Jon here is a descendant of the great Jonathan Swift, my dear – the Irish arch-satirist.’


I was sitting down at their table by this stage, so he leaned over and said in a faux-confidential way, ‘My daughter is interested only in the sciences. The beauties of literature, English or indeed Chinese, are a closed book to her. Literally, I can say.’


‘Oh, Bà!’ said Lily in mock-exasperated fashion. Bà means ‘daddy’, by the way.


I could see she’d inherited a full supply of her father’s bantering style. She smiled suddenly, like the sunshine, and her teeth, naturally or otherwise, were white and even. She hadn’t inherited those from him, anyway. If only all molecular biologists looked like her, I thought, I’d have spent my entire student career in a lab.


‘I went to Brasenose,’ I said.


Actually I find all that Oxbridge college crap pretty irritating nowadays (‘You must have known old So-and-so, he was up in your time – I think he was president of the Footlights’) but I hoped, pathetically, that it might impress her: such is the absurd lack of self-awareness of your average sixtyish male, who hasn’t yet realised that a nineteen-year-old woman is as likely to be physically attracted to him as to an unwrapped mummy in the Ashmolean.


 


We did the usual ‘What did you read?’ stuff, and droned on about how useful or otherwise classics was, and how the college had changed in forty years, and how many Chinese students there were at Oxford nowadays, and what they went on to do in life after they’d graduated.


But all the time I was thinking about something entirely different: that Lin Lifang had been expecting to bump into me. His bons mots sounded pre-prepared, like the jus that a cook gets ready before he turns his attention to the joint. If I was right, that meant he must have known my likely movements.


As a result, I started to feel I was playing a bit-part in some grand plan Lin had been working up. Come to think of it, he’d always made me feel a bit like that. Lin is an extremely clever man. If anyone was a plodder it was me.


A strapping young Spanish waiter came out and took our order: more coffee for Lily – I could see the poor goop was fixated on her – another glass of Bollie for Lin, and the first G-and-slimline of the day for me.


‘Make sure it’s Toad, if you can,’ I said, Toad being a local make of gin. The waiter said something distractedly in a Spanish accent, presumably about seeing whether they had it in the bar, and went off.


The late autumn sun came out and shone on us like Lily’s smile. It made me feel unusually clear-headed.


‘So why do I have the feeling that you were expecting to see me here?’


‘Was I?’ Lin turned to his daughter. ‘Was I?’


God, his English was good: not simply the words, but the intonation. He must have spent thousands getting it to this pitch.


‘Well, you never said anything about it to me if you did.’


Her English had also cost thousands, but in her case the cash had been spent on one of those ultra-expensive British boarding schools where the girls go around in dark-blue tartan skirts, laugh too loudly and play a lot of netball. I listened carefully: to get vowel sounds like those, she must have arrived in Britain at the age of eight or nine. Money well spent, though as an old-fashioned leftie I disapproved, naturally.


Yet these two products of the People’s Republic, sitting in the sunshine outside the hotel and sipping their drinks, regarded paying for an education as being utterly natural and essential. And by God they had the money; you do, if you’re a senior figure in China’s political hierarchy. Ever since Mao, fat, old and toothless, turned his face to the wall, riddled with the STDs he’d caught from his teenage concubines, Chinese communism has been about as Marxist as John D. Rockefeller’s Standard Oil.










Chapter 8


Lin had evolved from a rebellious student marching round Tiananmen Square to a faithful scion of the Chinese Communist Party. The fact that his dad was a senior Party official, an elderly mucker of Mao’s and a Long Marcher from day one, wasn’t unconnected with this progression. Over the years, my friend had rebelled, recanted, been rewarded with junior office, shown his quality in difficult places, been given even more difficult tasks, and excelled in them, too. Jobs don’t come much more difficult in China than trying to run Xinjiang, with its huge population of maltreated, resentful Muslims.


Along the way, I’d bumped into him several times. Our first reunion happened after I saw in the Chinese press that he was making a success of being the mayor of a medium-sized city in north-eastern China. It was one of the lower rungs of political power, but he had a gift for attracting attention.


Looking at him in the autumn sunlight of Oxford, I could see how well he’d done.


‘So how’s the beloved party of workers and peasants, then?’


If it hadn’t been for the presence of the lovely young woman in dark red, I might have added ‘and corrupt bureaucrats?’.


‘About as good as the admirable land of hope and glory,’ said Lin equably.


You can’t beat him on the insult game: he spots what you’re likely to say while the thoughts are still formulating in your mind. I felt the delightful Lily was getting switched off by this exchange, though, so I brought it to a halt.


‘Here for long?’


‘I have to see Lily installed at Brasenose, then I’ve got some calls to make here in Oxford, and after that in London and Manchester. Edinburgh too. Sadly, I shan’t be visiting your native heath this time.’


He meant Ireland, though I don’t go there much myself nowadays: my elder brother still runs the decayed family estate in County Louth, but we don’t really get on. Apart from anything else, I can’t bear being freezing cold in bed at night, or having dogs sticking their noses into my crotch when I’m trying to enjoy an after-dinner glass of thirty-year-old Irish whiskey.


‘Would you have got in touch with me, if I hadn’t bumped into you?’


‘But of course. You’re the only person I know in Oxford, aside from a couple of principals of colleges.’


God, he was good. There are plenty of MPs and barristers who wouldn’t have got the terminology right. Not to mention a newsroomful of sub-editors.


Oxford is classier than most bits of London, and a hell of a lot cheaper than my old stamping ground in Chelsea. And somehow it gives people the impression that you must spend most of your time studying in the Bodleian with a pile of books in front of you.


I’m loosely attached to my old college, so I go and eat and drink there rather well and remarkably cheaply, chaffing the dons. Or being chaffed by them.


‘You must come and have dinner with me at high table.’


I already knew the answer he’d give, though.


‘Yes, well, I’m frightfully sorry but I’m pretty much booked up this week. I’ve got to go to Magdalen and Trinity, and after that I have to hurry back to see our friends in Beijing.’


Of course. A Chinese government minister nearing the very top of the system isn’t going to be short of a dinner or two at Oxford. Let’s just say it wasn’t likely he’d be hanging around alone in his suite at the Randolph, dialling room service and watching soft porn.


How things change, I thought. There had been a time when this man had looked at me as if he worshipped me. But that was in a different place, and a very different period in history. And now here he was, making me feel distinctly uneasy, as though he’d worked out plans for me that he wouldn’t get round to explaining for some time to come. Not necessarily nice plans.










Chapter 9


He’d filled out, he was beautifully dressed, and had a palpably good opinion of himself. Plus a daughter who’d do credit to a billionaire. When I had the chance to let my eyes wander a little, I spotted a bulky Chinese forty-year-old in a blue suit sitting at a distant table, trying to keep his eyes off us. I might have known that Lin Lifang, the grand Party boss, would take a bodyguard with him wherever he went, like a fashion accessory.


‘Do you feel you’re in actual danger, here in Oxford?’


I was only trying to needle him, and I succeeded. He looked down at his empty coffee cup.


‘No danger,’ he said quietly, though I had the impression he was saying this for Lily’s benefit. ‘But it’s true I’d like some help from you.’


And then, as if he felt the need to be a little warmer and more personal, he added, ‘Again.’


I digested that for a bit, and liked it. But I said, ‘So bumping into you isn’t entirely a coincidence, then.’


‘I suppose not, no.’


Well, Oxford’s a small place, and I have my rat runs, like everyone else. I’m not hard to find. Anyone who knew me, or followed me, would have been aware that I tended to hang out at the bar of this particular hotel fairly regularly.


‘Lily,’ he said brightly, ‘would you just give me a moment with my old friend Jon? Nothing to trouble you with, my dear.’


She uncurled herself and made her elegant way indoors with apparent reluctance.


‘I’ll be frank. The gentleman sitting over there isn’t really a bodyguard, though he was presented to me as such. Wished on me, shall I say? I have good reason to think that he’s actually with me to keep me under observation. Things are happening back home, you see. Boiling up. And I’m not as all-powerful as I would like to be.’


I made understanding and sympathetic noises.


‘There’s someone I’m supposed to pass a message to, but it’s proving unexpectedly difficult. I can’t do it from the hotel, or from my mobile phone, and that fellow over there goes with me wherever I go. Plus I don’t want to do it in front of Lily. You’re really the only chap I can trust.’


I was rather moved, but before I could say anything he went on.


‘No need to go into details, but it’s just a phone number and a single word, plus another thing, very small. How’s your memory these days? Think you can remember everything if I go through it? Without writing anything down, I mean: writing it down would definitely be a mistake.’


Like most people of my age, I’m inclined to forget things: friends’ birthdays, where I parked my car, wives. But working for television means that I can keep certain things in my mind for a short period with some clarity: that’s the beauty of having had to memorise thousands of pieces to camera over the years. So yes, I thought I could do that, and told him so.


‘Good man,’ said Lin Lifang patronisingly; the balance between us had changed greatly over the years.


I’m not going to tell you what the phone number was, naturally, but it was thirteen digits long. The idea was that I should ring it from somewhere other than my house or my mobile phone, and give the person who answered a word, plus some other stuff. The word was ‘Excalibur’.


‘Oh for Christ’s sake, Lifang. You’ve got to be a bit more imaginative than that.’


He laughed, though I had the impression it was more for the benefit of the man in the blue suit than because he thought it was funny.


‘Well, well, and here was me thinking you’d enjoy a reference from Monty Python.’


And, God help us, he launched into a not wholly inaccurate version of a Python song, in his creaky voice. The goon sitting a few tables away looked startled.


I laughed aloud. Presumably that was the effect he wanted. Out of the corner of my eye I saw blue suit look away, as though he was bored.


‘Go over it again.’


I went over it again, and got it number-perfect. Lin sang the song again, and when he stopped I repeated the number and the word ‘Excalibur’ a third time. It was thoroughly lodged in my brain. As a matter of fact I could still quote it to you today.


But there was something else. With people like Lin, there always is.


‘Oh yes, and I need you to play the sound from a little gizmo down the phone line. I’ve got it in my pocket. It’s frightfully easy. You just press the green “go” button while holding it in front of the mouthpiece. It’ll only last about ten seconds. When Lily comes back I’ll go to the loo, and I’ll leave it under the thing that holds the toilet brush. Just get rid of it somewhere carefully after you’ve played the sound over the phone.’


He smiled and reached out his hand to me as I stood up.


‘I don’t suppose we’ll bump into each other again on this trip, but I hope to invite you to Beijing at some point to express my full thanks.’


Why invite me to Beijing when his power base was in Huzhang? He must have some pretty ambitious plans for the future, I thought.


Precisely on cue, Lily emerged from the hotel, and Lin went inside to the loo. Lily and I talked in a desultory way while he was gone. It was a bit awkward. Finally, Lin reappeared, and I stood up.


‘It was great to bump into you both,’ I said, trying to sound natural for blue-suit’s sake. ‘It’s been a real pleasure meeting you,’ I said to Lily.


And to Lin I said, ‘And I look forward at some stage to coming to China and seeing you there.’


‘Absolutely, old chap. It was really our good luck to meet you like this. Remarkable coincidence.’










Chapter 10


I wandered into the hotel, exerting all my willpower so as not to look in blue-suit’s direction. But out of the corner of my eye I could see he was standing up too, and following Lin and Lily through the gateway to the Banbury Road.


The gizmo wasn’t difficult to find, tucked underneath the toilet brush holder: a little black job like an electronic car key, with one red and one green button on it and nothing else; not even the discreet name of a manufacturer. Guess why.


I headed home down St Giles’. Might as well do it straight away, I thought. Not far from my house there’s a phone box, which has been liberally used over the years as a urinal by people whose sensibilities must be too great for them to be able to pee openly in the street. I pulled the door open, and waited a few seconds for the smell to subside.


Then I dialled the number. A woman’s voice, with what might have been a Geordie accent, answered.


‘General information.’


‘I’ve got a message to pass on.’


‘Just one moment.’


I assume she pressed a button of some kind.


‘Go ahead, caller.’


Feeling awkward, I said ‘Excalibur.’


I half-expected her to say something like: ‘I’m sorry, no one of that name here’ or ‘Are you trying to be funny?’


Not a bit of it.


‘Continue.’


I’d already fished the gadget out of my pocket, and now I pointed it into the mouthpiece of the phone and pressed the green button, as Lin had told me to do. It emitted a tiny screeching sound, like an old-fashioned tape deck used to when you did something wrong to it. The sound only lasted three seconds, and then it was finished. I’m no spy, and no electronic specialist either, but I assume it was a recorded voice message played at immense speed – the kind of thing someone could play back at the proper speed later. The amazing thing was how quick and easy it was.


‘Message received and registered,’ said the Geordie woman. ‘Goodbye, caller.’


Click.


And that was it. I let the door of the phone box close, and commenced breathing through my nose again. Down the little side street I dropped the gizmo on the ground, and stamped on it. A tiny disc fell out. I picked up the various bits and distributed them among a trio of bins that some rate-payer had left outside their front garden. I tried to break the little disc in half, but I couldn’t even bend it. I dropped it down a nearby drain, and then, for the second time, I let out a long breath.


I’d done my duty by old Lin. And he’d trusted me with the knowledge that he had a link to what must have been some kind of intelligence network: presumably, but not of course necessarily, British.


Maybe you think that, as a journalist, I should immediately have rung my editor and started preparing an exclusive report on Lin and his dodgy links. Well, I’m sorry, but I’m not that kind of journalist. Lin had given me the power of life and death over himself because he believed he could trust me.


And, thinking of the skinny twenty-three-year-old he’d once been, I knew he could. He might have gone up in the world since then, and become a bit superior along the way, but I wasn’t going to let him down. And if you think that’s betraying the sacred faith of journalism, then all I can say is you can’t ever have read a newspaper or watched a bulletin on television.










Chapter 11


‘I always promised I’d let you know if I didn’t think our arrangement was working, so I thought the time had come for us to have a chat.’


It was six days on from my Tsim Sha Tsui experience, and the wounds were healing. I could even turn my head a little. I’d put it around that I’d fallen off my bike: except that I don’t have one.


We were in the room at work that I always thought of as the punishment cell; I’d had various bollockings there over the years. Sitting opposite me was my boss, looking like some self-satisfied prefect from my schooldays: too young for the job, too lucky, too inclined to ascribe the luck to his abilities.


‘Oh, ah.’


It seemed the only safe response. And, surprisingly, it seemed to work: he was visibly shoved off course. He’d been steeling himself for the likelihood that I’d either rage at him or beg for mercy, and either would have made me easier to deal with. Instead he had to carry on the conversation himself.


His name was Charles, and as we used to say back in County Louth, a bigger bollix never put his arm through a coat. Before his present job he’d worked for another unfortunate outfit, before being booted out by its owner.


We were impressed by his looks and youth and quick mind, and thought he’d do great things for us. And when he didn’t, we assumed it was our fault. As an organisation we always seem to behave like one of those sweet, unattractive young women who manages to land a bloke and ascribes all sorts of wonderful qualities to him before he dumps her. Usually by text message.


Charles didn’t like sacking people face-to-face, so when he came to us he’d brought his own personal executioner with him. This character was pleasant enough, but started every conversation about getting rid of people or cutting back on their pay with the words ‘I’m really sorry about this, but . . .’ Apparently the revolutionary who oversaw the guillotining of Marie Antoinette said something similar to her as she stood there at the foot of the scaffold, with shit on her skimpy dress and her head shorn. And she, poor thing, with her habitual clumsiness, managed to step on his foot when she climbed up the steps to the guillotine. Not a good start when it’s positively your final appearance.


Brian was the name of Charles’s hired executioner, and we had a tenuous link in the fact that we both supported the same football club. But I didn’t want to talk about football, and I didn’t want to be told he was sorry, but . . . If Charles wanted to get rid of me, I told him, Charles would have to tell me to my face.


Hence this awkward meeting. Some pathetic eejit from Admin was sitting beside him, making notes on her iPad. Notes about what? I kept determinedly stumm, and she can’t surely have been writing down all the meaningless stuff he launched into, about how he admired everything I had ever done for the organisation and how wonderful I’d always been.


My eyes wandered, like my attention. The organisation had spent huge amounts on building its new headquarters, but some key figure had sited the corner office where the most important meetings took place on the ground floor. That meant that every employee who’d slipped out for a crafty smoke would lean against the wall outside the windows, puffing away and staring in when there was nothing better to look at. There were a couple of them now, peering in at me.


‘So your time with us will terminate in June. And of course there’ll be a substantial redundancy payment. Katarzyna’ – he was the only person in the entire place who could get his mouth round her name in the way they did in old Gdansk – ‘can you just work it out for Jon?’


‘Yes, of course, Charles,’ she said with an ingratiating smile, and started piloting the iPad. It took her a moment, so I allowed myself to think what I’d spend the money on. My debts? Or a second-hand Morgan, maybe?


‘Two thousand and forty-six pounds. Plus some pence.’


She looked up, smiling at me this time.










Chapter 12


I was still quivering when I slipped into the George around the corner, and ordered a triple Jameson’s.


‘You look like you could do with it,’ said the New Zealander behind the bar.


I ignored him, and put down the firewater as fast as my gullet could take it.


Two thousand quid. Wankers. Utter, utter wankers. I said it out loud, for effect.


‘That’s OK, mate. It’s what we’re here for. Look on us as a branch of the NHS.’


I grinned, but didn’t say anything. What was there to say?


The door creaked open, and my producer came in: a tall, athletic-looking thirty-seven-year-old in a nicely cut outfit and running shoes. Her name was Alyssa Roberts, and she came from Lewisham. Her mum was a Nigerian princess from Kaduna, apparently. The only time I was in Kaduna, everyone I met seemed to be a prince or princess, so maybe Alyssa’s mum was too. That could explain Alyssa’s regal carriage and grand manner. Don’t think I wasn’t secretly impressed by it all, in spite of being Irish, and therefore an instinctive republican. OK, it’s complicated.


‘So – not good?’


We’d been in this position before, Alyssa and I, but we’d been saved by some clever footwork and an exclusive about Russia, which had got us a job with our present organisation, the outfit that was now trying to throw me off the rooftop.


‘I’m sorry.’


She put her handsome, beringed hand on mine, and gave it a squeeze.


Let me say quickly that however much I would have liked it, there was nothing whatsoever between us. More’s the pity. Alyssa was engaged to a tall and, now I came to think of it, tough-looking character who was some sort of broker in the City. Rich, therefore, as well as being young and in good shape.


Still, she had reason to be worried as well. She, and a vast, jovial South African cameraman called Os – ‘ox’ in Afrikaans – had come with me from our previous job as part of a package. Since I was being given the shove, you could bet that someone was looking to see if they couldn’t be got rid of as well. And it was no good saying that Alyssa and Os should stay because they were both excellent at their jobs. The ranks had to be thinned.


Of course they preferred to cull old white Oxbridge-educated males like me, because we were expensive and unfashionable: ‘Oxbridge’ was a term of abuse nowadays. Os was in his fifties, and there wasn’t any doubt about his whiteness and maleness, so they’d probably pinned a target on his back as well. It would be harder to chuck Alyssa out because she ticked a couple of useful boxes.


Alyssa and I had talked all this over before. Os too, though he was an uncomplicated character who didn’t worry about things too much.


There was a loud door sound and he loomed over us.


I ordered some drinks, and we sat there in silence for a while after I’d passed the news on.


‘Well, I can always go back and make wildlife docs in the Kruger.’


If he did, I thought, they’d be the best thing the Kruger National Park had ever seen.


The most positive sign was that Charles hadn’t sent either of them his fussy little messages saying ‘Please call Phoebe’, Phoebe being the enviably gorgeous six-foot PA who arranged the auto-da-fés.


‘I can’t believe I’m still stuck in this bloody dead end,’ I said, ‘apologising all the time for my age and where I was educated, while they proceed to saw my balls off.’


I was on my third double, and well into the self-pitying stage. Alyssa was drinking a shandy. Os preferred to knock back a brandy and Coke.


And then I said the words which would change my whole life.


‘Why don’t we use my last three months to do some documentary stuff in China?’


At this time, you see, all anyone seemed to want to know about was Brexit: not my area of expertise at all, thank God. I didn’t think it’d be noticed if we slipped out of the country and headed off to Beijing for a nice long time.


Suddenly I felt completely free. The guillotine blade had fallen now, so there’d be no need to be on my guard for emails entitled something fairly innocuous: ‘The Future’, perhaps, or ‘The Way Forward’ – something that wouldn’t provoke me into deleting it unread, which I do with most emails likely to contain bad news.


As for everyone else, well, they behaved like GPs from the Dr Finlay’s Casebook era – they’d say anything rather than tell you to your face you’d got terminal cancer. And they were so very relieved and grateful if you accepted your death sentence quietly and just went home.


Not me. ‘Do not go gentle into that good night’ was my watchword. Not that I’m a big fan of Dylan Thomas: all that airy-fairy stream of consciousness hwyl irritates me. But I accept that he got some things right. And of course he used to drink, monumentally, at the George, the very pub where I was having this counsel-of-war with Alyssa and Os.


‘Why China?’


‘It’s a long story. But I think something’s going to happen there. Quite soon.’


‘Something?’


‘Yes. No idea what, really, but it’d probably be worth our while to be there.’


‘I’ll start making arrangements.’


She was a dear girl. I just wished she wouldn’t explode in a shower of sparks when I told her so.










Chapter 13


I opened a tin of mackerel so Yorick could dine in style. It was a messy business; not to mention the smell. I’d left him alone all day, and he needed a bit of entertainment. As I wrenched off the lid, endangering my fingers, my eye rested on a yellow Post-it note I’d stuck on the fridge. The fridge door was almost entirely covered in little squares of yellow and pink paper with my Linear B scrawl on them. Reading them is like the archaeology of my social life; most are long out of date. This one, though, had the email address of the China expert Dr Richard had written down for me.


When I’d washed the mackerel juice off my hands, I opened my laptop and wrote to ask if he’d see me. His address ended in ‘magd.ox.ac.uk’, so I knew it was one of the grandest colleges in the university: Magdalen, which is so big it has its own deer park and an outside stone pulpit in the main quadrangle so a preacher can address the assembled crowds. Going there makes me feel like a country bumpkin come to town.
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