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  The Oldest Sins




  Denby LaRouche is a bright, athletic lawyer who works as the in-house counsel for an old style Hong Kong trading firm. When she meets the charming, private school-educated, Randolph Cheng, she has no expectations and tries to banish him from her thoughts. But this is harder than she thinks. As she applies her legal skills and female intuition to solving a looming crisis in her office, suspicion repeatedly falls on the mysterious Eurasian.




  This book was written in collaboration with my better half, Chris, and it is from him that this dedication comes:




  “To all the coppers who were there and lived the life. Although there is fiction in this book you might recognise the facts.




  And to the DC - I guess I’m still a bum!”




  “Iustum et tenacem propositi virum, non civium ardour prava iubentium, non vultus instantis tyranni, mente quatit solida – The man who is tenacious of purpose in a rightful cause is not shaken from his firm resolve by the frenzy of his fellow citizens clamouring for what is wrong, or by the tyrant’s threatening face.”




  (Horace)




  “Quis custodiet ipsos custodes? – Who is to guard the guards themselves?”




  (Juvenal)




  Glossary Of Chinese Expressions And Abbreviations




  Daai-lo Big Man, a way of addressing one’s boss




  JI Junior Investigator, a Detective Inspector’s English speaking assistant




  DI Detective Inspector




  AP Arrested Person




  Sisa Short for Station Sergeant




  PCPolice Constable usually in uniform branch




  CIDCriminal Investigation Department, the detective department




  DVCDivisional Commander, usually a Superintendent




  ADVC Assistant Divional Commander, usually a Chief Inspector




  DC District Commander, usually a Chief Superintendent




  Gwai-lo ‘ghost man’, a slang term for foreigners, white men




  Gwai-mooia Western woman




  Bom-baan Inspector




  Si gon business, one’s responsibility




  Jat Jat bok Delegating or shirking one’s responsibility




  Ma faan Trouble




  Mo mantai No problem




  Foh-gei Slang for constable or waiter




  Gau dim To sort it out, make it go away




  Yam cha ‘Drink tea’, a Chinese lunch




  Siu ye Midnight snack




  Leng jai Handsome boy




  Lei ho mah How are you?




  Bai Kwan Daai Ceremony for good luck to the god Kwan Daai




  Chaai-lo Slang for a cop




  CAPO Complaints Against PoliceOffice 2004 Test Drive User




  ICAC Independent Commission Against Corruption




  SDS Special Duty Squad, designation for a Vice Squad




  OSCB Organised and Serious Crimes Bureau, territory wide CID team




  Ham Sap Lo Pervert, dirty old man




  Chapter 1




  Hong Kong was hot and humid as Detective Inspector Scrimple came into the Report Room of Lai Chi Kok Police Station. The Duty Officer, a corpulent Chinese Station Sergeant, nodded at him as Scrimple signed himself on duty in the Occurance Book then took the lift up to the third floor where the Divisional Investigation Teams were located.




  “Morning, daai-lo. You look like shit,” Ah-Chan, his Junior Investigator said with a smirk.




  “Feel like shit,” Scrimple said and pulled the South China Morning Post out of his battered Cathay Pacific holdall.




  “I already call canteen for your sandwich and coffee,” Ah-Chan said. “Too much drinky last night, sir?”




  “How could you guess?” Scrimple said with a hint of irony that would have been lost on Ah-Chan. The Chinese lad’s English was good—and Scrimple relied heavily on him to handle the daily Cantonese workload—but not that good.




  “Any cases yet?” Scrimple asked.




  “Nothing, daai-lo. But lots of files brought up today.”




  “I can see them.” Scrimple eyed the pale blue crime files that had been delivered for his review by Central Registry. He touched them briefly as if they were a pile of rotting fish and then decided to leave them lying in the brown plastic In- tray for a while longer. Nobody would be arrested from any intuitive detective work he managed this morning.




  He rummaged in his holdall and produced a packet of Marlboros. Ah-Chan turned around and flicked a gold Cartier lighter and Scrimple took a long drag. A minute later an old man in a grubby lab coat bowed his way into the office and deposited the coffee and sandwich on the Inspector’s blotter. The sandwich wrapper was soggy from the grease and the coffee was made with powdered milk steeped in sugar but he had gotten used to it. He handed over a ten-dollar note and was given some change.




  “I’m really not in the mood for any new crimes today, Ah-Chan. Can you make sure someone tells the Duty Officer?”




  Ah-Chan turned from his desk and gave a small shrug. “If we lucky, should be okay. Duty Officer and Sergie have a good relationship so maybe we can make sure no offences are classified as crime unless really big ones.”




  “I don’t want any more stupid car theft cases only to find that the person didn’t have the car stolen but crashed it while drinking.”




  “Don’t worry, Sergie knows how to push those away. Ten minutes in the interrogation room makes the case go away.”




  “Yes, make them go away. That would be really useful.” Scrimple flicked the ash into his plastic bin, which was pockmarked from cigarettes that had been extinguished on its sides. Divisional Investigation Teams picked up all initial crimes that were reported. A Crime Complaints Register, the CCR, would be opened by the Duty Officer if he felt it required the involvement of the Criminal Investigation Department, the CID. Once a CCR was open it had to be investigated and brought to some kind of conclusion. The trick was in getting the Duty Officers not to classify a minor offence as a crime.




  “Another bender caught in a public toilet and sent to prison,” Scrimple said.




  “What, sir?”




  “Another homosexual person was convicted in Kowloon magistrate court for giving a blow job to a stranger last month.”




  Ah-Chan snorted with disgust. “That too dirty. Chinese people don’t do that.”




  “He was Chinese. Says here in the paper.”




  Ah-Chan shook his head. In England the laws had been liberalised a long time ago but the crimes related to homosexual conduct were all still on the statute books in the Crown Colony of Hong Kong. Although many of the Cantonese movie and pop stars were gay, and it was generally tolerated by the police, nobody in the Chinese community was lobbying for the laws to be changed. Lewd conduct in a public place still resulted frequently in two or three years in prison.




  Penny Fung, his Woman Detective Constable, came into the office. She wore her usual skintight jeans and leather jacket. She looked like a student who had snuck into the police station during an Open Day. In fact she was well past thirty and her innocent face belied a hardness that could terrify those who came into her custody. She’d been on holiday for ten days and this was her first day back.




  “Josan, Ah-sir. You really get fat,” she said then shot a paragraph of rapid Cantonese at Ah-Chan.




  “Why does everybody have to comment on how I look?” Scrimple grumbled, reaching back and killing his Marlboro on the side of the bin. Penny Fung made his day bearable. But he wished she was a bit more interested in her boss. Only two things seemed to get her excited: horse racing and a good mah-jong game. She was a demon gambler.




  The black dial telephone buzzed. It was Scrimple’s immediate boss, the Assistant Divisional Commander (Crime).




  “When you have a moment,” Chief Inspector Wexhill ordered, “come into my office and we’ll talk about that supposed blackmail case from last night.”




  “Yes, sir,” Scrimple said. Inwardly he groaned, knowing he must have screwed something up. He hated blackmails because they were never simple and all the parties always lied. Then the bosses asked questions and he looked foolish. At least Liverpool had won their match, he thought, folding the newspaper and tossing it under his desk along with the others from the previous days.




  “Ah-Chan, is the AP still being detained?” Scrimple asked.




  “Yes, daai-lo.”




  “Good. I didn’t like his attitude. Hope he gets sick from the food.”




  Technically Scrimple would have to sign the release of any Arrested Person but sometimes he confused cases or forgot, so his sergeant sometimes sorted things out to protect his boss. Occasionally the ‘Sergie’ didn’t bother telling his boss that he’d forged his signature.




  Wexhill’s office was a few doors down the corridor. There were pale blue crime files all over Wexhill’s desk, on all the chairs, on the floor ranged in foot high piles, on the window ledge and in his lap. The ADVC Crime had the authority to close down cases and he did not wield this responsibility lightly.




  “You’re looking worse than usual, Scrimple,” Wexhill said in his strong Irish accent with a gentle smile playing around his lips.




  “So I’ve been told, sir.”




  “Takes the stress out of the job, I suppose?” Wexhill fiddled with a pipe that had not been lit for nearly a year.




  “That’s what they say.”




  Scrimple thought if it hadn’t been for Wexhill his job would have been unbearable. The ADVC Crime forgave him his inadequacies—the lack of attention to detail, the sloppiness of presentation and the excessive delegation to his subordinates.




  “All right. The DVC wasn’t very happy at morning prayers today. He believes there’s more to this case than blackmail. Did you consider criminal intimidation?”




  Scrimple said nothing. He looked sheepish. The Divisional Commander, Sammy Chung, was a stickler for procedure and all he cared about was that the crime figures made him look good in the eyes of his boss, the District Commander.




  Wexhill flicked the file shut. “You’re just not concentrating, lad. This stuff is important and the bosses on the upstairs floors are seeing your name too often on sloppily compiled files.”




  “I know, sir.”




  “Do something about it then or you won’t be in CID much longer.” Wexhill smiled to show that it was well-meant advice. Then he indicated at the door with a nod of his head. The meeting was over.




  It was time to visit the Cynic, Scrimple decided, one of his few friends in the station. The Cynic had been banned to the subterranean office of the Miscellaneous Enquiries Sub-Unit, one of the worst admin jobs in the police station for an Inspector.




  “Hello, Fat Boy,” Steve Burnough said as Scrimple entered the damp room that served as his office. Heating pipes ran along the ceiling and grey paint was peeling from many places on the walls. The fluorescent light was harsh and the smell reminded visitors that this had been and would eventually return to being a storage room. “And what brings you down to see us cave dwellers?”




  “Just got bollocked again by Wexhill,” Scrimple said, throwing himself into the stiff wooden armchair. He sighed. “Can’t say I don’t deserve it but these bloody little minor issues that the bosses are always raising. What does it matter how the crime is classified? We’re not going to prosecute anyway. What a wank.”




  Burnough laughed quietly. He’d been reading a slim volume of poetry by Roger McGough with his feet up on the table. The Cynic was a skinny fellow with intense eyes, a long academic face and a sharp nose. Usually dressed in brown kakhis, desert boots, sleeve-less shirts and the same thin black tie, he was now in pale green standard summer uniform. On his shoulders was the single pip of a probationary inspector. His cap and Sam Browne belt were hung up neatly on the back of the door. His shoes were polished to a high gleam for which the Inspector paid his room-boy a regular stipend.




  The Miscellaneous Sub-Unit was where the bosses sent dubious men with attitude problems before the end of their contracts. It dealt with minor police complaints such as breaches of the summary offences ordinance, as well as death reports and licence checks. Burnough took the boring work in his stride knowing that he was on the home stretch. He had completed most of his three-year contract and had no intention of renewing it. He had other plans, Scrimple knew, but what they were was anybody’s guess. Burnough had been a journalist before joining the force but all types of people from plumbers to philosophy graduates had made it through the doors of Grafton Street in London where the RHKP recruited its expatriate officers.




  “How’s the mad bitch?” Scrimple asked.




  “Normal. Yapping and whining,” the Cynic replied. “You can’t smoke in here you know,” he added, seeing Scrimple fingering his packet of Marlboros.




  Burnough’s immediate boss was the ADVC Admin, a woman who rarely left the station before eleven at night and drove everyone crazy with her pedantic manner and vicious temper.




  “Did you know that homosexuals can’t whistle?” the Cynic said, reaching for a pair of nail clippers he kept in his desk drawer.




  “They can’t?”




  “That’s what they say.”




  “I think it’s bullshit.”




  “Could be true though, couldn’t it? But you wouldn’t know because you don’t hang out in places like Disco-Disco. You’re not enlightened enough.”




  Scrimple snorted. “I just prefer not having my bum groped.”




  “You’d be lucky to have your bum groped, let alone be propositioned. It’s not a very nice bum.”




  “They say Danny Chan, the famous Canto-Pop singer is a bender.”




  “Scrimple,” Burnough said with resignation. “You embody everything that is bad and pathetic about this prejudiced colonial police force.”




  “That might be true but at least I’ve got an office with a window.”




  “I won’t be here long. Just waiting for my gratuity and then it will be hasta la vista baby and fuck you all and especially Mr. ‘High and Mighty’ Bottle and the Commissioner of Police.” He smiled cunningly and tossed the nail clippers back where they belonged. “I’ve got a few things up my sleeve. Anyway, what else is new?”




  Scrimple said, “Nothing much. Same old boring crap. Day in and day out.”




  “You should get a girlfriend.”




  “Yeah, right. Look at me. I’m a fat, balding git with glasses and body odour.”




  “Well, you don’t have to be. You could go down to Kai Tak and run around the Police Recreation Club jogging track everyday. I heard the District Commander does it every night.”




  “You try and work CID. Not only do I get Wexhill, the leprechaun, wagging his finger at me, I’ve also got to worry about that bastard Bottle who reads every word in every teleprinter message sent out and his tame chog poodle Sammy Chung. Soon as you are about to come off duty some case walks in the door and you spend another four hours doing all the statements.”




  Burnough shrugged. “You chose to be in CID.”




  Scrimple nodded ruefully. Whereas he had never learned to play the internal politics necessary to keep his record clean and his reputation wholesome, Burnough had never even made the effort. He thought the Police Force was a farce and he had never taken a day’s work seriously. At Police Training School he had constantly been given punishment drills, which he had cheerfully accepted. He went on and off-duty wearing his supercilious smile, which infuriated his superior officers and had landed him where he was now, quietly shunted aside in one of the worst jobs a Division could offer.




  “Anyway, the reason I popped down,” Scrimple said, “is that my air-con’s broken. So what do I do about it? Where do I take it?”




  Burnough laughed dryly. “The simple answer is you don’t take it anywhere. You have someone come around and look at it. Sometimes they just fiddle with it and fill it up with more freon, or they might take it away for a few hours and give it a steam wash.”




  “Oh. So how do I do that?”




  “Call ’em up.”




  “And say what?”




  “Tell them you want someone to come around.”




  “But they won’t be able to speak English.”




  “Well, your Cantonese is fluent, isn’t it?”




  “Yeah, and the Pope shags black hookers. Have you got a number?”




  “No. Try the phone book. Ask your JI.”




  “It’s not the sort of thing I want to get Ah-Chan to do.”




  Burnough sighed and got up from his seat. He walked over to the dark brown steel filing cabinet and picked up the yellow pages lying on top. He flicked through them for a minute while Scrimple watched. His friend then pulled over the phone and dialed the numbers. At this moment, Scrimple’s long silver government-issue pager made a sudden burp. It meant Ah-Chan was looking for him.




  “Hermitage 15C, right?” Burnough asked.




  Burnough had come top in his Cantonese class. He spoke to the person that answered the phone, explained what was needed, haggled over the price for a minute and then put the phone down.




  “Okay, they’ll come around tomorrow after you finish A-shift. Three hundred honks.”




  “That’s bloody expensive.”




  “Sleep with the bloody fan on then.”




  Scrimple rolled his eyes. It was still summer and the humidity and heat at night were unbearable.




  “So, we going for a few toots tomorrow?” the Cynic asked.




  “I guess so. Help me find a girlfriend,” Scrimple said with a sneer.




  “Someone nice and gorgeous and yummy will come along. Be positive.”




  “And the Queen will intervene and we won’t give Hong Kong back to the Commie bastards in ’97. Anyway, I’ve gotta go. I’m sure there’s some exciting snatching case waiting for me. Why don’t I get the good ones? Like a juicy hostess girl rape and she’ll be so grateful for my sensitivity she’ll shag me silly and only charge half-price.”




  “You really live in your own dreamworld, don’t you?” Burnough said.




  Scrimple shook his head. The Cynic was famous for his rudeness to people but he was a good guy really, just out of place in the RHKP. He should have stayed in more intellectual circles.




  “Anyway, thanks for the help, mate,” he said and left, making his way back up the stairs from the basement. In a way he envied Burnough who, on returning to England would have choices. The only choice Scrimple had was to stay on in Hong Kong or go back to his old job as a constable on the beat. Of course he could also go out and find some rich heiress and marry her. Or lose forty pounds and become a go-go boy in one of the Ladies’ Clubs in Taipei. Apparently Westerners could make shit-loads of money there pleasuring the rich, neglected wives of wealthy Chinese businessmen. But not him.




  He strode into his office and found a worried JI and Sergeant yabbering at each other in Cantonese while Penny Fung was using the phone.




  “What’s all the excitement?” he asked.




  “A Dead body case. Sub-Unit Commander just call back. Dead body with suspicious.”




  “Oh shit, just what I need. And they just found it?”




  “Yessir.”




  “Where?”




  “Mei Foo San Chuen, garbage room.”




  The Sergeant spoke up, “This not good Ah-Sir. Console just say it looks like the dead body is a gwai-lo.”




  “What the fuck’s a white bloke doing in Mei Foo getting killed?”




  “Maybe dangerous drugs casey.”




  “Maybe a frigging nightmare casey. I can just feel this is going to be a real pain in the arse.”




  Chapter 2




  Wedged between two garbage trolleys in a refuse room that reeked of decaying food was the lifeless and bloodied figure of a Westerner who had been wearing a dark suit and white shirt prior to being viciously dismembered by several sharp meat-cleavers.




  Two uniformed constables stood by the door and the Sub-Unit Commander in charge of the A shift was talking into his radio in breathless Chinese. Scrimple and his team stopped a few yards from the corpse and viewed the picture with distaste. An arm had practically been severed at the collarbone. The face was so heavily cut up it was impossible to determine the age of the deceased and most of the fingers from both hands were missing although a thumb could be seen poking out of a shoe that had been carelessly tossed next to the corpse .




  “Fuck me. Have you ever seen anything like it,” Scrimple said in awe. “What do I do now, Sergeant? Looks like a CID case to me.”




  The sergeant looked grim, nodding. He knew trouble when he saw it. “Secure area, boss. I talk to the bom-baan. Call Headquarter for the Scene of Crime Team. Better you call ADVC Crime, maybe DVC and DC. Ho lun ma faa—very fucking trouble.”




  “Right, let’s do that then. Bloody hell, didn’t leave much of him for us to find, did they?” Scrimple stepped up closer. He tried to get an idea of the man’s features. Although badly disfigured by inch deep cuts, the face looked somehow familiar.




  “Don’t touch, Ah-Sir,” Tong, the Senior Detective-Constable warned, waving a chipped wooden clipboard at him.




  “We should check if he’s got an ID card on him.”




  Tong shook his head. “This casey, not our si gon. Not our business.”




  “You think so?” said Scrimple hopefully. It looked like a Triad thing so the chances were that a more senior CID unit would take over from him. He hoped they would come quickly, which reminded him that he’d better make some calls to get things moving.




  It didn’t take Wexhill long to arrive. He was puffing on a cigarette and scowling.




  “Get some white tape across there and you, you tell those cunts to get right back over there,” he yelled at a constable while indicating a swarm of Chinese journalists who had parked their antennae infested cars all over the streets. Somebody must have blurted the details over the radio and the news agencies had picked it up.




  “What have you done so far, Scrimple?” Wexhill said, flicking his dead cigarette into a corner.




  “Nothing yet.”




  “Good. You aren’t going to touch this case. The District Commander’s on the way already. Have we got an ID on this gwai-lo ?”




  “Err, no sir.”




  “They really slashed him,” Wexhill said, squatting down by the body. His face contorted with disgust because the mixture of excrement, decaying food and flesh made the bile rise in his throat. With a handkerchief wrapped around his hand he pulled up the dead man’s lapels to check the inside vest pocket for a wallet. There was nothing. He then walked around and raised the body slightly to check the back pockets.




  “Nothing. You’ve arranged for the Scene of Crime boys to come?”




  “Yessir.”




  Wexhill stood up and threw his soiled handkerchief into one of the straw baskets that the street cleaners used for collecting refuse. He stood back and studied the lifeless form, the expensive suit, the heavy black brogues.




  “I don’t know what this guy was doing in Mei Foo. Makes no sense. There’s something familiar about him.” He bent forward and stared at the ravaged mess that had once been a face. “Looks like Somebody.”




  A murder, even the more mundane sort brought out all the bosses. As Steve Burnough, the Cynic, once commented, it was like a rainy day in England when all the worms emerged from the soil. On average, Hong Kong only had between fifty or sixty homicides a year so the police went to great pains to allocate enough manpower to investigate them properly. Wexhill and Scrimple turned around to find their District Commander bearing down on them trailing the non-descript personages of the Lai Chi Kok Divisional Commander and the Assistant District Commander Crime who headed up the District Crime Squads.




  Chief Superintendent Bottle wore a tailored navy-coloured safari suit. He was short and barrel-chested and his face was permanently fixed in a scowl of dissatisfaction. His eyes were piercing blue and only above his ears remained white wisps of what had once been a noble head of hair. He was in good shape for a man in his early fifties although the lines beneath his eyes hinted at the things he’d seen and done in thirty years of Hong Kong policework.




  “Who is he, Wexhill?” he demanded.




  “We’re not sure, sir, but he looks familiar. Face is badly disfigured.”




  The DC strode past his men and glared at the body as if demanding an explanation from it for chosing Mei Foo to die in.




  “Where’s the photographer?”




  “Coming, sir,” Scrimple volunteered.




  The DC turned his hard eyes on the detective inspector and said, “Inspector Scrimple. I’ve been totally unimpressed by your pathetic teleprinter messages, which reflect very badly on my District. Are you aware of this situation?”




  “I am, sir,” said Scrimple, instantly contrite.




  “Have you decided what you’re going to do about it?”




  Scrimple nodded nervously, stammered briefly, “Eh, yessir. I’m going to take more care.”




  “You damn well better have, boy. Now, where’s the photographer? Ringo, get on the telephone immediately. What time was this body discovered and by whom?”




  Scrimple’s mind went blank. He hadn’t had time to ask this question yet. Lost, he turned to look for Ah-Chan who was hiding behind the Divisional Commander.




  “Don’t ask your JI. You tell me Inspector Scrimple. You’re the detective. You should have some idea of what is happening in the world around you.”




  “I don’t know, sir.”




  “You don’t know, sir?” the DC mocked. “I suggest you better find out quickly. Wexhill, do you know who the deceased is?”




  Wexhill shook his head. Chief Superintendent Bottle went on. “Look at his face carefully. Have you seen anything similar on television recently?”




  “There’s certainly something familiar about him.”




  “I’ll put money on the fact that these lifeless limbs we have splayed out in front of us are the mortal remains of Sir Richard Harrap.” The District Commander paused for effect, “And if they are, we have a very unpleasant problem on our hands.”




  Scrimple’s mouth opened with surprise. He looked at the body and could see what Bottle meant. Once pointed out, the likeness was now obvious.




  “Not many Westerners living in Mei Foo, are there, Wexhill?” Bottle commented. Wexhill nodded, a cautious glint in his eye.




  “None that we know of. There’s Spencer Wu, the Eurasian fellow who owns nightclubs. That’s about it.”




  “Mmm. Isn’t he on the Anti-Triad watchlist?”




  “Yes sir.”




  The lines on Chief Superintendent Bottle’s face hardened. “Do you think this could be Spencer Wu’s handy work? What do you think, Inspector Scrimple?”




  “It looks like a standard Triad chopping, I suppose.” Scrimple felt sheepish in the presence of his formidable boss.




  “You suppose?”




  “I’m not sure, sir.”




  “If you were a prominent Triad boss, would you leave a body lying around on your doorstep?”




  “I might, if I wanted to send a message.”




  “Nonsense, if this has anything to do with Spencer Wu, he is being set up. Get out of my sight. Go and do your job, boy.”




  Scrimple moved off, as far from the senior officers as he could. The old man terrified him. He was charged with some hidden electricity that made everyone around him jump. The junior ranks held Bottle in high regard because he could speak excellent, idiomatic Cantonese, even write Chinese, it was rumoured. He was one of the old timers, who had known the mad, bad and dangerous years in Hong Kong.




  Wexhill came over to stand next to Scrimple. “Look at the old bastard. Enjoying himself as if he were a young bom-baan again. Telling people what they should be doing and thinking. And you ... peeing in your pants every time he turns his evil eye on you,” he said and chuckled while pulling out a packet of gold Benson & Hedges, then realised what he was doing and quickly tucked them back into his shirt pocket. No one smoked within sight of the District Commander.




  Scrimple liked his immediate boss. He was not a ‘yes-man’ like many of the others, and especially the ‘bongs’, the local Chinese officers, who had turned flattery and sycophancy into an art form. One only had to watch the Chinese senior officers as they hovered around Bottle. Nothing had changed in three thousand years. They fawned on Bottle in the same way their ancestors had fawned on their mandarins and emperors.




  Not being a ‘yes-man’ had its disadvantages. Wexhill, by virtue of his time in service, should have made Superintendent by now. That he wasn’t, meant he didn’t quite have the sense of politics that every large organisation demanded from its high-flyers. He was a competent policeman, but it took more than that to reach the dizzy heights of the men with crowned shoulders, the insignia of a Gazetted Officer. But Wexhill was reasonable, which Bottle was not.




  Scrimple made excuses for his inability to achieve high detection rates. Bottle never accepted excuses for anything. The language problem, the cultural gap, the crowded dirty streets, the complex thought patterns and temperament of the locals were all part and parcel of the daily kaleidoscope. If they could not be dealt with, one had no business being a policeman in Hong Kong and Scrimple knew that he was treading a fine line. Too many more confrontations with the District Commander and he could find himself back in uniform, patrolling the streets of Shek Kip Mei.




  Another beige Mitsubishi standard issue unmarked saloon car arrived, disgorging five people from the District Anti Triad Squad. They wore the unofficial uniform of jeans or slacks with untucked shirts, which marked Detectives who carried their personal issue .38 snub-nose holstered in the small of their back. The only man who looked different was the Chinese station sergeant, Sisa Kan who, in the absence of an inspector, was currently leading the team. Sisa Kan had a reputation for sartorial elegance that had never gotten beyond the seventies, the days when he served his apprenticeship. Rumour among the expat Inspectors was that his two mistresses cost him so much he could not afford new clothes. He wore a dark brown, slightly crinkled three-piece suit with flared trousers and a badly knotted Windsor tie. The waistcoat ended an inch above the belt and its buttons were strained by too many San Miguel beers at too many Force piss-ups. His eyes were shaded by dark Aviator sunglasses and his hair, touching his collar, would have been fashionable in the days when John Travolta was disco dancing. Chief Superintendent Bottle accepted his Station Sergeant’s idioscyncracies because they had been together for a long time.




  Sisa Kan walked over to where Bottle and Wexhill were in discussion and took off his sunglasses while his team went to admire the corpse. The senior officers talked for a while and then Bottle turned around and crooked a slow finger at Scrimple.




  “You can go back to your other cases. Sisa Kan’s team will take over,” Bottle instructed. “All the uniform people stay here and your sergeant had better brief the Anti-Triad team. This will probably be an OSCB case but we’ll hold on to it until I’ve spoken with the Regional Commander. Meanwhile no one is to breathe a word of this person’s suspected identity.” Bottle stared hard at his young inspector. “Is that clear? Now, remember what I told you about your teleprinter messages. In life you only get one or two chances. This is yours. Take it to heart.”




  “Yessir.”




  “One more thing.”




  “Yessir.”




  “If I ever see you coming to work without a tie on again, I’ll have you cleaning the Other Ranks locker room toilets with a toothbrush.” Scrimple blanched for a second at the anticipated humiliation but Bottle had already turned his back on him. Wexhill winked at him and made a gesture with his thumb that was meant to tell him to get back to the station right away.




  Scrimple climbed under the white tape that had been used to seal off the area. This would be a real political case that only a man like Bottle could handle. What was a well dressed European doing dead in a Chinese housing estate murdered in a manner reserved for street gang feuds? The kitchen chopper was the favoured weapon of the Triads since guns were impossible to obtain.




  “Jat Jat bok, Daai Lo.” Ah-Chan, grinned, standing behind the car door holding a cigarette by his thigh. The expression meant slipping something off the shoulder, brushing away the burden of responsibility to someone else. It was unheard of for a Divisional Investigation Team to handle a murder. They had their hands full enough with petty thefts and the occasional Wounding.




  “Ma faan, Ma faan,” Scrimple said, speaking to himself as he strapped his gut into the passenger seat. If only the DC were to die of a heart attack but the man was conscientiously healthy, running daily.




  When they returned to the station two new crimes had been reported to the Duty Officer. Ah-Chan pulled a face. He unclipped his warrant card from his shirt.




  “One Taking a Conveyance without Authority and one robbery, sir,” The Duty Officer told Scrimple, who grimaced. Avoiding extra work and protecting one’s back were the most basic of survival skills any fresh constable or inspector had to acquire in his early months out of Police Training School. But once a crime was reported and given a number in the Crimes Complaint Register it had to be processed. At least the two cases were straightforward and there was little action that had to be taken. Ah-Chan summarised the facts quickly from the statements and there was no doubt about how to classify the crimes, which was an inspector’s primary duty.




  Scrimple made sure to be extra careful with the wording of paragraph 4 of the teleprinter message, which was a brief description of the events. If the English was poor the District Commander would recognise immediately that the piece had been drafted by Ah-Chan. Since the teleprinter was circulated to all formations, right up to Kowloon Regional and Police Headquarters in Arsenal Street, the District Commander was very particular about the contents and how it reflected on his command.




  “Okay, mo mantai, Ah-Chan. These can go out now. I’m going up to the mess for lunchey. If there’s anything, you know...”




  The JI took the papers and went off to the Report Room where the telex machine was.




  “Bit late for lunch, Fat Boy,” Steve Burnough said when Scrimple arrived in the mess. “I’m on my third pint already.”




  “Yeah, some of us have murder cases and things to investigate. Little bit more exciting than Miscellaneous Sub-Unit’s average dogs barking at night and underwear being stolen from washing lines.”




  “You had a murder? Nobody ever tells me when something exciting happens. What was it? Family dispute or Triad staring case?”




  “No, something really weird,” Scrimple said, pulling a bottle of cold Carlsberg from the cooler and making a mark on a chit. “It was a gwai-lo, hacked to bits so you could hardly recognise his face, tossed into a garbage dump in Mei Foo.”




  The Cynic looked impressed. “Loansharks probably. Civil Servant with Filipino bargirl wife, been here twenty years, serious gambling habit, owed Triads two hundred thousand dollars and they finally decided to write off their losses.”




  “Probably, but old Bottle was there and he seemed to recognise the guy. I think it was a Government bloke but don’t tell anyone, all right. Anyway, the case has already been taken over by the ‘glory boys’ of DATS. Might even go up to the Organised and Serious Crime Bureau.”




  “It should do. With a white bloke involved. That sort of thing would never have happened a few years ago. It’s the beginning of the end. The last decaying years of a once glorious colony. It’s like Berlin 1937, everything is crumbling,” Burnough said.




  “It’s only 1987. We’ve got another ten years before the handover.”




  “It’ll go downhill from now on. Mark my words. Corruption and decay. There’ll be police officers running brothels again, Detective-Inspectors arrested for debt collecting, Superintendents managing illegal gambling dens, Civil Servants getting kickbacks for processing your papers faster. The ICAC run by Sun-Yee-On Triad bosses. What can I say, we are seeing the end of an era.”




  As it was only a quarter to one, they were the only two people in the Officer’s Mess. It was a cosy room, decorated with wood paneling and leather furniture that had seen its fair share of spilt beer. A bar stool was reserved for the District Commander from which he would supervise the proceedings on a Friday evening when most of the officers would gather to enjoy, in Bottle’s words ‘the correct atmosphere of relaxed comradeship that gives value to being a police officer in Hong Kong’.




  The door to the dining room was open and Scrimple could see the cook laying the long table for lunch. The cook had followed Bottle through several postings and was versed in his culinary expectations. Lai Chi Kok station had a reputation for being one of the best Officer’s Messes in Kowloon for lunch. Frequently senior officers dropped by under flimsy pretences of having business in the District.




  The Cynic said, “So, was our Lord and Master at the Crime Scene strutting his stuff and making everyone cringe in fear, bollocking all and sundry and making sure they all knew how useless they are within his sight?”




  Scrimple nodded only, not wishing to get into details. He returned his empty bottle to the crate and pulled out a fresh one.




  “We are all very honoured to work for a man so able, talented and experienced,” the Cynic said then abruptly shut up when the two uniformed Inspectors from the Police Tactical Unit came into the room. Neither Scrimple nor Burnough knew either of them. One was a local Inspector, Hamilcar Huang and the other, his Oppo, Craig Porter was English. They introduced each other and Scrimple did the honours, handing the Chinese Inspector a can of Coke and the expat a Carlsberg.




  “What brings you guys to our desolate part of town?” Burnough asked.




  “Ah, routine Anti-Crime Patrol in So Uk Estate,” Porter said, wiping the top of his bottle carefully and then emptying most of its contents rapidly into his mouth. It was hot out on the streets wearing boots, beret, and Sam Browne belt with revolver, spare ammo, handcuffs, baton, and teargas spray. “I don’t think there’s any crime in So Uk but someone at Regional Headquarter must have a sense of humour and keeps sending us there. Or probably his mistress lives in the estate and he wants to make her feel safe.”




  “There’ve been a few burglaries,” Scrimple said, who had never been able to understand the logic behind deploying a platoon of riot police to patrol an area during the daytime that had been hit with burglaries the previous night.




  “Scrimple here’s had a murder today,” the Cynic said, sketching them some details.




  “If it was an expat chopped in Mei Foo, the Commissioner will be yelling blue murder,” Porter said. “The press will be going berserk. I hear that your District Commander is a real ball breaker here. Good luck to you, man.”




  “No problem, the case has already been passed upstairs,” Scrimple said. “But, you’re right. Whatever happens when you finish your attachment, don’t allow yourself to be posted here. I mean, usually you go back to your old district but heaven help you if you end up under Bottle. The man’s a maniac.”




  Burnough chuckled and said to the two PTU inspectors, “Poor old Scrimple’s had a hard morning. Bottle was grilling him over the dead body and he was just stuttering with fear. Lots of suspicious circumstances. He’s still quaking in his boots.”




  “Oh, fuck off will you, Burnough.”




  “Only two and half months to go,” Burnough said to the group. He explained that he was just coming up to the end of his contract and that after too many run-ins with senior officers he’d decided it wasn’t his cup of tea here. In any case the future was not good for young English inspectors. Despite vague promises by the hierarchy it was unlikely that many of Burnough, Porter and Scrimple’s vintage would reach Chief Inspector unless they were outstanding and had friends in higher places. The vacancies for that rank were needed to get the Chinese officers ready for positions of command. Localisation was creeping in slowly and it was invoked like a talisman whenever a decision was taken to promote a Hong Kong Chinese inspector over a Westerner.




  Most of the inspectors still coming out from the United Kingdom were aware of the facts. They were being used to get the numbers up as local recruitment did not provide the quotas or the quality that the Force needed to lead its men. The young lads coming out from England these days were in it for the three, six or nine years of experience and expected little more than a good time and a fat gratuity of twenty-five percent at the end of each three-year tour of duty.




  “What are you going to do when you get back to England?” Porter asked the Cynic.




  He shrugged. “Maybe go and work for my father. He owns a small printing company. Or back to journalism. Maybe write a shocking expose of the complete and utter incompetence and uselessness of the Royal Hong Kong Police Force. Oops, shouldn’t say that but then one has to face the facts sometimes.”




  Hamilcar, the local inspector, looked uncomfortable and he finished his Coke and jerked his thumb in the direction of the dining room. His Oppo nodded, smiled sheepishly at the other two and excused himself.




  “Yes, now that I’ve seen the world and know I’m not missing anything apart from the girlie bars in Manila and Bangkok, of course, I can return to England and lecture the peasants on how I defended the last remnant of the British Empire from slipping into depravity. Hate to think what will become of Hong Kong once the great big unwashed Communist masses flood the streets. But then… he paused for effect, “I don’t really give a toss.”




  “Any vacancies in your father’s firm for a man of my talents?” Scrimple said.




  “As much as I love you, Scrimple old boy, I don’t think many people in their right minds would employ a slob like you. I think you are ideally suited to life in the Far East where your mediocrity is considered a merit and where your appetites are easily assuaged. No offence meant. You’re a great bloke, you know that, but you have to face facts. You’re a loser and that’s unlikely to change. Come on, let’s get some scoff.”




  Scrimple finished his second beer slowly, left alone in the cosy bar as Burnough moved off. He knew that Burnough did not really mean it. It was just his posey way of speaking. He tried hard to be wittily offensive but often his victims missed the humour and saw only the insults. Scrimple considered the Cynic one of his best friends because he was always willing to help and he was, for all his banal banter, a decent fellow at heart. He would miss him when he was gone. Steve Burnough had always had it easy. He was intelligent and well educated, his only failing that he could not help telling people what they did not want to hear. ‘The Cynic’ was one of the many—by far the most flattering —of names he had been called during his time in the RHKP.




  Lunch was a quiet affair even without the District Commander who was probably on the phone to the Commissioner by now. At one end of the table were the Divisional Commander, two local Chinese uniform inspectors, the District Operations Officer who headed the various Vice Squads and an older expat who might have been from the Narcotics Bureau waiting for his men to finish a raid in the area. At the other end of the table were Scrimple, Burnough, the visiting riot police bom-baans and a local Woman Inspector who rarely spoke. Wexhill did not take lunch in the mess. His Chinese wife fixed him sandwiches.




  “Where’s Kenworthy working these days?” Burnough asked.




  “He’s just gone to Yau Ma Tei. As if they didn’t have enough Vice without letting him run one of their Special Duty Squads,” Scrimple said.




  “Haven’t seen him for ages. Cocky little bugger,” the Cynic said, oblivious perhaps that the phrase was one often used to describe him. “He’s always got a few women on the go. I don’t know how he does it. Do you, Pauline?”




  The Woman Inspector looked up from the soup she had been slurping loudly and simply shook her head. It had been a great source of amusement for the expats in the beginning to watch her handle knife and fork, as if she had never used them before, but apparently she had a master’s degree from the University of Winnipeg in Canada. Her English skills could not be judged due to her persistence in keeping her own counsel.




  “Must go for a few bevvies sometime with Bob. How about tonight instead of tomorrow, Scrimple?” Burnough asked.




  “Fine by me, I’d be up for a few toots if Kenworthy’s not working and doesn’t have a date with some hot Indian or Singaporean stewardess.”




  “He really likes those Cathay Pacific birds. The only time I ever went out with one I gave up after a week. I think all that flying makes their brains go soft. Too much radiation. You can have a more worthwhile conversation with the fishes in the DC’s office.”




  “I don’t think Kenworthy talks to them. I think he just pokes them.”




  “I’ve got better things to do than waste my time with cerebrally challenged beauty queens who serve coffee and tea, shop in Paris and Rome and actually pretend that they’ve got a real job while in fact the worst problems they face is when their nail varnish doesn’t match their uniform or the beer runs out half way to Sydney.”




  “My wife’s a Cathay air hostess,” Craig Porter said in a neutral tone without looking up from the piece of bread he was buttering.




  “Well, each to his own, Craig. At least she’s not around the house all the time. That would wind me up. Having some half-wit lying around painting her toenails all day while I’m busting my gut, sort of, over a Miscellaneous Enquiry report.” He winked.




  Porter gave Burnough a long blank stare and then nothing more was said at the lunch table until the sponge cake had been served. The riot police bom-baans left and gradually everyone else drifted away.




  By the time Scrimple got back to his men, another robbery had been reported. One of the detective constables was taking a statement from a middle-aged man, both sitting at the ten foot mahogany table in the large room they called the daai-fong where all the detectives did their work. At the far end of this room, which smelt of joss sticks, was a small shrine to the God Gwan-Daai, a fierce, red-faced statue in traditional garb, wielding a Chinese spear. He was the patron of policemen and coincidentally, the patron of Triads as well.




  When the statement was signed, Ah-Chan brought it over to Scrimple, who had been busy putting his initials on files that he couldn’t be bothered to read. Everyday some person dumped a myriad of circulation files on his In-tray and he had to move them rapidly over to his Out-tray so that some person could collect them and take them to someone else on the list. It was a civil service ritual that had probably been going on in the colonies since Clive of India and before.




  “Okay, description of suspect,” Scrimple said, picking up his pencil. Ah-Chan looked at the POL 155 statement form, a page of fool-scap covered in Chinese characters.




  “CM, twenty to thirty, short black hair, blue trousers, white shirt, spoke with a Chiu Chau accent.”




  “Yes, I know the fellow,” Scrimple said under his breath as Ah-Chan yelled in Cantonese at the detective who was sitting on a chair by the door picking his teeth. Scrimple ignored them and carried on, “Chinese Male, squinty eyes and yellow skin. Saw him down in Wanchai last night.”




  They went down the list according to the routine.




  “Victim was walking along Un Chau Street when the suspect approached him and threatened to beat him with an empty bottle if he did not hand over his wallet,” Ah-Chan said in a monotone.




  Scrimple nodded and filled in the rest. “Victim was afraid and handed over his wallet. Suspect ran away. Victim started calling for help until a patrolling uniform constable arrived at the scene. Value of stolen property?”




  “Err, 120 Hong Kong Dollars and a Hong Kong bank ATM card, sir.”




  “Hardly worth the effort,” Scrimple commented.




  “Better get a statement from the uniform constable for the file, Ah-Chan. Might be useful if the criminal ever turns up.” Scrimple did not believe in a million years that they’d actually arrest the person but it could just happen that the next time he committed a robbery a passing police officer might nab him and in the course of the debriefing the criminal might agree to have other offences taken into consideration. It was an important tool for clearing open cases off the books.




  “Were you by any chance the man who committed a crime on Un Chau Street on 2 July?”




  “I’m not sure, Ah-Sir.”




  “Okay, sign here and tell the judge you did it and we’ll make sure you’ll get less time.”




  “Yes, Ah-Sir.”




  This was known as ‘old style policing’.




  Scrimple proof-read his scribble and then handed it back to Ah-Chan, who went over to an antiquated Force typewriter which had problems with the letters F and M, and began banging away at it. The detective wandered off to get a tea in the canteen and chew more toothpicks.




  They stopped taking cases at three o’clock, when B shift came on duty. Scrimple signed the last of the day’s teleprinter messages. Luckily the murder had been kicked upstairs so fast he did not even have to send out a preliminary message. He thanked his lucky stars and curiously Chief Superintendent Bottle for having gotten away with it.




  Ten minutes later they were ready to come off duty.




  * * * *




  From Lai Chi Kok to Admiralty, which was the nearest underground station to the Single Inspectors quarters on Kennedy Road, took about half an hour. The Mass Transit Railway was not busy yet since most people did not finish work until six or seven. Scrimple pushed his way against the crowd of people trying to get on. Impatience was a Hong Kong trait. Nobody had time for the niceties of life. Nobody was aware that such things as politeness and manners existed. These were Western habits that detracted from getting on with your work, your life and your need to make money.




  He got a taxi quickly and this took him up the hill to Kennedy Road in the Mid-Levels. The single expat policemen lived here, in a building called—with blatant irony—the Hermitage. It was beginning to look seedy, having witnessed a lot of rough and tumble since it was built in 1964. There was still a wonderful view from most of the front flats, down over the naval base of HMS Tamar and across the harbour towards Tsim Sha Tsui. One could see the long finger of the airport runway jutting out into the sea and watch the planes bank steeply over Kowloon Tong and descend down amidst the washing lines until they disappeared with a roar into the tenements of Kowloon City.




  Soon a modern high rise would emerge in front of The Hermitage and destroy the view. Nothing stayed the same for long in Hong Kong. It was a place of constant change. If one left for a few months, buildings would have been demolished and new ones would be rising from the ashes.




  Scrimple lived on the fifteenth floor. The lift was slow and weary like the two security guards who took turns downstairs and watched the endless procession of young men and their women arrive and leave in various stages of intoxication or undress. There was little celibacy in this building because the desires of the flesh were easily satisfied in this venal, cash-crazed city.




  His keys were under the laundry box outside the front door to his flat. Three times he had lost them while out on the town and once during an abortive attempt at jogging. The experience had put Scrimple off exercise for a long time because the old Chinese Amah had been nowhere to be found and he had waited a whole hour before she appeared with her spare set of keys.




  Rarely particularly perceptive, he had a feeling there was something wrong. He could not put his finger on it. All the furniture was in place. He had few belongings, some paperback books, a reading lamp and a portable Akai stereo with a collection of tapes. He looked around the room, at the cheap blue PVC Government issue sofa and matching armchair, the occasional table with its neat set of coffee cup indentations left by generations of previous colonial coppers.




  Then he realised what it was. His flat usually stank of stale sweat and booze and the peculiar smell of old cigarette smoke. But today there was a distinct whiff of perfume. For a moment Scrimple thought he was in the wrong apartment.




  Chapter 3




  There was a girl in Scrimple’s bed.




  How could a girl have gotten into his bed? Scrimple rarely managed to get that far with girls. She was sleeping. As he stepped closer he noticed how her body was rising and falling with regular breaths. She was Chinese, in her early twenties, not unattractive, with short black hair in a bob that fell over her face. Pink lipstick was slightly smudged on generous lips and had rubbed off onto the white sheet, under which he could see the outline of a shapely thigh and some bumps that indicated the existence of breasts, an unusual feature amongst the Chinese female. She appeared to have no clothes on. It looked like there was a nightclub girl in Scrimple’s bed. Some of the guys were playing a joke on him.




  He made to reach for his cigarettes but stopped himself lest the pleasing mirage disappeared in a puff of smoke. He tiptoed to the door, stopped, looked back—she was still sleeping—then went into the living room having carefully closed the bedroom door.




  He sat down on the sofa, confused. This looked like a Kenworthy trick. Maybe they had a tape recorder or video camera rigged up to record his reaction. He’d better be cool. Or perhaps not. The girl was in his bed. He should jump her now and offer her money later. What was this—a practical joke, a gift, a mistake? It could be that she was someone else’s bird, who’d come up to the single Inspector’s quarters after she finished work and somehow ended up in the wrong flat. Her perfume was still evident where he stood pondering and it excited him. He did not know what to do.




  “There’s a naked girl in my bed,” Scrimple told Bob Kenworthy on the telephone, waiting for some acknowledgement that might mean it was his friend and colleague who had set this up. Kenworthy, another expat inspector, lived in the flat upstairs and was watching a German porn video. Its teutonic panting noises could be heard in the background.




  “Yeah, there’s a few in my bed too. They’re all resting until I shag them silly for the second time,” he scoffed.




  “No, I’m being serious. I don’t know who she is. I’ve just finished work and got home.”




  “What does she look like?”




  “Lovely, cute. She’s got no clothes on.”




  There was a bit of a pause on the other end of the line. “Look, I’m just watching a video. Why don’t you forget about your sexual fantasies and come up for a beer.”




  “Bob, I want you to come down here and tell me what to do. What am I supposed to do with a strange, naked female in my bed?” Scrimple realised the folly of his words before the other policeman started laughing.




  “Do what most guys do when they find a strange naked woman in their bed the next morning—throw her out once you’ve finished with her. I wouldn’t look a gift-shag in the mouth, Fat Boy. See if you can ram it into her before she wakes up screaming in terror. I assume you know how to do that? I’ve got an old copy of the Joy of Sex here, if not.”




  “Oh, fuck off, you tosser. There’s a bird with no clothes on sleeping in my bed and as much as I’d like to bonk her, I’m not going to do something that stupid until I know how she got there.”




  “Okay then, wake her up and ask for her ID card and what the hell she’s playing at. On second thoughts, don’t wake her up. Just wait until I’m there. I want to have a look at this tart.”




  “Good idea, she might wake up and accuse me of indecent assault or rape.”




  “You could always charge her with burglary first,” Kenworthy suggested. “She must have got your place mixed up with someone else’s. Nobody willingly comes to your pit. She must be a druggie or really pissed.”




  “She smells great,” Scrimple said.




  “I thought you hadn’t touched her. You’ve already been sniffing all over her?”




  “I didn’t mean that. Her perfume.”




  Kenworthy said he’d be there in a minute and put the phone down. Scrimple sat back and thought. It wasn’t difficult to get into his flat. The building was mainly occupied by single policemen who had a habit of dragging all sorts of willing, occasionally unwilling females off the streets and from the bars. Each floor was serviced by an ancient Chinese Amah who let herself into the flats with a master key and little concern for the occupant’s privacy. The Amah on his floor was well used to a constant flow of young girls that came, went and came again. There would be little difficulty in persuading her that one was a regular girlfriend and needed access to the boyfriend’s flat to wait for his return from work.




  The coppers’ turbulent love-lives were of no concern to the old woman who had ceased to be bothered by such things shortly after she first took up her post in the early nineteen sixties. Neither was security an issue since which foolish burglar would choose to target a building that housed three hundred men who mostly invested their money in cheap stereos and crates of chilled beer?




  Scrimple got down onto his knees to reach under the sofa. He was certain there was still a half bottle of Stoli lying there. He could not find it. In the kitchen were the remains of a bottle of gin. No tonic in the fridge. No beer either. Nothing except a lonely carton of milk that he hoped would still be all right for his bowl of stale Rice Krispies. He rinsed a dirty San Miguel glass under the cold tap and gave himself two fingers of the clear alcohol that tasted like medicine and had a similarly soothing effect.




  The unlocked front door opened and Bob Kenworthy stepped into the flat. He stood and smiled at his colleague. Kenworthy was a ladies’ man, six foot two, broad shouldered and with a craggy jaw that reeled them in out of the pond of love by the netload.




  “Where is she then?” he said.




  “In the bedroom. Keep your voice down.”




  “What’s that?”




  “Gin.”




  “Must be stressful to find a woman in your bed after all this time.”




  “I’ve just got back from work. We had a dead body with suspicious circumstances, some unidentified gwai-lo and the DC turned up and gave everybody shit. So I think I deserve a drink. I’d like to go to bed.”




  “Kick her out then.”




  “You kick her out.”




  Kenworthy nodded and opened the bedroom door gently. He stared at the girl for a long time, turning his head this way and that to try and make out as much as he could. He reached for the sheets and lifted them a little to get a glimpse of what might be underneath. The girl moved in her sleep. She tossed her arm sideways and the men noticed the bush of underarm hair that many Chinese girls never bothered to shave away.




  “Cute, she must have got the wrong flat. Maybe she was looking for me but got the floor wrong. Who lives downstairs? Handjob Harrison? She’s a bit too nice for him. He’s usually with the little Filipinas. I don’t think she is waiting for you.”




  Scrimple was looking over his friend’s shoulder. He had to agree with Kenworthy. If it wasn’t a joke, and the chances of that had not entirely been ruled out yet, then it was definitely a mistake.




  “Why don’t you get some beer from my flat and we’ll wait until she wakes up,” Kenworthy said.




  Scrimple thought this wasn’t a bad idea. A sudden thirst had pounced upon him that needed to be slaked with a bottle or two of San Miguel. He didn’t like the idea of leaving Kenworthy alone with the girl but then it didn’t really matter. He took the keys and trotted upstairs with a new found energy.




  His colleague was a tidy person. The girls that walked in and out of his life on a weekly basis appreciated the smart rattan furniture, the Mission speakers with the Denon stereo that he shouldn’t have been able to afford on his salary, the 32 inch Sony television and the little collection of plants which proclaimed him a kind and sensitive person. Perhaps most of all they appreciated what happened on the king-sized futon in the bedroom. Not infrequently Scrimple came home at four in the morning to hear the whelping noises of an Asian girl being brought to unexpected heights of sexual satisfaction. He pulled two six packs of Carlsberg from the fridge. It wasn’t his brand but it would do.
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