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ADVANCED READER’S EDITION

When Martina Torres arrived in the glamorous and vibrant metropolis of Hong Kong newly married to her high-school sweetheart, the world seemed to be her oyster. But looks can be deceiving. Adrift in a foreign city, with no job and no friends, Martina chafed in her new role as Expat Wife.

Everything changed the day she met Veronica Hawkins.

Veronica was the epitome of old Hong Kong – the last surviving member of a British mercantile dynasty that built the city during its colonial heyday – gorgeous, filthy rich, the Gloria Vanderbilt of Hong Kong. Martina never expected to be taken under Veronica’s wing. She certainly didn’t expect Veronica’s fierce kindness, unswerving loyalty, or the many things Veronica would teach Martina about herself.

The last thing she could ever have expected was Veronica’s mysterious and tragic death. What really happened to Veronica Hawkins? asked tabloid headlines around the globe.

It’s the wrong question.

Who really was Veronica Hawkins? That’s the right one. In Martina’s words, ‘She was my best friend.’

Based on Martina’s viral BuzzFeed article, ‘10 Things You Learn When Your Best Friend Dies’, Hungry Ghosts: Life and Death on the Peak is an unflinching account of the complex nature of grief, the meaning of belonging, and the transformative power of friendship.
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Prologue The End of the Beginning


My mother always told me no relationship ends well. Either you break up or somebody dies.

I didn’t believe her at the time. I was ten or eleven, watching her tweeze her eyebrows to within an inch of their lives (a seventies hangover, I presume). She caught my gaze in the mirror on her vanity and held it the way she did when I was in trouble. I can still smell her Cartier perfume – the one with the panther perched atop the bottle stopper: pepper and narcissus that made me sneeze.

I didn’t believe her because I assumed she meant messy kissing relationships with boys who picked their noses and other body parts. I was still several years away from being interested in those. Now I know better.

But there’s no word for a woman who loses her best friend. I can’t call myself a widow or an orphan, although I often feel like both. Friendless isn’t quite right, either, because I can still feel her close to me.

I became intoxicated with Hong Kong and Veronica Hawkins all at once. The charged scent in the air right before a black rainstorm strikes will forever mean Hong Kong and Veronica to me. No doubt you’ve seen the headlines surrounding the mysterious and tragic death that has captivated tabloids around the globe. Some say it was an accident, others suicide, still others murder.

Without incontrovertible proof, the police case is closed, but the public speculation will remain cocktail-party chitchat forever. Veronica Hawkins’s death has already become legend: joining the ranks of Natalie Wood, Marilyn Monroe, Princess Diana.

The world loves a beautiful dead white woman.

And yet none of the blind items, whispers or innuendo captures the Veronica I knew, the Veronica who drew me out of my shell and helped me find the Martina I was meant to be.

I’m the last person I’d ever have suspected would write a memoir. It’s happened mostly by accident. My entire childhood, and most of my adult life, has been about polishing myself until my skin was so buffed it bled. Admitting I have any weaknesses or imperfections an impossibility. I became a journalist to write about other people, to prevent anyone from looking too closely at me – from finding me wanting.

When Veronica vanished one sultry night, my heart shattered. Broke wide open. At the depths of my grief, fuelled by a few too many glasses of Sauvignon Blanc, I poured my heart into words to try to make sense of a world without Veronica in it. If I’d never met her, I’d never have had the guts to send my ramblings to an editor at BuzzFeed. My friendship with Veronica altered me on a cellular level – she believed in me enough for both of us.

The response to my article was overwhelming and unexpected. I started by writing about Veronica and discovered I was really writing about myself, writing my way back to myself: someone new whom I still don’t always recognise. I thought I’d said everything I’d needed to say, told the world the ten things I’d learned when my best friend died.

Some of the comments on my article (note: never read the comments) made me realise how much Veronica would have hated how her death became more grist for the mill. I needed to tell the whole story, the unvarnished truth of our friendship, of Veronica’s final days, even if it meant revealing my own pain, letting the sun stream in through a magnifying glass. I owed it to Veronica. It was the only thing I had left to give her.

If you’ve picked up this book looking for a whodunnit or a true-crime exposé, apologies in advance, you’re going to be disappointed.

This is a love story.

Veronica taught me to love her hometown the way she did, showed me a Hong Kong I never would have seen without her. This is a love letter to my best friend and to the city where we met. Both are gems made more precious by their flaws.

It’s fitting that I should be writing this on Qingming of all days. Tomb-sweeping Day, when families across Hong Kong tidy the tombstones or cremation urns on the terraced hills of the city’s columbaria, the air filled with the sandalwood smoke of burning joss sticks and silvered spirit money to honour their ancestors. Some offer villas and Lamborghinis so they can live out their afterlife in style.

Veronica once took me to the old colonial cemetery in Happy Valley to sweep the grave of her first ancestor, who set foot on the island when it was still considered nothing more than a desolate rock. She never felt like she belonged in Britain, she told me. She thought of herself as a Hongkonger. It’s where she was born.

It’s where she died.

This memoir is my attempt to sweep up the rubbish and scandal surrounding her death and to celebrate her life. It’s the story of us. We’re inextricably bound now, Veronica and me, Veronica and the woman she believed I could be. When I feel that self slipping from my grasp, being pulled out to sea, feeling out of my depth, I remember that Veronica was there for me, and she always will be there – somewhere out there – watching over me.

I’m not sure what comes next but, tonight, I’ll be burning a papier-mâché bottle of Dom Pérignon in Veronica’s honour.

Wherever she is, I’m sure she’s the life of the party.






Heiress goes overboard at charity gala on luxury junk

A search is underway for Veronica Hawkins, 35, scion of the Hawkins family and CEO of Hawkins Pacific Limited, who disappeared from a luxury cruise in Victoria Harbour last night.

The Fire Services Department received a report at 1.15 a.m. from the captain of the Tin Hau 8 that a woman had fallen overboard. In a press briefing at around 6 a.m. this morning, the department’s marine and diving division commander Cheung Pak Hei said that they were coordinating with helicopter pilots from the Government Flying Service to scour the waters near the West Kowloon Cultural District.

Ms Hawkins was a guest at the Lifting Hope charity fundraiser gala to benefit orphans in Cambodia. The event was organised by Cressida Wong, daughter of shipping tycoon Donald Wong and wife of Jack Zhang, founder of the Beijing-based SinoTop, the leading Chinese defence and security firm.

The boat departed from the Royal Hong Kong Yacht Club around 7.30 p.m. in the evening, carrying a veritable who’s who of the city’s elite, including film star Venus Lam.

Jean-Pierre Renard, 54, artist and husband to Ms Hawkins, was also in attendance.

Guests at the party told the South China Daily on the condition of anonymity that the missing heiress appeared intoxicated and disoriented shortly before her absence was noticed.

This is a developing story.






Chapter 1 An American in Hong Kong


You already know how this story ends. What you don’t know is how it started. My life in Hong Kong truly began the day I met Veronica Hawkins.

The humidity was thick enough to chew as I battled my way down the steep, narrow streets of Central. I’d arrived in the Fragrant Harbour, as it’s known, the month before and hadn’t yet learned to keep a collapsible umbrella in my Longchamp tote bag at all times. Or the futility of wearing kitten heels on the jigsaw of tiles and pockmarked pavements.

A growl of thunder reverberated between the skyscrapers of the business district that nearly made me believe in the dragons supposedly dwelling beneath the serpentine Nine Hills of Kowloon across the filmy green strait. Fat raindrops fell on my raw-silk blouse and perspiration dampened the nape of my neck as I hustled down Queen’s Road. Perfect, just perfect. I was late and I’d be a wet, sweaty mess by the time I reached the gallery to interview a notoriously formidable heiress. My heart sank. The article for HK City Chic was my first professional gig since arriving.

It took no time after landing in town to hear Veronica’s name whispered at expat events with a mixture of envy and fear. Her family business, Hawkins Pacific, was one of the last remaining British hongs, or foreign-owned trading houses, and had been instrumental in transforming Hong Kong from a collection of fishing villages to the Pearl of the Orient. Veronica lived her life in regional and international society pages – especially following the tragic boating accident that orphaned her as a teenager.

I’d been primed to detest Veronica: obscenely wealthy and cloaked with elegant grief, practically a Gothic heroine. Which was why I’d been surprised when her PA had agreed so readily to an in-person interview without any pre-specified no-go topics.

Another crack of thunder resounded overhead. You’d think growing up in New York City, loud noises wouldn’t set my teeth on edge, but there’s something about a coming storm that unnerves me.

Skittering as fast as I could in my kitten heels, my gaze skimmed the expertly coiffed women, foreign and local, brandishing Harvey Nichols shopping bags like shields against downward mobility as they queued for red-and-white taxis outside the Landmark Mandarin Oriental. Tai tais, I would learn to call them: ladies who lunch. That had always been my mother’s greatest ambition for me, why my parents insisted on sending me to a Manhattan private school we could barely afford. Status was the hit they craved.

I accosted a hotel bellboy, soggy map of Central in hand. ‘I’m looking for the Gallery de Ladrones? Duddell Street?’

Rain pelting the golden fan logo on his cap, the bellboy flung an arm towards the busy road, an artery gushing through the island, while hoisting a suit bag over his shoulder that looked like it weighed more than he did.

‘Across the street, turn right.’

Everyone knew the Gallery de Ladrones. Founded by Veronica’s mother, it quickly became known for showing the most avant-garde Mainland artists. After Tiananmen, with fears of the implications for the Handover agreement in 1997 swirling, the gallery’s gutsy stance held a certain cachet. On the eve of the gallery’s twenty-fifth anniversary, the same fears were once again starting to swirl. Nearly losing an eye to a rogue umbrella spoke as I crossed the road, I found Duddell Street at last.

Still the most romantic street in Hong Kong, a flight of imposing granite stairs at the far end was dotted by Victorian gas lamps. Sprawling tree roots climbed the stone walls that supported Ice House Street above, lush green foliage shimmering in the hazy light, like the last gasp of empire. Sometimes it seemed the British had colonised Hong Kong not for its deep-water harbour but because the opaque white light and constant mist reminded them of home.

Boom!

My shoulders stiffened and my eyes widened as a waterfall began to gush from the top of the steps. Squinting, I made out the gallery logo – the distinctive red sail of a junk ship: curved, almost triangular, with bamboo battens for support like the ridges on the shell of a prehistoric crustacean.

The heel of my strappy, open-toed Jimmy Choo caught on a loose tile just outside the entrance. My ankle turned and I went splat. Pushing myself up from the pavement, I glanced around like a startled animal. I wanted – no, needed – to make the right first impression.

Grabbing the tattered map from the ground, I shoved it into my tote, and caught my reflection in the small mirror dangling above the door (a feng shui trick to ward off evil spirits). Fuck. I rearranged my dark caramel-streaked chignon and forced myself to unclench my jaw, pale cheeks neon pink. So much for casually chic.

A laughing figure approached me from inside.

The man who blasted me with a welcome polar vortex of aircon was a silver fox par excellence. His skin was a tanned brown that showed a complete disregard for SPF and yet it looked supple. It was almost impossible to resist smoothing the crow’s feet around his eyes. He was slim, but not runner gaunt, in his early fifties. The cool blue of his linen suit contrasted with the warmth of his skin.

He looked nothing like my husband.

Spencer is blond and preppy. When we arrived in Hong Kong, Spence had just turned thirty-two and I was twenty-eight but his baby face made him look younger.

‘Bienvenue,’ the gentleman said breezily. He seemed like a gentleman, his wine-dark eyes glinting with amusement. ‘Veronica is inside,’ he added in a thick French accent; he said it in an offhand way, clearly on his way out, as if no one ever came to the gallery looking for him, which I found hard to believe.

The door swished shut behind me and the gallery went still. Only the sound of the whining A/C unit remained. I shivered as another arctic gust blew down my spine. I had also not yet learned to carry a cardigan with my umbrella at all times.

Sometime later, Veronica confessed she’d married a Frenchman because she’d wanted to fall in love with the same abandon her father had with her mother. A talented photojournalist, the much younger Geneviève Varenne had moved to Hong Kong from the remnants of French Indochina. She met Arthur Hawkins at the Foreign Correspondents’ Club bar where many confessions have been made and even more confidences betrayed, and they eloped a week later.

I’d never wanted to fall in love like that, not truthfully, but Veronica was inherently braver than me. She lived boldly, and that’s not me airbrushing her for posterity.

Surveying the teak floors and sparsely hung walls of the gallery, I noted two black leather Barcelona chairs on either side of an antique lacquer coffee table inlaid with mother-of-pearl flowers and adorned with a voluptuous orchid plant. Feeling as if I were being watched, my eyes were drawn back to a small oil painting just inside the door.

A young Chinese woman with an arresting stare commanded the canvas. Swathed in a diaphanous red robe, she floated above a seascape, her hands outstretched: a fish clasped in her right fist; a toy junk ship in the left. A flat-topped cap was positioned at a jaunty angle like a beret, her head held with imperial grace, red beads dripping from either side. I could almost hear them clacking in the wind.

‘Tin Hau,’ said a cultured British voice, throatier than I’d expected.

‘Who is she?’ I asked, not removing my eyes from the painting.

‘Goddess of the sea. Patron saint of fishermen. Empress of heaven. Take your pick.’ Veronica paused. ‘She was just a girl, at the start. She died trying to save her father and brother when their boat sank in a storm. So they made her a goddess.’

From the corner of my eye, my focus snagged on a signature: Varenne,’78.

‘I didn’t realise your mother also painted.’

I felt more than saw a shrug. The shrug of someone unsurprised a total stranger knew who her mother was. ‘This is her only portrait. She painted it for my father the year I was born.’ An adoring expression softened Veronica’s features. ‘He was a keen sailor. The Hawkins empire was built on the sea, he never failed to remind me. The company always sponsors a dragon dance for Tin Hau’s birthday.’

Neither of us spoke. We were both thinking the same thing. The goddess had failed to save Veronica’s family.

And, in the end, she didn’t come for Veronica, either.

At that moment, I heard what sounded like a slap. My eyes darted back to the gallery entrance where a wall of white water pounded the glass. The rest of the city had disappeared as if we were encased in a raincloud.

I must have seemed spooked because a gentle hand landed on my wet silk blouse.

‘Black rain,’ said Veronica. ‘Your first storm?’ I nodded. ‘We have amber, red and black rainstorms here,’ she explained and it sounded biblical. ‘You don’t have far to travel home?’

‘Mid-Levels.’

‘Ah, the domain of soulless condos.’

Which had been precisely my feeling about the tiny apartments that spackled the hills above Central and boasted ridiculous monthly price tags.

‘It’s just temporary,’ I said, kicking myself for my knee-jerk defensiveness. ‘The bank put us in a serviced apartment while we find something permanent.’

Veronica nodded. ‘Fresh off the boat.’ I heard the tease in her voice. ‘In my father’s time, bored colonials would still greet new arrivals at the port. Tell your relocation coordinator to look for places on the Peak, above the fog line.’

‘Our housing allowance barely covers a shoebox.’ A nervy laugh escaped me. ‘And I thought property in New York was bananas.’

I already knew that Veronica had been born on the Peak, which in Hong Kong is both literal and figurative. The lofty summit from which the former colonial governors looked down on their subjects and the container-ship-strewn South China Sea beyond, where the Chinese inhabitants were forbidden to live until after the Second World War, is still home to the most prestigious villas – if the most mould prone. There’s also the chill of damp that never quite leaves your skin.

With a commiserating sigh, Veronica told me, ‘Expat packages aren’t what they used to be before the financial crisis. More like half-pat.’

‘Half-pat – that’s me.’ In-between was how I’d always felt and it seemed that Hong Kong would be no different. I was certain Veronica would treat me like the wildly privileged girls at The Buxton School who’d tormented me because Papi spoke the doorman’s language and I didn’t summer in the south of France or at my family’s compound in St Barths or even – most pedestrian of all – at a shingled summer house in Quogue.

‘You came with your husband. Three-year contract, I suppose,’ Veronica said and it was as if she could see the DEPENDENT stamped on my new Hong Kong Identity Card.

The HKD 800 fee I was making for the profile piece barely covered lunch in Central but I didn’t care because it was a job. I’d been working at magazines since grad school and I didn’t know what else I wanted to do. Plus, I was lonely.

Desperation tasted metallic and I choked it down. Shifting my shoulders as if preparing to look at an eclipse, I allowed my gaze to land fully on Veronica Hawkins for the first time.

The pinlights glittered on the gold dust sprinkled across her black T-shirt spelling out ‘14K’. She had paired it with linen capri pants and Chanel espadrille wedges with the ribbons laced as if she were about to hop en pointe and pirouette.

Curving my lips into my most arch smile, I nodded at the ‘14K’ and said, ‘I would have expected at least twenty-four carats.’

Veronica laughed and it was smoky, rich. Her porcelain skin was also sun-touched, emphasising her unusual hazel eyes. Smooth waves of auburn, not quite crimson hair swept around her shoulders.

‘It’s a joke,’ she said. ‘14K is one of the biggest Triad groups.’ I’d vaguely heard of the Triads operating in Chinatown back in New York and knew only that they were Chinese mafia.

Tracing the outline of the ‘K’, Veronica mused, ‘The British taipans were the first gangsters in Hongkers, of course.’ She spoke without judgement, unapologetic.

Hawkins Pacific Limited had been founded in the north of England at the beginning of the nineteenth century by Alistair Hawkins, an ambitious young Scotsman, opening an office in Shanghai before a second location in Hong Kong. Like the other heads of the hongs, Veronica’s ancestor was on the wrong side of history regarding the Opium War, running armed clipper ships up the Pearl River, making a fortune bolstered by British gunships. Alistair soon multiplied his initial packet by building railways in China and investing in telecommunications.

Standing there covered in gold dust, Veronica embodied the spirit of the taipans who had come before her, helming all of the Hawkins Pacific holdings since the age of nineteen.

‘I’m Martina Torres,’ I said abruptly, realising I hadn’t introduced myself. ‘From HK City Chic.’ Veronica lifted an eyebrow in confirmation of what she’d presumed. ‘My friends call me Marty,’ I offered. (Actually, I’d hated the nickname in elementary school but it stuck, and it made me sound WASPy, so I kept it. With the exception of our wedding vows, Spence has never called me Martina.)

I extended my hand but Veronica didn’t shake it. Frowning, she took my hand and flipped it over to expose the palm. ‘You’re bleeding.’

A flush spread down my chest like a rash. Veronica reached for the other hand, the furrow on the bridge of her nose deepening. Both palms were grazed.

‘I slipped,’ I said and pointed at one of the guilty Jimmy Choos. ‘On the tile.’

‘I’ve been meaning to get that fixed. You’re not going to sue me, are you? Isn’t that what you Americans do?’

Fighting my flush, I countered, ‘I think I’ll invest in flats.’

Veronica lifted one of her feet, circling the espadrille at the end of her dainty ankle. ‘They’re knock-offs, but they’re dead comfortable. Stanley Market.’

I bit the inside of my cheek because I hadn’t noticed they weren’t real Chanel. Before I married Spencer, living in Manhattan on a publishing salary, hamstrung by Ivy League debt, my only high-end designer goods were found at sample sales. Yes, I have class anxiety, but I came by it honestly.

‘Nice,’ I complimented her. ‘Thanks for the tip.’

‘Come, let’s get you cleaned up.’

Veronica started walking towards the back of the gallery and I followed. The gallery was larger than it initially appeared, a wrought-iron staircase twisting its way towards a mezzanine that served as the offices. Sat pertly at a desk in a royal blue Marc Jacobs dress (which in a few months I’d assume to be a Shenzhen copy rather than original), a visibly annoyed Chinese woman yelled into her handset. ‘That’s Apple,’ said Veronica. ‘My PA. She’s wrangling a missing sculpture for the anniversary exhibition.’

Veronica turned the handle on a door that blended seamlessly into the wall, discreetly revealing a washroom. ‘I’ll make tea,’ she said, leaving me to it.

A strange feeling settled over me, as if I were on a film set of a gallery in Hong Kong and not really here at all. When I re-emerged, Veronica had ensconced herself on one of the Barcelona chairs, a ceramic teapot and two round cups the colour of jade set upon the table.

‘Better?’ she said, glancing at my hands. Before I could reply, she went on, ‘Jasmine. I hope that suits.’

‘Perfect.’ I seated myself in the chair opposite hers as she poured the tea. Thanking her, I raised the steaming cup to my mouth, hoping the leaves didn’t get stuck between my teeth. The jasmine smelled sharp and clean, like the rain that continued to beat the pavement.

Veronica pushed a crystal dish in my direction with a flick of the wrist. ‘You must try some ginger with the tea. Even Queen Victoria was a fan of Hong Kong’s preserved ginger – after my great-great sold it to her. No fashionable table in London would be without it.’

I looked at the sparkling candied ginger in a new light. Great-great, I would discover, was how Veronica referred to any of her illustrious lineage older than her grandfather.

At my hesitation, she said, ‘Don’t tell me you’re doing keto,’ like it was a dare.

I chose the plumpest piece I could find and popped it into my mouth.

Veronica spread her lips in a satisfied smile and I realised there were a lot of things I would do, that anybody would do, for that Cheshire cat smile.

‘I’m curious,’ she said. ‘How did you get on Evelyn’s radar?’

Evelyn Ho was the editor-in-chief of HK City Chic but no relation to Stanley Ho, the billionaire who controls a huge swathe of the Macau gambling industry – at least not as far as I’m aware, although billionaires tend to be discreet.

‘Through a friend of a friend in New York,’ I said. The opportunity had come up in a roundabout way from one of my college friends’ friend at business school who was Evelyn’s cousin.

Veronica sipped her tea demurely, gaze sharp, listening to the spaces between the words.

‘Six degrees of separation makes the world go round,’ she said after a few moments. ‘You’ll fit in here, Marty.’ Coming from Veronica, I found myself suddenly liking the nickname; in her British accent the long ‘ah’ made it sound sophisticated rather than Long Island. But I’d never fit in anywhere, of that I was convinced.

The rain continued to pummel the windows. I swallowed the ginger, warmth spreading down my gullet as if it were an ember. Jasmine and ginger and black rain: a Hong Kong afternoon. There would be more, many more, before there would be none.

‘Let’s get to the interview,’ Veronica said, leaning forward. ‘Although I’d much rather hear about you. I know all about me, and it’s not nearly so interesting as people like to think.’

I smiled, fidgeting a small piece of ginger with my tongue, as if I believed her.

I wanted to believe her.

With a resigned sigh, she said, ‘But that’s not why you’re here. I know, I know.’ Her eyes suddenly shone very bright. ‘You’re here for my hungry ghosts.’

My lips parted.

‘I’ll let you in on a secret. It’s not just the living who want. The Chinese are right about hell – we all go on wanting when we’re dead.’






Chapter 2 Fishbowl Princess


Veronica was always full of surprises. She gave me my first the very next day when she called me up herself – no PA intermediary – and invited me to lunch at the Hong Kong Club, barely giving me enough time to blow dry my hair. Veronica lived in the moment, as if she knew the value of every second and didn’t want to waste a single one. At the time, I thought it was the product of losing her family to the capricious sea.

After what happened to her, I can’t help but wonder if she always knew, somehow, that she was running out of time.

If Hong Kong is a fishbowl and Central is the castle at its heart, then the Hong Kong Club is its throne room. Established a few years after the Qing emperor ceded the island to the British, the club provided a place for the heads of the largest hongs to meet and Veronica’s great-great was among the founding members. Colonial governors would come and go, but the true rulers here were the taipans. The city runs on guanxi – relationships, influence, soft power – and the Hawkins name opened every door.

I strolled into the Red Room of the Hong Kong Club, hiding my apprehension while surreptitiously giving my lightweight turquoise knit Missoni dress and Ferragamo pumps a once-over. Although I’d quickly Googled the club’s dress code, I almost expected a white-gloved hand to tap me on the shoulder and tell me to vacate the premises. Spence’s family had been members of the right Manhattan clubs for generations but I was only accepted with their sponsorship, and they didn’t pretend otherwise.

The walls of the dining room were lined with Constable-esque landscapes in gilded frames and, appropriately enough, painted a deep red. If it were a nail polish, the muted colour would be called ‘9-to-5’ and worn by female executives. Scanning the room, I’d hoped to be shown to a secluded corner by the hostess. A table from which I could fade into the scenery.

More fool me.

Seated at the most prominent table, with the perfect vantage point to observe whether anyone notable was entering or exiting, Veronica’s posture was relaxed as she lifted her gaze to mine and smiled. This wasn’t the Cheshire cat smile from the day before. Veronica possessed many types of smiles but she reserved this one – the unguarded one that crinkled her eyes – for a very select few.

That afternoon she was wearing an emerald-green cocktail frock that brought out the golden flecks of her eyes, and she’d traded her comfy espadrilles for patent leather platforms with tell-tale red soles. She radiated life. This is how I still think of her, even after the photos of her bloated corpse were leaked to the Sun.

‘Marty,’ she said, almost breathing it in, as I reached her. ‘You found me.’

Veronica’s voice was undeniably Oxonian, yet it was also deep for a woman, like a modern Marlene Dietrich – altogether disarming. Again I was struck by how different my nickname felt coming from Veronica, how differently she was already making me feel about myself.

She stood to give me a kiss on either cheek, very Continental. The brief intimacy took me aback. A few curious glances sideswiped me, openly wondering who Veronica Hawkins was greeting like a long-lost friend. And, strangely, it did feel inconceivable that we’d only met the day before. She’d been so gregarious during the interview, a far cry from the ice princess I’d anticipated, affably rehashing her life story for what must have been the umpteenth time. Almost as if she’d been needing to talk to someone – anyone.

‘Thanks so much for the invitation,’ I said as she motioned for me to be seated in the chair next to hers at a table meant for four.

‘Of course,’ Veronica replied. ‘It’s hard to be new in town.’ She plucked the wedge of lime from the highball glass in front of her, squeezed it, and tossed it into the blue-tinted ice. ‘Sun’s over the yard arm. Arthur considered G&Ts mother’s milk – best way to keep malaria away. Quinine in the tonic.’

Another thing I noticed early on was that Veronica called her father Arthur and her mother Maman, without any real affection. The real affection was reserved for Lulu, the baby sister lost to the waves.

‘Mad dogs and Englishmen,’ she said with an insouciant shrug, and when the waiter asked what I’d like to drink, I ordered a G&T too.

Tipping her cut-crystal glass at the English pastoral scenes, ‘You’d be forgiven for forgetting we lost the empire,’ Veronica told me with a wink.

‘It reminds me of Jane Eyre,’ I blurted, and she went still, glass paused mid-air, waiting for me to dig myself deeper. ‘The red room where Jane’s aunt locks her in as punishment.’ I wanted to bite my tongue in the worst way – did Veronica think I was insulting her? After she’d been so gracious? ‘You know, the room Jane thinks is haunted.’

Veronica inhaled deeply.

‘Aren’t we all?’ she said. She took a healthy sip of her drink and let out a full-throated laugh. ‘Here I was thinking you were about to point out that red is a lucky colour. But you’re not the typical trailing spouse, Marty.’

Her eyes lit with approval. Yet somehow she knew I was flailing, a fish out of water, not so much in a new city as in something much bigger. In those early days, Veronica saw me more clearly than I saw myself.

Setting her glass back on the fine linen tablecloth, Veronica steepled her fingers. ‘We’ve already talked about my ghosts. Now it’s my turn to interview you.’

My mouth went dry, wishing the waiter would hurry up with my drink.

‘Let’s see. Martina Torres: a born-and-bred New Yorker, nearly perfect SATs.’ Veronica began to rattle off my CV, which she must have gotten from Editor Evelyn. ‘Bachelor’s in art history from Columbia, master’s from the Other Place – on a Gates Scholarship, no less.’

Inwardly, I squirmed. You might think I’d bask in my accomplishments but it was just the opposite. When The Buxton School doled out As and Bs among my classmates, Papi pulled me aside and told me I was an A-student. I couldn’t afford to be a C-student. Not least because of my last name. We made a bargain that first day of fifth grade, Papi and me, and you don’t welch on a deal with my father.

‘Lastly,’ Veronica added after a beat, ‘features writer at Hearst.’ She didn’t point out that line on my CV came to an unceremonious end several months after Lehman collapsed, and I’d been scrounging freelance gigs ever since. Although I’d harboured ambitions of bylines in the Atlantic or Vanity Fair (like every other pretentious college grad), I settled for writing pieces about the different flavours of liquid Xanax available for cockapoos. (Chicken, beef and bubblegum, if you were wondering.)

Veronica leaned closer. ‘And now you’ve come here, to my little island.’

‘So it would seem.’ And it was hers, indeed.

‘I hope we’ll be able to keep you entertained,’ she said. ‘It must have been difficult to leave the glamorous world of New York publishing.’

Eating Cup O’Noodles in my cubicle when I was still fortunate enough to have a cubicle was the antithesis of glamour but I parroted the same response I’d given my girlfriends at Pilates class and that I’d come to hear parroted back at me from other transplanted wives with Marry Well degrees.

‘It was a fantastic opportunity for my husband. We couldn’t turn it down.’

Truth be told, it was a godsend. Spence was about to get downsized when a headhunter friend of his from Brown recruited him into the Multinational Relationship Management team of an American investment bank expanding into Mainland China. Asia was the only place banks were still jazzed up about after the crisis, so we took a yellow cab straight to JFK.

‘Torres isn’t your married name, though,’ Veronica said, and I wondered if she had called Evelyn to vet me. The thought was both disquieting and thrilling.

‘No, it isn’t. My father’s from Argentina. I didn’t want to change it.’

Much to the chagrin of my mother-in-law. Don’t you want to be one of us? she’d said, and I knew that she didn’t just mean a Merton. Spence liked to call me mamacita, fancied himself a gaucho in the bedroom, and once endearingly surprised me with incredibly high-end Japanese matcha tea because he’d confused it with the maté I’d learned to love during summers in the foothills of the Andes. But he was trying. Sybil Merton, on the other hand, was a dyed-in-the-wool Daughter of the American Revolution who didn’t want a grandchild with a tainted pedigree.

‘Ah, Argentina,’ Veronica said. ‘One of my great-greats invested in the railroads. We Brits did get around.’ She had a way of relaying history that made it seem less like a guidebook and more hush-hush. Another laugh. ‘But you and Spencer are high-school sweethearts – that’s delicious.’

‘Well, not exactly.’ I coughed. ‘We went to the same school but Spence was several years ahead,’ I said, thinking back to how he used to swan around the hallways in his Varsity jacket, completely oblivious to the freshman girls lining up to give him their virginity. Well, almost completely oblivious. He took the adulation as his due, but, unlike some of the Buxton boys, he didn’t have a cruel streak.

Occasionally our eyes would meet across the cafeteria or the chapel and he’d smile, sending my heart racing, but ‘He didn’t know I existed,’ I confessed. ‘I was in his sister’s class.’ Sometimes I still couldn’t believe we’d ended up together.

Gratefully, I accepted my G&T from the waiter who had covertly reappeared. He took our orders for lunch. Again, I followed Veronica’s lead and selected the crab and mango salad.

‘You and your sister-in-law must be close,’ mused Veronica, twirling the swizzle stick of her G&T idly. ‘Elsie wanted me to marry her brother so we could really be sisters.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I’d rather kiss my own toes.’

‘Elsie?’

‘Oh, of course you haven’t met. I’ll have to introduce you.’ A fleeting look of devotion passed over her face. ‘Elsie Barron. You’ll love her. The Barrons have been in Hong Kong almost as long as the Hawkins and they practically adopted me after…’

After. Secretly I’d wondered what it would be like to have a life so dramatically interrupted, divided into discrete parts.

Now that I know, I wish I didn’t.

‘Elsie’s father passed away four or five years ago,’ Veronica went on. ‘The last of that generation. During the Japanese occupation, Rupert Barron and Arthur were in the Stanley internment camp together as boys.’

I’d skimmed the company history on the Hawkins Pacific website and gleaned that her grandfather had been one of the elderly taipans who’d defended the North Point power station against the invasion.

‘The British governor surrendered on Christmas Day, didn’t he?’ I offered.

‘An Eton man. Never trust an Eton man.’ Veronica’s shoulders lifted as she sighed. ‘Arthur and Rupert didn’t speak about the camp, but it forged a bond stronger than steel. They were heirs to rival hongs and yet they were always brothers first. Uncle Rupert was my godfather. He showed me the ropes, mentored me when I returned from Oxford with less than half a degree.’

‘He sounds like a great man.’

‘He was.’ Clinking the ice in her glass, Veronica said, ‘Gin makes me sentimental.’

The waiter’s timing was note perfect as he returned with crystal dishes of crabmeat layered between wafer-thin slices of mango.

‘Let’s tuck in,’ Veronica encouraged me.

I’d skipped breakfast and my stomach rumbled as I enthusiastically speared a large slice and began to chew with what I hoped wasn’t too much gusto. Veronica laughed a little at my expense as she indicated a dab of crab stippling my upper lip.

Cheeks heating, I swiped at it with the napkin. ‘It’s divine,’ I said, laughing along. I soothed my pride with a gulp of my G&T.

At that moment, someone caught Veronica’s attention and she lifted her hand in a small wave. I followed her gaze towards the entrance and saw a broad smile part the lips of a Chinese man in his late fifties. His black hair was shot through with white and wrinkles gathered at the corners of his round, deep-set eyes.

He started walking towards us. I noted his Church’s brogues, the conservative navy tie and the fine cut of his handcrafted suit, most likely made by a Shanghainese tailor, who are considered the best.

Extending his hand, ‘Veronica,’ he said. ‘I haven’t seen you at the club in an age.’ He spoke with an unplaceable accent, neither entirely British nor American. Later, I learned to recognise it as the international timbre of elite Hongkongers who had gone to boarding school in England, followed by university on the East Coast – or vice versa.

‘I know, Edwin,’ replied Veronica as she shook his hand. ‘I’m trying to impress my new friend, Martina. She’s just moved here from New York. She’s a very important journalist and she’s writing a profile of me – so don’t say anything bad.’

Edwin chuckled while giving me an assessing look. ‘Oh, I wouldn’t dare,’ he said and slanted his shoulders towards me, shaking my proffered hand. ‘I’m Edwin Leung, delighted to meet you.’ The name rang a bell but I couldn’t place it.

‘Martina Torres.’

‘That does sound like a journalist. Who do you write for?’

‘Everyone who matters,’ Veronica answered for me, and he nodded, not pressing the issue. ‘Martina did a master’s at Cambridge – although we won’t hold that against her.’

‘Which college?’ he asked.

‘Peterhouse.’

Renewed interest showed in his eyes. ‘My brother is a Tab too, read Economics at Peterhouse. Before they let in women.’ He released another chuckle.

I conjured a smile. ‘A dark day.’

Touching my elbow, Veronica said, ‘I’ve known Edwin forever. He started his career working for Arthur at Hawkins Pacific. He caught me sneaking champagne at one of Fat Pang’s parties.’ Fat Pang being what some locals jovially called Chris Patten, the last governor of Hong Kong.

‘Be sure to put that in your article,’ Edwin told me. He twiddled the silk-knot cufflink in his left cuff. ‘Work brings you to Hong Kong, then?’

Veronica spoke before I could open my mouth.

‘As a matter of fact, that would be you, Edwin.’

His eyebrows, also going white, lifted sky high and I felt like I was having an out-of-body experience.

‘Marty’s husband just started at Hutton Brothers. He joined the Multinational Relationship Management team. Isn’t that yours?’ she said.

My blood went cold. How had Veronica known that? I was fairly certain I’d never mentioned Spence’s team to Editor Evelyn. Like a lightning bolt I remembered him mentioning that Edwin Leung was the head of the entire division. He was my husband’s boss’s boss’s boss’s… I couldn’t even count how many rungs up the ladder he was.

After I’d known Veronica for a while, I understood why she had to be so careful about the people she allowed into her sphere.

Everyone wanted something from Veronica Hawkins.

Edwin coughed, frowning slightly. ‘Torres?’ he asked me.

‘My husband’s name is Spencer Merton,’ I said, barely resisting the urge to add Sir, as if I’d suddenly found myself in the principal’s office for a prank I hadn’t played.

‘Oh, yes,’ he replied politely. ‘The new transfer.’ Edwin had no idea who Spence was – why would he?

‘I hear you have Marty and her husband on one of those half-pat packages,’ Veronica said to Edwin. Beneath the table, I dug my fingernails into my thigh. ‘They’re going to end up living in the New Territories on the housing allowance you’ve given them and that simply isn’t on. It’s not the way we do things at Hawkins Pacific.’

The challenge in her voice was unmistakable.

‘Americans have different priorities.’ Edwin’s voice was smooth and he managed a smile, but his shoulders drew back.

‘That’s true,’ I said quickly. ‘We’re very happy to be here. It’s a wonderful opp—’

Looking at me hard, Veronica interrupted, ‘Do you have kids?’ although I was sure she knew the answer.

‘No.’ It was a small word.

Veronica beamed at Edwin. ‘See, they’re not even costing you school fees. I’m sure it wouldn’t be too mah fan for you to at least increase their housing allowance? I want Martina to feel welcome in my city.’

They locked eyes and some kind of understanding passed between them.

‘It’s not necessary…’ I trailed off because neither of them was listening.

Edwin took a breath. ‘I’m late for my lunch,’ he said, eyes darting towards the back of the dining room, ‘but I’ll look into the issue when I get back to the office.’

‘Thank you, Edwin. I hope you’ll stop by the opening tonight.’

‘My wife has been looking forward to it.’

‘Wonderful.’

To me, Edwin said, ‘Lovely to meet you, Martina. Welcome to Hong Kong.’

When he walked away, Veronica returned to her salad. I’d lost my appetite. I imagined Spence and me being put on the next Cathay Pacific flight to New York – this time in coach.

Mustering all of my courage, I told Veronica, ‘You didn’t need to do that.’

She looked up, confused. ‘It was nothing. Arthur gave him a job when he was rebelling against joining his family’s business. It’s how the city works. Favours and grudges.’

‘But you barely know me,’ I protested.

Veronica set down her fork. ‘I know we’re going to be friends,’ she said. ‘True friends.’

‘I’d like that.’

Even if I was in awe of her, even if she intimidated me, I wanted that. Veronica was a whirlpool, her inexorable pull drawing me in, along with a feeling that whatever she was about to offer me was more thrilling than anything I’d ever dreamed of.

‘Did you know there’s no future tense in Mandarin?’ Veronica said. I shook my head. ‘My amah was from Beijing,’ she explained. ‘I spent more time with her than Arthur or Maman when I was a girl. She taught me one of the most important lessons I’ve ever learned. In Mandarin, you express desire to do something as a way of making it future tense. That’s my philosophy.’

‘What is?’

‘I want to do something and so I will do something. I don’t rely on the future to just happen of its own accord. I will it to be so – and so should you.’

After that day, I did.

I do.






Chapter 3 Double Happiness


Morning, Marty,’ Spencer said, waking me up with a spearmint-tinged kiss, and I groaned, trying to hide from the light of day, my head pounding from too much champers at Veronica’s gallery opening the night before. A Bloomberg anchor droned on about the daily market report from the flat screen and I covered my ears.

Spence smiled down at me, already dressed for work, a Brooks Brothers catalogue incarnate, and touched the ticklish spot behind my ear. He laughed as I emitted a very undignified squeal. ‘Last night was fun,’ he said, meaning in more ways than one.

First he’d run out of business cards at the opening, then Edwin Leung’s wife told us we must come to brunch at the Shangri-La, their treat – I couldn’t help revelling in the fact that he was my plus one for once. When we’d arrived home, Spence unzipped my cocktail-party dress with his teeth and we’d had the best sex we’d had since leaving Manhattan. Spence seemed fully energised, back to his usual horse-powered self and – I can’t help but brag – extremely generous, eager to please. Cliché as it is, we communicated most candidly in the bedroom and I was enormously relieved things were back to normal in that department.

Patting me on the bottom, ‘Don’t sleep all day,’ my husband teased, and strode from the serviced apartment to the International Finance Centre, the IFC, an eighty-eight-storey skyscraper that dominates the harbour skyline. From Spence’s desk he could see the South China Sea stretching towards Macau, a seemingly infinite expanse. At the best of times, bankers in Manhattan can see New Jersey.

I resisted full consciousness for another half-hour. Another hour. There were so many hours in the day to fill now. I had no harrowing commute or job waiting for me. I could get a manicure or a massage or just lie in the bathtub until mid-afternoon.

Nobody would notice. Nobody cared.

What was I doing here? Who was I in Hong Kong?

A sudden tide of despair rushed over me. Then I remembered I had an article to file.

Finally throwing back the covers, I strolled towards the window and drew a zigzag in the condensation. The day was a soupy grey. Down below, a group of elderly Chinese women practised tai chi in the courtyard of the building across the street. Their movements were achingly slow. Deft. They looked serene.

Work, Martina. Just focus on the work. It had always been my lifeline.

Stretching my arms above my head, I wandered into the living room in search of coffee. The morning passed in a blur of caffeine and moving commas around the page and before I knew it my cell phone was vibrating across the beige Formica countertop. Everything in the serviced apartment was a shade of brown, like a Whistler painting gone horribly wrong: A Nightmare in Russet.

‘Marty?’

The excitement in Spence’s voice was tangible. I sat up straight.

‘I just got off the horn with HR and it seems they made a mistake with our housing allowance. We’re in a higher category and there’s a place the relocation agent wants us to see asap.’

The corners of my mouth turned upward. Veronica had worked her magic in less than twenty-four hours. ‘Is it on the Peak?’ I asked.

‘No. A penthouse in Wan Chai.’

There was a noise behind him and Spence told me, ‘Gotta go. Meet me in an hour. Tell the cabbie Starscape on Star Street. I’ll wait outside.’

Immediately, obediently, I slipped into linen pants and a bright Lilly Pulitzer print blazer. Dress for the job you want is good advice but in my experience you also have to dress for the apartment you want. Your clothing is your costume, my mother reminded me every time I complained about my hideous maroon-and-hunter-green plaid school uniform. If only I played pretend hard enough, one day I’d be a real girl. Now I’d swapped tartan for Day-Glo resort wear.

The finishing touch was a pair of black Tahitian pearl earrings that were a wedding gift from Bitsy, my only real friend at The Buxton School (yes, the ‘The’ is very much capitalised). Bitsy Butterfield had the bloodlines to rule Buxton but she committed the cardinal sin of being chubby – it was a shame her last name lent itself so easily to the nickname Butterball. By second grade, we’d found each other because neither of us belonged.

When I returned to New York after graduate school, Bitsy couldn’t bear the thought of me becoming part of the Bridge & Tunnel brigade so she invited me to move into the co-op apartment her parents had given her for her twenty-first birthday. At ‘friend price’, of course, which to Bitsy meant that I paid for cable and the occasional takeout. Strictly speaking, sublets aren’t allowed in co-op buildings but none of the neighbours dared to come out and ask whether we were romantically involved.

I’ve always liked to walk, I don’t feel trapped when I’m in motion, so I headed to the Mid-Levels escalator – the longest covered escalator in the world – and down the nearly five hundred feet towards Central. Maps are next to useless in Hong Kong because they would need to be 3D. Some roads can only be accessed by taking an elevator in a random office complex or descending into a subterranean shopping mall. Literally building a city on a hill has its disadvantages.

During my first few months, getting around Hongkers was akin to navigating an elaborate game of Super Mario Bros., but I knew real pride the day I could walk from the Star Ferry terminal by the IFC to Admiralty without getting lost. All residents think they know the quickest route through an unknown service stairwell to get anywhere. As I made my way through the elegant Landmark building to the MTR below, hordes of office workers swarmed around me to buy their yuenyeung (a coffee and milk tea concoction) and a variety of bao, or buns, from the bakeries in the basement.

Being a New Yorker, my self-preservation instinct recoiled at the notion of purchasing food in the subway but the stations of Hong Kong’s MTR are spotless, definitely cleaner than my college dorm room. The trains also run on time 99.9 per cent of the time, which made a nice change. The little girl in me delighted in swiping my Hello Kitty-themed Octopus card at the turnstile as well as using it to buy the bottled sweet green tea to which I was becoming addicted.

Glancing around the train car, I realised that I was again the only Westerner, something that soon became the norm to me, something I stopped noticing. But on that day, the side of my mouth kicked up in a quarter-smile. In Hong Kong, I was a foreigner. I wasn’t supposed to look like everyone else. It was freeing.

At Buxton, in New York, I was never white enough. Here the boxes I did or didn’t tick on the US census form were irrelevant. Hongkongers paid absolutely no attention to me, busy with their own lives, dismissing me as part of the expat community in their city. You might think I liked getting a taste of unfettered white privilege. But that’s not how I saw it, why I felt giddy in the middle of the train car.

For the first time, I could just be Martina Torres – whoever the hell she was supposed to be. It definitely is a privilege, of course, to fly across the world and decide to be the Other, rather than being othered at home, and it’s a wholly different experience.

Home. A word that was quickly shifting meaning for me.

When the MTR stopped at Admiralty station, my gut told me this was my stop, where the buck stopped for me: in Hong Kong.

Fidgeting the black pearl in my right ear, I slalomed my way through the crowds in the upscale Pacific Place mall towards signs for Star Street. I could practically hear Bitsy taking credit for bringing Spence and me together to anyone who would listen at our wedding reception. And it was true.

I’d had zero intention of attending our fifth high-school re-union – or paying $200 a head for an evening in the newly refurbished Buxton gym – but Bitsy didn’t want to go alone and she insisted on covering my ticket. Spence dropped by at the end of the night to escort his sister, Merritt, to some pseudo-speakeasy in the Meatpacking District and see how the frosh had grown up. Well, apparently, in my case.

The connection between us that night was electric. I was on cloud nine that Spencer Merton was giving me his undivided attention, especially since Merritt sulked into her Sidecar. I knew better than to invite him home, though. When I’d visit my cousins in northern Argentina as a teenager, I couldn’t even go to a movie with a boy without at least two female chaperones. I didn’t take things that far, of course, but I did make Spencer work for it.

He went whole hog on the old-fashioned courtship: sending me flowers just because, picking me up for our dates, rifling through my CDs for the bands I liked and surprising me with tickets. The first time we slept together was on the three-month anniversary of our first official date – and he’d whisked me away to the Breakers in Palm Beach. Bitsy had been sent to investment camp at the Breakers for a week in middle school and I’d been green with envy. I couldn’t understand why my family didn’t have a family office since everyone else’s family seemed to.

My quarter-life crisis never reared its ugly head because I started dating Spencer. Overnight I was being invited to all the right parties, weekend trips to Canyon Ranch with Merritt and her friends who’d studiously ignored me in our K-12 days. I got everything a private school girl could want: a gift registry at Bergdorf Goodman, heavyweight monogrammed stationery, a wedding reception at the Pierre (the Mertons footed the bill), a goddamned trousseau.

I didn’t question whether it would make me happy.

Why would I? I was the pumpkin who turned into a coach.

Ascending several more escalators and another hill, I passed through the lobby of one of the many office buildings owned by the Swires – a rival hong to Veronica’s family – and emerged into a gust of humid air on Star Street. Bentleys, Hummers and taxis encircled a large pool of water outside in which the two towers of Starscape, my soon-to-be new home, were reflected. Around the corner was a hot coffin of a laundry that stank permanently of industrial chemicals and charged by the kilo, but here drivers with white gloves opened doors for executives sporting a different Piaget for every day of the week.

My gaze was drawn to a huge red screen, about thirty feet tall, suspended in the air above the alley between the apartment building and a French bistro where, if you were so inclined, you could pair your crème brûlée with a magnum of vintage Château d’Yquem. Veronica did once just because it was so ridiculous. A Sauternes never tasted as sweet.

Directly in front of the enormous red screen was a freestanding shrine. A bearded Earth God smiled at offerings of incense, oranges, bean curd and yuan bao – shoe-shaped gold ingots. Personally, I would have preferred Louboutins. Even so, I got this uncanny feeling. I was about to hear my first Hong Kong ghost story.

‘Torres!’

Spence’s voice shook me from my reverie, his preppy-jock tone endearing. He waved at me from beneath the portico of the left-hand tower.

Waving back, I crossed the narrow street towards where Spence stood with Sherry, our Hutton Brothers relocation manager, and an early-twenties Chinese man who introduced himself as Maxwell, the landlord’s agent. A doorman and a concierge gave us a perfunctory greeting as Maxwell showed us into the building. We weren’t yet worth too much effort. Instead of Christmas bonuses, staff in Hong Kong receive lai see – red envelopes filled with cash – during Chinese New Year and that had just passed.

Sherry was a no-nonsense middle-aged Hongkonger with a page-boy haircut and an efficient manner. She smiled a lot more at Spencer than she ever did at me.

‘Wan Chai is very trendy these days,’ she was telling my husband. ‘Not like it used to be. No more Suzie Wong. Lots of fashionable restaurants.’

As Sherry called the elevator, my eyebrows lifted at a sign informing passengers that the buttons were sanitised each hour. The legacy of SARS was to be found in the details of everyday life and the strange becomes normal faster than you’d expect.

We stepped inside and Sherry shifted her tote from her shoulder to her hands. A Goyard. Nothing so cliché as LV for Sherry. She probably went a year without lunch to afford the HKD 25,000 bag and I respected that.

Sherry pressed the button for the penthouse. A digital screen displayed the Typhoon signal from the Hong Kong Observatory beside the floor number. Anything above an eight and the city shuts down. No school. No work.

‘There’s no thirteenth floor?’ I commented.

Sherry showed me a patient smile, shaking her head. ‘That’s the British influence. Nothing with a four in it, either. The number four in Cantonese sounds like the word for death.’ She exchanged a look with Maxwell who nervously pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.

The doors swished open on a vestibule embellished with a regal purple bauhinia plant, the floral emblem of Hong Kong. Being inducted into the Order of the Bauhinia Star is the most coveted accolade for those hoping to gloss over their origins with philanthropy.

Maxwell led the way down the corridor. At the end was a single mahogany door. Above a lion’s head knocker, someone had taped a poster made from thin red paper inlaid with two golden characters. ‘That should have been removed,’ said the agent, irritated, not wanting to put off the Westerners.

I tilted my head at him. ‘What does it mean?’

‘Double happiness.’

‘I like it.’ I wanted to be happy, so much. Double happiness. What could be better than that?

Maxwell turned the key in the lock, plainly relieved. He stood aside and motioned for Spence and me to enter first.

Floor-to-ceiling windows washed the lacquered parquet in pearly light. Grandiose brass chandeliers dangled from the high ceilings but otherwise the vast space was barren.

‘Unfurnished?’ Sherry said, nose wrinkled, stating the obvious.

Maxwell swallowed. ‘Unfurnished.’

‘I wasn’t aware of that when you quoted me the asking price.’

‘I—’ He started but didn’t get more than a syllable before Sherry silenced him with a glare. Spence bristled beside me. WASPs have an aversion to discussing money.

‘It will have to be lowered,’ she said and Maxwell nodded like a spanked schoolboy. ‘Let’s see the rest.’

I maintained a neutral expression as we were shown three bedrooms that faced the rolling green hills above, three bathrooms, a study, a generous kitchen, a dining room and a living room with stunning views of the harbour.

‘This is a palace,’ Spence whispered in my ear. In no world was this the apartment befitting someone at his level in the company.

Pointing at an oddly large closet beside the kitchen, I asked Maxwell, ‘Is that the pantry?’

‘That’s the maid’s room,’ Sherry replied.

My lips parted. ‘It doesn’t seem like it would fit a bed.’ She shrugged.

Sherry glanced at Maxwell and he grew stiff. ‘There is something I must ask you,’ he said soberly, looking from me to Spence.

‘Yes?’ my husband responded, an edge to his voice.

‘Are you afraid of ghosts?’

Spence bellowed. ‘Are we afraid of ghosts?’ Another chortle. ‘You had me going there, buddy.’

For some reason, I couldn’t laugh.

‘He’s serious,’ said Sherry. ‘By Hong Kong law, we must inform you that there was a murder in the apartment below.’

‘What happened?’ I found myself asking with a slight quaver to my words.

Maxwell cleared his throat. ‘A man stabbed his elderly mother to death.’ Afterwards, I looked it up. He stabbed her 151 times.

‘Well,’ said Spence, ‘I might do the same if I still lived with my mom. Marty definitely would.’ He flashed me a grin. Spence brought my mom a bouquet of hyacinths, her favourite, every time he visited, and she definitely preferred him to me.

‘I presume the bad qi has been cleared by a feng shui master,’ Sherry said to Maxwell in a stern tone.

‘Of course.’ Feng shui masters in Hong Kong bless everything from new hotels to traffic crossings. It can be quite the grift.

I asked the agents, ‘The giant red screen beside the building – is that also feng shui?’

Maxwell swallowed again. ‘The hill behind was a bomb shelter. Prisoners of war were kept there. The shrine appeases their restless spirits.’

‘Oh Marty, I’ll keep you safe,’ said Spencer, a twinkle in his eye.

‘Why don’t we give you a few minutes to explore the apartment alone?’ suggested Sherry.

‘That would be lovely,’ I said.

Maxwell followed at her heels towards the entrance.

‘You’re not scared, are you?’ Spence said once they were out of earshot.

‘No. Yes. I don’t kn—’

The Mets fight song resounded off the walls, interrupting me. Checking his phone, ‘It’s Sidekick,’ Spence told me, meaning his sister, Merritt.

‘Isn’t it one a.m. in New York?’

‘She’s on the West Coast for work.’ He stared at the screen another second. As an only child, I found it rather disconcerting how much in each other’s pockets the Merton siblings were. Sometimes I felt like a third wheel in my own marriage. Lifting a shoulder, he said, ‘I’ll call her back.’

‘Take it if you want.’

‘Come here.’ He extended his hand and walked me back into the living room. The sun was just starting to peek out from behind the clouds, tipping the choppy waves with silver.

Spence folded his hand over mine, stroking the princess-cut diamond of my engagement ring, an unconscious habit of his. The design of the setting (a hollow space beneath the diamond) gave me a persistent bacterial infection.

‘Look at this, Marty. The city at our feet.’

I came to stand beside him, pressing my nose against the glass. My mother would turn green when she saw this place. She’d always resented living in a condo rather than a co-op.

‘I’m so glad we took the plunge,’ he went on. ‘My career is going places here. Edwin Leung sees something in me.’

Cocking my head, I said, ‘We may have Veronica Hawkins to thank for this view.’

Spence furrowed his brow. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘Yesterday, when Veronica invited me to her club for lunch. She told Edwin that we needed a better housing allowance.’

‘Are you serious?’ Dropping my hand, he raked his fingers through his blond curls anxiously. ‘You complained to Edwin?’

‘No, no, not at all. It didn’t happen like that. Veronica brought it up – it was all very smooth. She knows how to operate.’

Spence planted his feet, widening his stance. ‘Who’s Veronica to him, then?’

‘She’s Hong Kong’s answer to Mrs Astor. She said Edwin owed her a favour.’

He was quiet for what seemed like forever. Then he nodded slowly.

‘And now it seems we owe her one.’ Spence exhaled a resigned breath. Veronica started transforming my life from the day we met, my husband’s too, but his gratitude was overshadowed by scorekeeping. It wasn’t his fault. It was how he was raised.

Spence moved behind me, placing his hands lightly on my hips and drawing me back against him. I felt his erection beneath his trousers. He smelled of sweat and vetiver and aspiration – a heady combination.

Nipping my earlobe, catching the pearl, he said, ‘How do you feel about sleeping with ghosts?’

Heat flooded me, desire pooling between my thighs; I pressed myself more firmly against his crotch.

‘I think I’ll be scaring away the ghosts with all my screaming.’

I wanted him, I wanted this city. Our new life. Recklessness surged through me.

‘Challenged accepted,’ Spence taunted, growling a bit for effect.

Expertly, he manoeuvred a hand beneath the front of my pants. His fingers stroked along my lace thong to the bare skin he preferred.

Spence had proposed to me at Turtle Pond in Central Park, under the willow that had been my refuge since childhood, in the shadow of Belvedere Castle, making my high-school dreams come true.

You’re not like the other women I know. You really appreciate things, he’d said.

Spence had wanted someone grateful to be with him – and I was.

I looked down on Hong Kong, and I screamed.
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