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  To Major Cobb—who taught us that prior planning prevents piss poor performance




  To Major French, Staff Warburton and Colour Bryan—for the confidence




  To Derrick F and Mark H—for the opportunities.




  “Felix qui potuit rerum cognoscere causas—Happy is he who has been able to learn the causes of things.”




  -Virgil




  “Fiction is nothing less than the subtlest instrument for self-examination and self-display that mankind has invented yet.”




  -John Updike




  * * * *




  This story is set in the late 1990’s, after the Crown Colony of Hong Kong had been handed over to the sovereignty of China.




  Chapter 1




  The newspapers say London is the most happening city in Europe. Nothing much seemed to be happening in Jim Beauregard’s part of London these days. But that was about to change.




  He parked the Saab on the curb outside the Chinese take-away and grabbed his mobile before going in and ordering his usual sweet and sour pork.




  The surly Chinaman behind the counter had a cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth and, pausing only to glare at Jim, he began shovelling red bits into the polystyrene box.




  “You want lice?”




  “No thanks, took me ages to get rid of them last time. Give me some veggies. Those will do,” Jim said. The Chinaman scowled as if he hated customers and wished he was back in a paddy field somewhere near Shanghai. Another man appeared at the door to the kitchen. He was wearing a soiled apron and stood making sucking noises with his teeth.




  Jim paid three pounds fifty and reached for the plastic bag. It was late, close to ten o’clock and he’d just come from work. This was normal because the office was pretty busy these days. It was shipping season and nearly everything was late and half the quantities were wrong and who knew what problems would emerge once the containers arrived and the boxes were opened. Red T-shirts mysteriously transmuted into blue polo shirts. Toy dinosaurs transmogrified into toy elephants. Their Asian offices were a mess but that was par for the course and people he knew in other importing companies didn’t have it any easier. Things simply weren’t black and white in Asia. Everything was grey and nothing was definite. That’s how he remembered it when he’d visited as a student and probably nothing much had changed in the ten years since then.




  He came out of the take-away and instantly the youths were on top of him. The bag of food went flying as somebody punched Jim hard on the shoulder. He stumbled, dropping his mobile phone and another blow hit him in the chest.




  They were swearing at him and hailing down blows until he was down on his knees and had to use his arms to protect his head.




  “You bastard, fucking you! You no take Chiney girl. You leave alone, you fucking hear,” one voice yelled in his ear.




  Jim struggled to his feet cautiously. There were four of them, standing around. One held a baseball bat, the others simply scowled, with clenched fists. None of them were older than twenty-five, he guessed and they were all Orientals. He’d never seen any of them before but he wasn’t very good at differentiating Asian features.




  “What the hell are you talking about,” Jim gasped.




  “You, fucking, whitey, not good for Chinese girl. You get me?” the man with the baseball bat was saying. He advanced slightly and pointed with the red, wooden tip. Jim put up his hands, ready to fend off any blow. He glanced cautiously around but the dark street was empty, everyone at home watching their favourite sitcom.




  “You go with Chinese girl. Now you stop. This time we give warning, like this,” the man said, suddenly swinging the bat backwards and wrecking one of the headlights on the Saab. Jim stifled a swearword. It was too late, the glass sprinkled over the pavement. “Next time we break your head, same way,” the guy said. “You unnerstan’?”




  “Sure, sure, cool, you don’t want me dating any of your sisters.”




  “Fucking right.” The guy turned and spat out a sentence in his native tongue and the gang turned and disappeared down a side-street, giving him threatening backward glances.




  Shit.




  He’d only taken her out three or four times. She’d never even spent the night and when he tried to get his hands on her breasts she’d gone berserk. Not that she had much of a pair but that’s what he’d wanted to find out. Bloody women.




  Jim bent down to retrieve his phone and found that the polystyrene boxes with his food were still intact. He looked up to see the two Chinese servers from the take-away standing in their doorway watching him with inscrutable faces.




  “Thanks for all your help,” Jim said sarcastically and got into the car without bothering to look at the smashed headlight. He’d drop it off at the garage tomorrow.




  It was a ten minute drive to his place and he found a space for the Saab quite close. Finchley wasn’t a bad area to live and he could have taken the tube to work every day but he felt that if you had a decent car you might as well get the mileage on it.




  His flat was on the second floor. A nice decent conversion with three bedrooms and parquet floor in each of them. He’d furnished it with expensive Bokhara carpets and overpriced electronic equipment. The master bedroom was large but could only barely contain the master bed which always made the girls gasp when they first saw it. Nothing to do with his manhood, but it was a good reaction in any case.




  The second bedroom was his study and he’d purchased a big, butt-kicking rosewood executive desk with a burnished leather Director’s chair and the latest Compaq Pentium III to get the image right. The walls were lined with bookshelves and books and an impressionist painter who sadly failed to impress visitors.




  Jim dropped the Chinese food on the kitchen countertop and went into the third bedroom to take off his dark blue Hugo Boss suit and Church’s. He hung up his Hermes tie on the motorised rack and slipped into a pair of jogging pants and a sweatshirt. Summer was waning and it was starting to get chilly outside. The central heating hadn’t come on yet.




  He ladled the food out onto a plate, filled a large wine glass from an opened bottle of Shiraz and went to sit in front of his gloriously large television screen.




  Jim was half-way through his meal when the phone began to ring.




  “My cousin told me he just beat you up? Are you alright?”




  “Physically yes, but I suppose my pride is hurt. You didn’t have to arrange for me to be beaten up just because I wanted to get intimate with you.”




  The girl sounded contrite at the other end of the phone.




  “It’s nothing to do with what happened between you and me. I like you, I’m just not ready to do that. I think he or some of his guys saw us together and that got him mad.”




  “It’s none of his business,” said Jim, putting his spoon down and taking a sip of his wine. “Or is it that he fancies you and wants to make sure no big white man comes close?”




  The girl said, “It’s different for Chinese people, you know that. I’ve been trying to tell you. We live in England but our culture is still very strong. They don’t like it if one of us has a foreigner boyfriend.”




  “Yes, I noticed. Who’s going to pay for my broken headlight?”




  “Is it expensive?”




  “Probably not. Don’t worry about it. I haven’t decided what I’m going to do about this yet. I don’t have the time and energy at this moment to engage in a major race war.”




  “I’m so sorry, Jim,” the girl said softly at the other end of the phone.




  “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. I’m tired and a bit bruised and my sweet and sour pork’s getting cold.”




  He replaced the receiver and finished eating, then got onto the Internet and surfed around for a while, studiously avoiding the temptation to download any new emails. He’d had enough for one day.




  * * * *




  The General Manager of McPherson, Ferguson & Co. Ltd. was a small runt of a man who rarely smiled and whose fingers bore the tell tale rust-coloured stains of a compulsive lifetime smoking habit. He was a hard Glaswegian like the founders of the firm who’d bought a couple of schooners in the late 1800’s and ventured eastwards to trade tea, oranges and opium.




  “What in God’s name do you think those slanty-eyed bastards have done this time?” he was asking, studying a fax he’d just been handed.




  “They say the factory can’t make the pieces on time and it’ll be first week of September by the time they’re ready to ship,” the blonde assistant said.




  “This is a joke, isn’t it,” the GM snarled. “Did you know about this, Jim?”




  “No, Dougie, but it’s not the first time they’ve tried it.”




  Jim Beauregard was sitting at the conference table looking at the shipping schedule just printed out for the morning meeting.




  The assistant hopped nervously from one foot to the other.




  “Where’s your boss, girl? This is another one of his great, glorious screw ups. Jim, I’m not going to put up with this any longer. You keep on covering for Sawyers. But this is the clincher. Either this whole thing is sorted out and every single piece and container get shipped on time or he’s for the high-jump. Oh, run along, girlie. Get out of my conference room.” He shooed the assistant as if she were a frightened farmyard chicken. She scurried off.




  “I’m surrounded by incompetents. And you can stop smirking, Jim, my boy. You’re not so hot yourself. You’re only surviving because in the land of the blind the one-eyed man is king. You know what a mess it is down there in those heathen Asian countries and so you know when they’re going to screw up. The rest of them have no clue. And who the hell ever appointed Bob Chen to be the boss of our Hong Kong office? He’s a corrupt, slimy Chink bugger who isn’t fit to run a Soho noodle shop.”




  “Calm down, Dougie. It’s always like this and we’ll find a way. We’ll airfreight the last batch and bill it back to the factory and ignore Bob Chen when he starts up wailing about his face.”




  “They should never have let a local run the office. This company made it big because a bunch of good, canny Scotsmen went out there and sorted things out with their own bare hands.”




  “It’s politically correct,” Jim reminded his boss. “Hong Kong has gone back to the Chinese. It’s good to have a local man running the operation.”




  “Not when he’s turned the whole office into a Triad gambling den. I’d hate to think of the backhanders he’s pocketing. He’s laughing all the way to the Bank of China.” Dougie Campbell threw his stocky frame into the high-backed leather chair that was his by virtue of his position. “The Old Man has gone soft in the head to go for all this localisation crap. Bob Chen’s got something on him. Probably photos with women which he’s threatening to send to the Old Man’s wife.” The GM frowned. “You going to fire Sawyers or am I going to have to do it for you?”




  Jim replied, “Give him another chance. This isn’t his fault.”




  “They’re his shipments. Whose bloody fault is it?”




  “You know how hard it is to control the shipments. It’s a long way and communication might be fast and easy these days but we’re still talking different languages.”




  “We’re all speaking English. What the hell are you on about? Universal business language. English.” The GM thumped the table hard and stuck a cigarette in his mouth, scowling out of the window where the murky waters of the Thames were visible through a slight morning fog.




  “I think we’re going to have a problem with the ten containers of workmen’s shirts for M & S. This factory was completely the wrong choice.”




  “I don’t want to know, Jim. You’re the Import Manager. You deal with it.”




  “This is the import meeting, it’s when we talk about problems,” Jim reminded his boss.




  “I don’t want to hear about problems. I want to hear solutions. Fire Sawyers.”




  * * * *




  His temp was sitting at her desk sorting through the correspondence. Most of it was junk mail. Real information arrived electronically these days. She smiled at him nervously because he still hadn’t spoken to her apart from a curt “good-morning.”




  Jim said, “Want to do lunch, Doris?”




  “Are you still angry?” the young Chinese girl asked. She was wearing a pale green business dress that was more decent than most London office girls were wearing these days.




  “I’m a bit irritated but I know it’s not your fault. So let’s talk about it.”




  “Where do you want to eat?” She rearranged the stacks of letters on her desk and looked at him sideways.




  “Lucio’s? Let’s go early before the common people arrive.”




  She nodded and gave him a warm smile. If she had been his permanent secretary he’d never have considered getting too friendly with her. It made things around the office complicated but Mavis was on maternity leave and she’d be back next month and Doris Yung would be somewhere else.




  Jim went into his office and had a quick glance at the screen of his IBM Thinkpad, the standard model for managers who were required to travel. It was big enough to use every day around the office and convenient enough to hump around airports. Ten more emails had come in but nothing that looked urgent or interesting. There was one from his mate, Bill, who worked as an accountant and seemed to spend his time forwarding jokes, clogging other people’s hard drives. He didn’t bother opening it, just deleted it right away.




  There was a fax copy of an invoice in his tray and he studied it casually. It was just confirmation that three hundred and ninety-four thousand, two hundred and seventy-five U.S. dollars had been refunded to their Hong Kong office by a supplier who had screwed up an order so badly all the goods had to be shipped back to China and re-worked. They were desk lamps in assorted colours. At the last minute the client, a firm that McPherson, Ferguson had been selling to for decades, had tested some samples and found that some of the components had been switched, probably to reduce manufacturing costs, which left them unable to meet the UK safety regulations. Some buyers might have just accepted the goods and pushed for a discount but this buyer was pedantic and so Jim’s company had agreed to take a hit but then passed it on to the factory.




  Here was another example of how poor the quality control of the Hong Kong office was. Bob Chen’s people should have been in the factory—it was a big order—checking it once or twice during production and then sending samples to a laboratory before the goods were released for shipment.




  Jim tapped his pencil on the surface of the desk. Either it was bad management or they didn’t give a damn. They were trying it on to see how much they could get away with. A few changed components and the profit margin could go up nicely. If the factory got away with it once, they’d carry on doing it until they were caught, then plead ignorance or misunderstanding. It was just one of their games. And McPherson Ferguson’s Hong Kong office was probably taking a little kickback to look the other way.




  The amount of the invoice didn’t look familiar. Jim frowned and checked the rest of the information. It appeared to be the claim he had in mind. “Desk lamps Blue/Red/Black/Metallic, 18 containers,” no indication of the FOB Hong Kong price, the free-on-board price at which the factory sold the goods and delivered them to a vessel or forwarder in Hong Kong nominated by the client.




  Jim went back outside and pulled open one of the metal filing cabinets holding the order files. He riffled through the supplier names until he found the one for Ever Splendid. On the left hand page of the file were all the relevant document copies such as the Purchase Order, the Letter of Credit and the Product Specifications. On the right page was any correspondence relating to the order and shipments. Sometimes one order was one shipment, sometimes they had multiple shipments because the client only wanted so many pieces at a time in his warehouse. Most of McPherson Ferguson’s clients were major or medium sized retailers who sometimes sourced their own products or used Far East experts like Jim’s company to get specific products at prices they might not negotiate themselves because they didn’t have the contacts or the volumes.




  Jim found the information he was looking for. The original Purchase Order had the total FOB price and the per piece price. It was confused a bit because there was a two per cent discount in lieu of spare parts. He took the file back into his office, giving Doris a quick, distracted smile. She was reading her emails and playing with a lock of her charcoal hair.




  He pulled over his calculator, the one with the big buttons he’d picked up in Hong Kong on his last trip. The original order total was three hundred and seventy-five U.S. dollars. Why was the factory refunding three hundred and ninety-four thousand, two hundred and seventy-five U.S. dollars? He had a good idea why. Some little clerk had made a careless mistake. The difference was eighteen thousand, seven hundred and seventy-five U.S. dollars which was—he tapped rapidly on the calculator—exactly five per cent. A nice little commission to whoever had handled the order in Hong Kong. An illegal commission. All prices quoted to McPherson Ferguson were supposed to be net. No rebates or other forms of holding money back in the Hong Kong office. That operation ran as a cost centre and was not intended to make money. All financing was handled out of London and usually by back to back Letters of Credit from their clients.




  Somebody, Bob Chen or one of his merchandisers, had agreed on a higher price and pocketed the difference. When the factory had been told to refund the money until a new order for improved product was placed they had mistakenly refunded the five per cent “under-the-table” money as well. Jim knew it was common practice for these kind of sweeteners to be paid to the local office. It was a Chinese habit. Usually the percentage ranged between one to two per cent so five per cent was on the high side. But usually this was all done discretely and one could never find any evidence. Here was evidence. Not enough to go to court but it was the faint smell of corruption. It was the tip of the dung heap. What else was going on?




  Should he tell Dougie Campbell about it? Or wasn’t it worth stirring up things? It was a way of life out there and as long as the goods were delivered on time and the clients were happy with the prices and McPherson Ferguson kept their own margins…




  Jim wasn’t sure what to do. He’d leave it for a while. He didn’t know how Dougie would react. The GM wasn’t predictable these days. He could go flying off the handle and cause all sorts of rumpus. Or he might just shrug and ask Jim again when he’d be firing Sawyers.




  “It’s lunchtime, Jim,” Doris said from the door. He looked up and, taking in her high cheekbones, the generous mouth and the inviting dark brown eyes, decided that Chinese women, breasts or not, were surely the most beautiful in the world.




  * * * *




  They went to one of those Asian fusion restaurants that had been emerging in London recently. Although the atmosphere was principally Japanese and one sat on long, hard benches at long refectory style tables the food was eclectic and drew heavily on Chinese cuisine.




  Jim snapped his chopsticks apart and handed them to Doris who rubbed the wooden sticks against each other to ensure there were no splinters.




  “I’ve never come here before,” she said, glancing around the room. A young, professional crowd filled the place and the noise level was only just bearable.




  “Sushi, Sashimi and Dimsum set?” Jim suggested. He ordered a glass of orange juice for her and a Singha beer, which was from Thailand, he thought.




  “Lunch is on me,” she said. “For putting you into such a terrible situation.”




  Jim pulled a face. “You could have told me before that your brothers and cousins are all homicidal maniacs and I’d be taking my life in my hands asking you out for a drink.”




  “We Chinese have a great sense of pride. To them its loss of face to see a Chinese girl spending time with a foreigner.”




  “Foreigner? This is my country. It’s them that have come here from overseas.”




  She nodded quickly in agreement. He leant forward as he poured himself the beer. She always smelt so good. A fragrance of flowers hung around her but she insisted it wasn’t perfume, just soap and shampoo.




  “I meant, to them you are a foreigner,” Doris went on. “You know, a Western guy, Long nose, white skin, foreign devil. It’s hard for them to get used to living here.”




  “But some of them were born here. You were born here, weren’t you?”




  She shook her head. “No, I was born in Hong Kong and came over here when I was eight. So I’ve adapted to the English lifestyle. And the weather.” She scowled.




  “Famous for our weather, we Brits.”




  “Even if Chinese people are born in another country they will always remain Chinese. Follow Chinese customs, marry a Chinese partner, behave in a Chinese way. And our loyalty is always first to the Chinese race, not the country where we live or have business.”




  “So you’re really coming here and taking advantage of the benefits of England but don’t want to fully integrate into the society?”




  “That’s not really fair. I think of myself as English, sort of. But my parents would not accept me being anything but one hundred per cent Chinese.”




  “Nor would your cousin. What’s his name again?”




  “Wah-jai.”




  “And what does Wah-jai do for a living?”




  “He works in a Chinese video shop in Soho. You’ve probably walked past it. It has posters of Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan in the windows. It’s called ‘The Flying Fist.’”




  “So what does your mother think of you going out with a white guy, then?”




  Doris looked a bit coy. “I’m not going out with a white guy. I’ve had a few drinks and dinner with a cute white guy. But I’d never tell her I was seeing a Westerner.”




  “Why not?”




  Doris sighed. “She’d be furious.”




  “And she’d call up Wah-jai and his mates and send them round to torch my car.”




  “No, she’s not the type. But she might not speak with me for weeks. And my father would lose face.”




  Jim felt frustrated at the way the lunch and the conversation were going. “Doesn’t sound like there’s much chance for me then. Why are you wasting your time with me?”




  “I don’t think it’s a waste of time.” The Chinese girl said, touching his hand softly with hers. “I think you’re very sweet.”




  * * * *




  It wasn’t long before Jim Beauregard found another piece of dodgy dealing. He would probably have overlooked it except that he was now actively keeping an eye open for anything that hinted of rottenness in the state of their Hong Kong Office.




  He was cross-checking a number of the shipping schedules when Rupert Sawyers walked into his office with a big grin, tossing a coin up and down in his hand as was his habit.




  “Do you have an appointment?” Jim said.




  “Do I need one?”




  “I’m just a bit busy and I’m not really in the mood to talk with you at the moment because you’re giving me a headache.”




  “What have I done?” said the younger man, perching himself on the edge of Jim’s desk. He didn’t seem to be bothered by the comment.




  “You know that you should have been on top of that shipment and it’s all screwed up now. The GM wants your head.”




  “Come on, Jim. It happens all the time. I can’t be expected to anticipate every late shipment.”




  “You are expected to have a handle on them. It’s the main purpose of your job. The client will go ballistic and we might even lose this one. It’s not the first time it’s happened.”




  Sawyers grinned. “Oh, come on. It can’t be that serious.”




  “They didn’t teach you much at university about the real world of international business, did they?”




  “Well, I studied geography so I know where all the factories are located. That’s useful, you know, sometimes.”




  “Rupert, you are about one foot away from being out the door. Maybe that doesn’t bother you but it’s causing me aggravation.”




  Sawyers looked crestfallen, like a little boy being told that he wasn’t being selected for the rugby team. They should never have hired him but his grandfather knew the Old Man.




  “Look we’ll talk about this later, just go back and check over your shipments. Take this really seriously. I know that may be difficult for you but… Welcome to the real business world.”




  “I don’t know what the fuss is all about,” the younger man muttered, hopping off the desk, then left giving Jim the sort of smile one gives an older brother who will undoubtedly take care of things.




  Jim brought the pile of files to the GM's office and dumped them on the man's desk. Campbell looked up from a sheet of paper he was studying. He was old school and didn’t believe in personally using a computer. His secretary printed out all correspondence that was sent to him and then placed them into different coloured folders according to their importance.




  “What is it now, lad?” the GM said with good humour. He’d calmed down after two lunch-time whiskeys.




  “I figured you might need a break from reading that stuff and would like to hear some more about Hong Kong.”




  “Go on,” Campbell said, pushing his glasses up onto his forehead and leaning back in his chair. He reached for his packet of cigarettes.




  “I went over the shipment schedule for the last three months and found that in nearly every shipment coming from Ningpo in China, the various factories have short-shipped us anything between two to five cartons.”




  “Losing a few cartons happens every once in a while. The buggers at China customs help themselves, especially if its clothes or electronic stuff.”




  “Right, Dougie, but this is happening every time. It’s too much of a pattern. It’s as if it was scheduled.”




  “Probably is, they are nicking stuff on a regular basis because they can. They’ll only stop if somebody raps them over the knuckles.”




  “In China they still shoot people for serious instances of theft and smuggling. Every year they put a bullet in the back of thousands of people’s heads. Quick trial and quick execution,” Jim reminded his boss.




  “Well, I know that. Serves them right. No shortage of the little yellow bastards. Billions of them. A few thousand in an unmarked grave… Who cares?” Dougie smirked through the clouds of blue smoke.




  “What do you think we should do about this?” Jim said tapping his papers.




  Campbell shifted in his chair and puffed some more on his Rothmans. “Make me a summary of the information. Dates, quantities, product description etc. and give it to me before I get on the plane tomorrow.”




  Jim nodded; it’s what he had expected. He’d get Doris to do it. “What’ll you do then, Dougie?”




  “What do you think I’m going to do, laddie. I’ve had enough of that tosser Bob Chen.” He leant forward and waved a fax at Jim. “You know what this is? Reservations on the plane to Hong Kong for Tuesday. Face to face is best to deal with a problem. Now it’s your job to find me all the evidence I need to make the fellow sweat. He’ll either pull up his socks pretty smartish or he’s for the high-jump. Localisation or not.” The GM glared at Jim for a few seconds then added. “A bullet in the head might be too good for the little tosser.”




  “Maybe he’s not taking back-handers himself. Maybe he’s not managing very well. Letting others get away with stuff.”




  “I’ll let him explain that to me, Jim.”




  Chapter 2




  In Hong Kong, the Complaints Against Police Office is located on the seventeenth floor of a nondescript office building in Causeway Bay. Somebody had decided it might be less intimidating for members of the public to venture there with their concerns rather than into the fortress-like building of Police Headquarters on Arsenal Street.




  Senior Inspector Theo Scrimple sat at his desk in the CAPO offices trying to work out on a piece of A4 paper why there was no money in his bank account. The end of the month, with pay-day, was still ten days away. He shared the room with another bom-baan, but Bill Hawkins was on vacation leave, playing golf in the Philippines—or so he’d given his German wife to believe.




  Scrimple was practically bald which made him look older than his thirty-two years and it didn’t help his looks much that he was about thirty pounds overweight, bearing the white man’s burden of too much booze imbibed over too many years in Asia.




  He picked up the phone and dialled a number but it was engaged, so he slammed the receiver back onto the cradle of the old-fashioned black government device and swore under his breath. He’d been trying to get hold of Kenworthy for an hour but the man had either taken his phone off the hook or was hard at work chatting up a new girlfriend.




  The office was pleasantly cool. The air-conditioning unit was noisy but it kept the outside temperature of thirty-two degrees and ninety per cent humidity away on the streets. It had been five years since Scrimple had to walk the pavements of Hong Kong as a uniformed inspector and he was grateful that he could sit in this comfortable room and go home at five p.m. sharp, even if his work was mind-numbingly boring. He’d had his fair share of excitement in the past but now, with the former colony flying the flag of the People’s Republic of China, he was grateful that there was a nice steady job for a man with a record of service as undistinguished as his.




  “You no take lunchie?” the old Sergeant said, standing in the doorway. He was within two years of retirement and had been recently put out to grass in CAPO. He was of the old school: respectful and resourceful. Scrimple appreciated Sergeant Leung and sometimes took him for a beer in the evening to the Old China Hand in Wanchai.




  “Later.” He frowned. “I don’t understand why I’ve got no fucking chin again this month. Mo lun chin, no fucking money.”




  “Maybe you give too muchee money for your girlfriend, Ah-sir,” the Chinese Sergeant suggested.




  “Maybe, but I didn’t even go out for dinner that much this month.”




  Sergeant Leung changed the subject. “Some new case come in.”




  “Anything interesting?”




  “Foul language and the other one steal money.”




  “Oh, great,” Scrimple said, looking up from his calculations, “just what I need to get me excited.”




  The Sergeant was oblivious to the Englishman’s sarcasm. He gave a non-committal nod and disappeared in the direction of the lifts and his bowl of noodles.




  “Why the fuck doesn’t this fucking well add up,” Scrimple said aloud to himself, then tossed the pencil down in disgust. He thought he knew where the problem was. He’d miscalculated the mortgage payment for his three-bedroom house in Halifax and since he couldn’t get a tenant into the place for love or money it was draining his disposable income every month. He should never have listened to the investment councillor who’d persuaded him to buy property in the United Kingdom and then shell out for life insurance on top of it. The bastard was getting rich on his commissions and Scrimple was still only scraping by, despite receiving what was considered, these days, a decent salary plus a fat gratuity at the end of every two and a half year contract he completed.




  They’d given him another double-linked contract just last year which meant at least he had a job until the year 2001. After that there was no knowing. Only three hundred and forty-two expatriates left in the Force and half of them were dying to jump, if only they had a place to land. A couple of lucky buggers had managed to get into the private sector, working in commercial investigations, or for airport security, but Scrimple doubted he’d get a call from any of these companies. He didn’t have the old boy network that made this kind of position possible.




  For the moment he’d just have to keep on plugging away, putting up with Harriet Cheung, the scrawny Woman Chief Inspector who made his life a misery.




  The phone rang and it was Bob Kenworthy.




  “Who the hell have you been talking with for the last hour?” Scrimple asked his mate.




  “None of your business. Usual place?”




  “I suppose so.”




  “Just had my first snatching case come in but the statement will take at least another hour. Tsim Sha Tsui isn’t what it used to be. Hardly any crime at all.”




  “No tourists coming here anymore to steal from,” Scrimple said, placing the paper with his personal budget figures into a drawer and banging it shut. He agreed on a time with Kenworthy and sauntered out of the office.




  In the lift lobby he bumped into his boss.




  “I want report number 22376 finish today, you understand?” Harriet Cheung said without greeting him.




  “Which one’s that, Madam?”




  Her fish-like eyes behind the large glasses squinted at him in annoyance. She knew the reference numbers of every case being investigated by her teams and couldn’t understand how the two Western Inspectors working for her didn’t have the same numeric abilities.




  She identified the case she meant by the offence that had supposedly been committed.




  “Oh, you mean the one where the SDS inspector supposedly burnt the AP’s balls with a lighter?”




  Harriet nodded grimly just as the lift doors opened.




  “I’ll have it on your desk before five, Madam,” Scrimple said knowing that it was already complete but not wanting to explain why he’d been sitting on it for a day and a half. Nowadays he didn’t think twice about the obsequiousness of his language. He’d become used to all sorts of things in the Force. Even having a female boss who obviously disliked the fact that there were still gwai-lo inspectors working in the organisation and who didn’t hide her disapproval of their old colonial ways. However as long as he “yes-madam and no-madamed” her she couldn’t touch him and it was only another three months to his next long leave and then hopefully a new posting.




  There were still some good ones about. Only last year Fenchurch had snared the DVC Lantau’s job. Not glamorous, not demanding, but enjoyable, lording it over the fishermen on the island and keeping an eye on the new airport from a distance while jockeying around in the Divisional Land Rover like some well-to-do gentleman farmer.




  “Fucking bitch, who the hell does she think she is?” Scrimple let off steam when Bob Kenworthy eased himself into his seat at the Maharani Mess ten minutes later.




  “Harriet?”




  “Does she think she’s running some sort of OSCB team that’s trying to crack a major drug cartel or what? We’re investigating crappy little police complaints, most of which never get substantiated.”




  “She’s just a bong-head. She can’t help it.”




  “We’ll have two Kingfishers and the usual crap, Gobby,” Scrimple growled at the Manager who’d sidled over.




  “The usual,” the Indian repeated and made some marks on his notepad.




  “She can’t help it really,” Kenworthy pointed out, stabbing the poppadoms with his index finger until they fell apart into small pieces. “She doesn’t know any better. Given the fact that she probably hasn’t had sex ever in her life, it’s hard for her to deal with the stress of her job.”




  “What stress?” Scrimple said.




  “There must be senior officers who are giving her a hard time to substantiate some of the cases in order to show the public how impartial the police is when investigating its own complaints.”




  “Go on,” Scrimple said, with little enthusiasm.




  “It would solve a lot of her and your problems if she could just have a really good hard shag.”




  “That’s always your solution to everything, isn’t it?”




  “Anything wrong with that, Fat-boy?”




  “I think I’ll give up beer for a month or so.”




  “What are you going to do for your long leave?”




  “Not sure. Bring the girlfriend to England and then maybe visit America.”




  “Still shagging that Freda bird?”




  “Yes. Any problem with that?”




  Kenworthy shrugged and put more green stuff on his poppadom pieces, then slid them into his mouth.




  Scrimple leaned forward. “What’s the matter with Freda? Tell me.”




  “Nothing.”




  “Yeah, right. What problem do you have with my girlfriend?”




  “She’s okay, Scrimple. Just a bit skinny.”




  “Not everyone considers tits the be and end all of a woman, you know.”




  “It’s fine by me if you like women with no tits.”




  “Most Chinese women don’t have big tits.”




  “But the younger ones do,” Kenworthy pointed out.




  “What’s that mean?”




  “The young ones have been eating more Westernised food and drink more milk. Fat and protein! There is a noticeable increase in tit size once you get under the twenty-five year old mark.” Kenworthy nodded knowingly and took the Kingfisher beer the waiter had just delivered. “Also I think your girlfriend is after your money.”




  “My money?”




  The waiter returned and delivered a dish of sizzling Tandoori chicken.




  Kenworthy smiled condescendingly. “Yes, I know she’s obviously misguided but it’s not unreasonable to assume that a man who has been working in Asia for fifteen years might have saved a fair amount of cash.”




  “She knows I haven’t got any money.”




  “You tell her you haven’t got any money but she’s Chinese, she doesn’t believe you. She just thinks you’re being coy.”




  “Ah, bollocks.”




  “You want this extra piece of chicken?” Kenworthy said.




  Scrimple shook his head. He studied his friend over the top of his beer glass. When they’d been fresh young inspectors people had often described Kenworthy as being a George Michael look-alike. He was chunkier now, still handsome, but then George Michael wasn’t much of a role-model anymore since he’d been caught fraternising with the locals in a Los Angeles public lavatory.




  “Whatever happened to Hong Kong?” Kenworthy said wistfully.




  “Are you the only person who didn’t notice?”




  “Notice what?”




  “That the Chinese took it all over.”




  “Which Chinese?”




  “The locals.”




  “Nothing to do with Beijing then, in your opinion?”




  “I don’t know. Politics doesn’t interest me. I just want to do my job,” Scrimple said.




  “So I heard that old Bottle left the Force and got a nice job on the board of Directors of one of Li Ka Shing’s companies.”




  “Yes, I heard.”




  “He was quite a fellow,” Kenworthy teased.




  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Scrimple said. He looked up from his plate and regarded his friend and colleague for a moment. There were some things he’d never told Kenworthy about Bottle and the events that had marked him and his career in the Force so many years ago. Things that only he and Bottle knew now, since Tang Siu Ling had been killed by a mysterious gunman in 1995 while playing mahjong at his girlfriend’s house.




  And whatever had happened to Mabel? She’d vanished. Kenworthy had known the girl. But only briefly and not in the same way that Scrimple had known her. She’d been a stunner and there hadn’t been many of those in his bed, not then, not since. But he hated thinking about the past.




  There was a time when Scrimple thought he might be a good cop. Then reality had caught up with him in the shape of his own mediocrity. Now it didn’t matter much. He had no ambition, except to get through to the next month. Sometimes when he pondered on this too much it depressed him and then he’d have to go to the freezer and drink a couple of fast shots of vodka to take the edge off the oncoming depression. Mostly he didn’t think too much about things. Like a man who closed his eyes while walking along the ledge of a high building. If you didn’t look down, you had nothing to fear.




  After lunch he went back to work and at five got up and locked his depressing paperwork into the battleship grey steel filing cabinet.




  He took the MTR home and squeezed in between a fat Chinese man—whose friends probably imaginatively called him 'fei-jai—and two schoolgirls with “Hello Kitty” satchels who tried to edge away from the sweaty gwai-lo.




  When Scrimple had been in CID he’d been heavily overweight but then the powers that be sent him to the Police Tactical Unit where he and his platoon ran up and down the hilly roads of Fanling until he mysteriously sweated off twenty pounds. He still wasn’t slim but nowadays he could fit into a size thirty-eight pants and even though the girls in the bars of Bangkok still called him “bum-boi” he didn’t feel obese anymore. Now he tried to go to the gym and go jogging a few times a week and that helped to keep him at two hundred and twenty pounds. Not a featherweight but at least he didn’t waddle down the street anymore and had managed to keep a regular live-in girlfriend for a year and a half.




  When he reached home Freda was there on the sofa watching TVB Pearl, the Chinese channel.




  “Hya,” Scrimple said but the girl ignored him, the remote control in one hand and a cigarette in the other.




  “Had a nice day or just happy to see me?” he said, annoyed by her attitude. He went to the master bedroom which in England would have been barely large enough to be used as a storage cupboard. He took off his tie and shoes, tossed the soggy shirt into the basket where the Filipina maid, who visited twice weekly, would retrieve it.




  When he came out of the bedroom he was wearing T-shirts, shorts and slippers. Even with air-con in all the rooms Hong Kong autumn was still a sweaty affair.




  “You cooking or anything?” he asked the girl.




  “No,” she replied.




  He went into the kitchen and got out a San Miguel, then studied the inside of the fridge for a while. Whatever had gotten into her meant he’d have to come up with something for himself to eat. He patted his belly absently. Not that she always cooked, but she often did. Asian girls were supposed to take care of their men.




  Scrimple decided to cook himself beans on toast and a fried egg on the side. Nothing glamorous but it had all the nourishment one could want. Vitamins he’d have to get from his bottle of Centrum pills.




  “You want anything?” he asked her.




  “No, I eat some noodle already.”




  “Okay.”




  He shrugged. Moody bitches, all of them. Not that he’d had too many serious girlfriends but those that he’d had were never easy and his colleagues verified this. It was a myth that Chinese girls were nice, pleasing and subservient. They could be hard as nails and twice as sharp. Living or marrying a local girl wasn’t a bed of roses. On the other hand the white women weren’t much better. And most of the time they had big bottoms and wide saggy bosoms. There must be some rule in the Immigration Department that forbade entry to any slim, cute, blonde, attractive white girls to the territory.




  Scrimple got the frying pan out and set to work. When it was ready he brought the food into the living room and put the plate down on the small four-seater dining table.




  The Chinese channel she was watching had some banal game show where a bunch of young locals were running about making fools of themselves while everyone giggled hysterically at stupid antics that were neither clever nor amusing. A small, fat bald presenter who’d been around for ever chortled into a large microphone and rammed it up contestants’ noses.




  Scrimple ate his food. “Something wrong? Your boss treated you badly? What's with the long face?”




  “Nothing. Okay,” she said without turning around. He snorted in mild irritation and then brought the empty plate back into the kitchen.




  Sitting down on the sofa he reached out for her waist but she pulled back, pushing his hand away.




  He carried on sipping his beer watching the stupidity on television. Every once in a while he’d look at her and she’d ignore him, flicking ash into the Carlsberg ashtray he’d once lifted from a pub in Tsim Sha Tsui. Finally he got up and went into the bedroom where there was another TV and VCD/DVD player.




  He put on a movie with Denzel Washington that he’d started watching the night before.




  An hour later the girl opened the bedroom door and stood glaring at him.




  “Yes?” he said hitting the pause button. He was sprawled on the bed, scratching his belly.




  “Maybe I’ll move out. I’m not happy to be here anymore,” she said.




  Scrimple was shocked. He sat up and studied her. She wasn’t pretty, with unkempt black hair down to her shoulders and a sharp unusual nose for a Chinese girl. Her lips were thin and she rarely painted them and her breasts were un-noteworthy, but she had a nice pert bottom that had given Scrimple much pleasure during their early love-making. These days the sex had become less. Maybe once a week. Mostly he couldn’t be bothered and she’d never really demanded it, being quite passive and seeming to enjoy mainly the fact that Scrimple was enjoying himself rather than actually getting pleasure from the physical act herself.




  Whatever: he did like her a lot and her sudden announcement left him with a hard feeling of hurt somewhere around his breast bone.




  “What does that mean? You don’t want to be with me anymore? You want to finish?”




  “Maybe,” she said without much emotion.




  “Any reason...just suddenly, without warning?”




  “It’s boring. You’re boring and I like a guy in my office.”




  “Chinese guy?”




  “No,” she seemed to shrug, “a gwai-lo. He’s smart and just come to Hong Kong a short time and he’s a high salary.”




  “Good looking, is he?” Scrimple heard himself saying. He still didn’t know how to react. It was all unexpected and he was upset. They’d had a good thing going. He took her out for dinner. He was rarely unfaithful to her, only when he went to Bangkok for golf with the lads or Macau for a couple of hours of baccarat followed by “Russian roulette” with some Slavic temptress.




  “You want to move out now, tonight?”




  “No, I pack tomorrow. I sleep in the other room tonight.”




  “Was it something I did, that you just don’t want to be with me anymore?”




  She shook her head sadly. “No, you’re a nice guy and I love you sometime but it just get too boring. You know, Scrimple. Every day, every week we do same thing. We do nothing and your job is no good and you never get promotion. I’m not so young. I have to marry before I’m thirty. I want to marry somebody successful.”




  “Oh, I see, that’s it. I’m not successful.” He was overcome with a great deep sadness. Not bad enough to cry but enough to make him weary. Scrimple wanted to roll up into a ball under the thin sheets.




  “Good-night,” she said, “You’re a good man but maybe not for me. I’m not a good girl I think.” Her voice trailed off as she turned away from the door towards the spare bedroom where the old computer and suitcases were kept.




  Scrimple stared at the door, still ajar. “Well, thank you very much. After all my time and effort. You little Honkie bitch. Thank you,” he said with vehement sarcasm, but not loud enough for her to hear. “I should have known. But maybe I’m just fucking stupid.”




  For a while he sat on the bed and stared at the frozen television frame. Then the door bell rang. It startled him.




  Nobody came around at this time of the evening except men wanting to sell cable TV or the downstairs guard complaining about rubbish bags on the backstairs.




  When he opened the door there were three Chinese guys standing outside the safety grille. They all wore suits and one was thrusting a plastic identity card at Scrimple.




  “Inspector Scrimple, can we come in and talk to you?” the man said in reasonable English.




  “What about?” Scrimple was trying to make out the card but all he could see was the word “Independent” before the guy snatched it away again.




  They trooped into the flat once he’d unlatched the grille and stood in the living room. Scrimple frowned. The one who’d done the talking said, “You know about casey number LF-32578/00?”




  “No, what are you talking about?”




  “You investigate the case. Mr. Wong Kam Ting who complain about the police beat him up during investigation?”




  “There’s a lot of Mr. Wong’s in my files.”




  “He say you offer him money to withdraw the complaint.”




  Scrimple snorted. “You’re fucking joking aren’t you?”




  The Chinese man looked upset. He was taking himself very seriously and so were his colleagues.




  “You deny the charge?”




  “Of course I deny the charge. What a load of bollocks. I remember this guy. He’s a Triad drug dealer and he was arrested by one of the SDS teams.”




  “He made the complaint to ICAC so we have to investigate.”




  “Don’t you realise he’s just trying it on? He’s got done for an offence that will send him down for five years so he’s first trying to put a finger on the Vice Squad boys and now for good measure is wasting your time.” Scrimple was shaking his head in utter disbelief. This couldn’t be happening. It would never have happened in the old days when the Force and the Independent Commission Against Corruption was still controlled by Western senior officers who took a more balanced perspective instead of just doing things by the book.




  “Inspector Scrimple,” the man said. “We ask you come to our office in Admiralty for giving a statement.”




  “Not now.” He looked over at Freda who had come out of the spare bedroom and was staring at him with the sort of look that seemed to say “I knew you were up to no good.” What the hell did she know.




  All of a sudden he had a great anger with all things Chinese.




  Fuck them all.




  “We insist you come now, or we can get warrant for your arrest.”




  “Don’t you understand you stupid bong-head that I’m a police officer who’s doing his job. Why would I offer any money to some scumbag drug dealer for dropping a complaint that is so patently ludicrous given the circumstances?”




  The three ICAC men all stared at him stonily. They were not on his side. They wanted to find men like Scrimple to nail up as examples of how hard they were working to root out corruption. They wanted to be holier than the Pope, looking for evil in all the wrong places.




  “Maybe somebody give you some money to offer to Mr. Wong to drop the charge. Somebody in the SDS team. All police help each other,” the guy was saying.




  “You’re mad.”




  “Please get your clothes and come with us.”




  Scrimple shook his head but there was no choice. He’d have to go through the motions. Maybe it was time to think about leaving Hong Kong after all. He gave Freda a filthy look and she just shrugged without showing any emotion.




  * * * *




  The Bamboo Bar in the Oriental Hotel was famous for its jazz. It was the best venue of its kind in Bangkok. Today they had a famous singer from Alabama who was guesting for a month and she was perched on a stool next to the piano—a large African-American woman in a black dress designed for somebody much slimmer and younger. She had a voice that could both shatter glass and charm flowers into growing. Her range was amazing and John McHardy sat in a rattan wing-tip armchair in a corner with his eyes closed, enjoying the music.




  He was alone. There was plenty of company to be had in Bangkok if you were the lonely type but McHardy enjoyed his privacy. At home he had a blonde wife and two teenage daughters who studied at the International school. They had a good family life, everyone was nice and civil to each other when they met at breakfast. His wife was busy with charities and they had sex maybe once or twice a month because she was still an attractive woman and took her aerobics seriously.




  McHardy didn’t have a mistress or casual girlfriends like many men who spent time in the Thai capital. He didn’t have the need for illicit sex. He got his kicks from making money. Originally from a small town in New Jersey, not far from New York City, John had made his way to Asia in the eighties and now ran the Bangkok office for McPherson Ferguson. He had about fifteen staff and mostly they shipped garments, furniture and handicrafts. He was the only American to work in the British company and had been hired after a chance encounter with the Old Man, Sir Thomas Ferguson, who’d been desperate when the previous Bangkok Manager had drunk himself into a state of incompetence. McHardy had been playing tennis at the British Club and was recommended to Sir Thomas as a good trader who understood the ways of the East. McHardy spoke fluent Thai and wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty by visiting factories needing proactive supervision.




  He was dressed now, as always, in Bangkok business attire: white shirt and maroon tie, black slacks and brogues, gold Rolex watch and a Nokia mobile phone resting on the table next to the Jim Beam Coke.




  The singer took a break and the waitress, who knew McHardy by name, asked him if he wanted a cigar. She brought him his usual Hoyo de Monterey and he asked her how things were. She giggled and explained that not all customers were as appreciative as him. McHardy was a tall, athletic man with a large bushy moustache and he was popular for his looks as well as his un-American politeness.




  Somebody approached the table, a ruddy-faced, pot-bellied fellow. He sat down uninvited.




  “Knew I’d find you here,” the newcomer said in a British accent.




  “It’s not difficult. I’m a man of habit.”




  “Good for you, McHardy. How about those transistor radios? What do you think of the price?”




  “Not too good, Michael. But I’m still trying to shift them and then I’ll come back and ask you to be a bit more creative on the FOB.”




  “It’s the best we can do now.”




  “Your factory isn’t working efficiently enough.”




  “That’s easy for you to say,” the British man pointed out, indicating to the waitress that he wanted a Heineken.




  “I warned you not to try and do electronics in Vietnam. They’re not ready for it yet. They haven’t got the work ethic that you get in China. The government still gets too involved in the labour conditions.”




  “We’ve paid off the local government people, the People’s Committee. We’ll get there. Don’t worry.”




  “I’m not worried, Michael. It’s your factory.”




  “Not mine, not mine. I’m just the Export Manager. None of my money in there.” Michael grimaced.




  “Who’s the major shareholder?”




  “Thansothorn, Chinese Thai fellow and someone from Hong Kong.”




  “Wasn’t he big in cement before?” McHardy said, taking a sip from his drink.




  “Sure before the bottom dropped out of the building market.”




  “Looks like things are starting up again.”




  “Don’t you believe it. The economic crisis isn’t over yet.”
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