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  Negative Buoyancy (2009)




  Madeleine LeMesurier decides on a scuba diving holiday in Thai-land. Despite the presence of hunky Australian Robert Maine, the vacation’s far from idyllic. Several strange accidents are simply the beginning. Madeleine realises some of her fellow divers are not what they claim to be—and then modern-day pirates board the ship.




  Classified As Crime (2008)




  Detective-Inspector Scrimple hasn’t solved a crime in years. He’s hated by bosses, ridiculed by “friends.” No serious girlfriend since joining the Royal Hong Kong Police. But then a corpse is found. He gets involved with a nightclub hostess, incurs the wrath of a triad boss—and is betrayed by his colleagues.




  The Oldest Sins (2006)




  Denby LaRouche is legal counsel for a Hong Kong business. Her social life’s a disappointment—the Western men chase local girls.




  She meets charming Randolph Cheng, then tries to forget him—not easy. As she applies her skills and intuition to solving a looming office crisis, suspicion repeatedly falls on Randolph.




  Dedication




  This one is for Anthony, of course.




  “What’s the good of it all? You go and sweat all day at a desk, day after day, for about two pence a year. And when you’re about eighty-five, you retire. It isn’t living at all. It’s simply being a bally vegetable... All this rot about going out East,” continued Mike. “What’s the good of going out East?”




  “I gather from casual chit-chat in the office that one becomes something of a blood when one goes out East,” said Psmith. “Have dozen native clerks under you as the Last Word in magnificence, and end up by marrying the Governor’s daughter…I seem to see you sitting in an armchair, fanned by devoted coolies, telling some Eastern potentate that you can give him five minutes. I understand that being in the bank in the Far East is one of the world’s softest jobs. Millions of natives hang on your lightest word. Enthusiastic rajahs draw you aside and press jewels into your hand as a token of respect and esteem...”




  From PSMITH IN THE CITY by P.G. Wodehouse




  Chapter 1




  “For goodness sake, girl, you can’t let the factory get away with that kind of nonsense! Control the factory, don’t let them control you,” Jackie Morgan said.




  It was nine-fifteen and she was chairing her daily meeting, known historically as “Morning Prayers.”




  “We’ve agreed on a price and it’s not going to change in the middle of the shipping season. We don’t care that the price of raw materials has gone up. We don’t care that the new labour law has increased the minimum wage by fifteen per cent. That’s their problem. We’ve issued a purchase order, they signed it and they have to honour that contract.”




  Jackie Morgan was a woman who set high standards and expected her Chinese staff to meet them. She ran the Hong Kong Sourcing Office for Arabesk, a medium-sized British retailer specialising in Home and Furniture products.




  She stood now, in the middle of her generously-proportioned office, wearing a crème trouser suit and low-heeled Ferragamos, issuing instructions to the group of five Chinese ladies sitting on her two beige fabric sofas.




  “But, Jackie, they say they don’t care and would rather cancel the whole order than do it at the original price,” said one of the girls. She was in her early thirties with hair tied firmly in a bun—and she was wearing a troubled frown.




  “Bobbi, you kick that factory owner’s fat arse and if he won’t honour our deal then tell him I’ll personally come down and kick him until he’s so sore he can’t sit down for a week. Is this clear, dear? We simply can’t give in to this kind of pressure. We do it for one factory now, others will hear about it and we’ll be the laughing stock of the industry.”




  “But prices have really gone up. Some factories will go bankrupt,” Harriet, the glassware merchandise manager said. She’d been with Jackie for a long time and the others looked to her when a spokesman was needed who would talk Chinese sense to the foreign boss.




  Jackie fixed her colleague with a firm stare. “Harriet, dear. That is precisely my point. If factories are going bankrupt because they’re not running an efficient operation then it’s our duty to make sure that Arabesk doesn’t get dragged down with them. We must buy products at the prices that give us the right margins. London expects that from us.” Her expression softened and she sighed. “Now look here, ladies. There’s always some room for negotiation. If Mr. Chen wants to increase prices twenty per cent we certainly can’t accept it. He’s trying it on. Push him down to three per cent and we might be able to consider the offer. Isn’t that your job? Getting the best deal for our company without letting the quality or the shipment dates slip?”




  Her team of managers nodded. Of course what Jackie was saying was right but business was so much harder these days.




  When the London office had first sent Jackie Morgan to Asia it was assumed she’d only last two years, demanding a transfer back to head office before her contract was over. However she’d lasted beyond all expectations, growing the operation from ten people to a thriving team of over forty hard-working staff.




  Being a female General Manager in the Far East was not an easy assignment. It took moral courage and physical endurance. Every day brought a new set of crises and from early morning until late at night the phone was ringing.




  When Jackie Morgan held her meetings she never sat down and she never took notes. Her assistant, Lorraine, handled the agenda, wrote the minutes and arranged the follow-ups that had been discussed and agreed.




  “What’s the next topic?” Jackie said, glancing over her shoulder. Lorraine Ling, a plump Cantonese in her mid-twenties with pimples on both her cheeks, had graduated top of her class from Hong Kong University and spoke near-idiomatic English.




  “Lesley’s upcoming visit,” she said.




  “Right,” Jackie said. “She’s only here for three days so I want her to get a chance to meet with all of you and if we can get her into a factory in China for one day that would be helpful. Lesley hasn’t given me a formal agenda so far. You all know what she’s like. But be prepared. She’ll whirl in here and if she’s got a bee in her bonnet about something or somebody you’d better be ready to explain and have all the facts at your fingertips.”




  “That’s not giving us much information,” Ruth Lee said petulantly. Jackie glared at her. There was nothing wrong with Ruth’s comment but it was the way she said it that hinted at a criticism. Ruth had been giving Jackie much aggravation lately. In title she was Deputy General Manager and the most senior of the girls in the room. She handled Accounting and Shipping and had been with the company since before Jackie had arrived in Hong Kong.




  “It’s the best I can give you, Ruth. I’m not clairvoyant. I have no idea what the latest topics of interest are to our Global Sourcing Director. You’ll be the first to know when I find out, and then we can be prepared.”




  “It’s just not professional to work like that,” Ruth said, shrugging and looking down at her yellow legal pad.




  “You can take it up with Lesley directly if her management style bothers you that much.”




  “That’s not my job—it’s your job,” Ruth commented.




  Jackie chose to ignore the tone of her Deputy’s voice. This had been going on for some time now and she was planning to talk with Lesley about it. It was bad for morale to have Ruth be disrespectful in public to her direct boss. There were more than enough problems in the business affecting morale at the moment. Shipments were down by eighteen per cent over last year and profit was down five per cent. So everyone was concerned. The British retail market was in a slump. Middle-class shoppers who made up the bulk of Arabesk’s high street customers were buying less because their pay-cheques couldn’t cover pretty household luxuries after the mortgage and the groceries had been paid.




  “Right, it’s nearly ten so let’s wrap it up there and get back to work,” Jackie said.




  The merchandise managers and Ruth stood up and made their way out of the office.




  “Oh, and Ruth. I’ll want an update on the shipment of library books by late afternoon. That’s one that could turn into a complete and utter disaster if we’re not careful.”




  Ruth nodded at her boss and turned away without a word. When they’d all gone, Jackie sat down in the high-backed leather armchair she’d inherited from her predecessor, a brilliant male designer whose sexual proclivities for young Chinese boys had overtaken his life and resulted in him being called back to London in disgrace.




  It was he who had chosen the present office location in the Gateway building on Canton Road. A location that was befitting Arabesk’s image as a trendy, upcoming brand, but cost the company a heavy monthly premium, especially since the rents around town had been sky-rocketing of late. A new lease had been signed just last year when business was still excellent. The General Manager’s office had a breathtaking panorama of Hong Kong harbour and the island—provided the air was clear of the smog that had been descending from the Pearl River Delta factories more and more often these days.




  Jackie sat back and looked over the harbour at the huge towering shape of the International Finance Centre. It looked like a giant’s electric razor jutting neatly into the low clouds, and behind it were the crowded hills of the Mid-Levels where most of the Westerners preferred to live. Jackie had chosen to go in the other direction, as far from the hustle and bustle of the Central district and its nightlife as possible. She lived in Saikung which was, for all intents and purposes, the countryside.




  As she absently flicked on her laptop she thought of the upcoming visit. Lesley Peaberry had hired her originally and they’d always got on well. More so as Jackie got in her stride in Hong Kong and started pushing off into new factories, finding interesting new products and obtaining better margins than they’d ever enjoyed. Lesley was close to the owners of Arabesk and it was rumoured that she was sitting pretty for the position of Group Managing Director when the old man decided it was time to hand the reins over to someone else.




  Jackie wasn’t sure what was the purpose of Lesley’s trip this time. Normally they met back in London every two months and Lesley only visited Asia once a year at the head of the buyer’s delegation. That trip was mainly a big jamboree of fancy dinners and late-night parties, much more of a social jaunt than a useful buying occasion. However, it was traditional and the buyers—mostly women and a few gay men—considered their Far East trips one of the perks of the job, which involved staying in the Langham Hotel and having late night massages and early evening martinis.




  This impromptu visit by her boss made Jackie uncomfortable. If everything was running smoothly, she wouldn’t be concerned, but lately there had been too many balls-ups. Combined with the drop in sales figures, things weren’t in good shape. Being positive though, perhaps Lesley had finally been promoted and there would be something in it for Jackie.




  No, that’s too much wishful thinking. Even if there was a sudden vacancy for Global Sourcing Director they’d get someone from the outside. Jackie’s skill now was in managing an office full of local Chinese and getting them to find the right factories to translate the fancy London designs into the real thing at reasonable prices.




  Lesley had reinforced that a number of times. They were pleased with the work Jackie was doing and in many ways felt she was indispensable.




  * * * *




  E-mails were the bane of the modern world. Every morning as Jackie turned on her computer there was a flood of red messages that had accumulated overnight while London was still working.




  She’d read all of the two hundred-plus messages, deleted the ones that didn’t require her action and put aside those that would need follow-up.




  It was nearly lunchtime and today she was having a special treat. She was meeting her friend Deborah Tang for lunch at Gaddi’s. It was Deborah’s thirtieth birthday the week after and so Jackie had suggested they move their regular lunch meet to somewhere more fancy than usual. Gaddi’s, the famous restaurant in the Peninsula Hotel, had a set lunch menu that blew everyone else out of the water. It was a bit stuffy and old-worldy with a neo-baroque decor but the waiters were wonderfully attentive. Sitting there, you felt as if you were part of a history that stretched back to the murky trading days of the early part of the century when Hong Kong—the ‘Fragrant Harbour’—was a malodorous den of thieves and pirates. A den administered by the British who built fine colonial edifices and watched from their verandas and over their gin and tonics as the wheelers-and-dealers went about their business.




  It was only a ten-minute brisk walk to the hotel. The trick was to spend as much of that time as possible in air-conditioned hallways because the heat and humidity were cranking up every day. By the time July and August arrived, simply walking a hundred yards would be unbearable, leaving one drenched in the kind of sweat that only horses were supposed to produce.




  Jackie crossed over at Peking Road, waved off the usual Indian touts who wanted to sell her dresses and copy watches, then made her way past the Kowloon Hotel into the back of the Pen’.




  Deborah was already at the table. She jumped up and they hugged. “No mobile phones. I’ve already been told off by the head waiter,” she chortled in her pure Sydney twang. “I’ve never eaten here before but it must be good. Just look at how serious everyone is.”




  They giggled like schoolgirls. That was one of Deborah’s most charming traits. She brought out the fun person in Jackie and everyone around her. Dressed in a bright yellow summer blouse emphasising the fact that she had the kind of chest men were constantly ogling, she looked the epitome of the young, successful overseas Chinese who had been flooding back to Hong Kong over the last ten years. Born and bred in Australia, her parents had insisted that she attend Chinese language school at week-ends so she could read and write Cantonese and Mandarin, although sounding like a true Antipodean when she opened her mouth. But, as Jackie had learned, you don’t shake off being Chinese in one generation. Deborah could out-haggle and out-curse any of the old Amahs in the fish market when she wanted.




  “Look at that old coot,” Deborah was saying. “He looks like he’s been sitting at that table since the Japanese evacuated.”




  Jackie glanced over at the elderly Caucasian man, who was dressed in a dark suit that was no longer the right size for him. His scrawny neck stuck out of a loose collar and the bottle of red wine in front of him accounted for his florid nose and cheeks. He was examining the menu with the aid of a pair of gold eye-glasses while the head waiter made recommendations.




  “It’s a bit sad to have lunch in a place like this all by yourself,” Jackie commented.




  “Wait, his twenty-year-old bimbo will show up anytime,” Deborah said.




  “Please don’t make me gag.”




  “Okay, thirty-year-old bimbo with huge plastic breasts.”




  “Don’t talk to me about breasts. That’s the kettle calling the pot—”




  “My breasts aren’t fake,” Deborah said with pride. “This is all good, honest Sydney full cream milk and Cantonese home cooking.”




  “All right. You buy drinks on Friday night if he has a well-endowed bimbo. Let’s look at this menu, then. I like the selection of fish.”




  The head waiter came over and offered them Kir Royale as an aperitif. It was part of the set lunch so they happily accepted.




  “Say, here, Mr. Chim. That old gentleman there. Is he dining alone or will he be joined by a young, attractive female companion?” Deborah said, leaning forward and keeping a straight face.




  The head waiter’s eyebrows twitched, but he was clearly good at keeping his true feelings under control. “That is Sir Horace Haply. He is a regular guest here and always eats alone.”




  “Oh dear.” Jackie laughed.




  “Poor Sir Horace, no friend and lunch all alone. Do you think he’d appreciate a couple of nice girls like us joining him?”




  Mr. Chim looked horrified for a few seconds.




  “Just joking,” Deborah added finally and the man’s mouth closed.




  “Sir Horace is a connoisseur and always enjoys his food alone. His wife died many years ago,” the head waiter said stiffly, then moved off.




  “Deborah Tang, stop doing that. If we’re not careful the man will spit in our soup and charge us a fortune for the pleasure of it.”




  “Oh, you British. Always worried about things in your soup. I think I’m going to have the Lobster Bisque and the tournedos. Anyway, tell me how your day’s been? When is your whirling dervish boss coming into town?”




  “Tomorrow—batten down the hatches, Typhoon Eight on the way in Cathay Pacific, Business Class.”




  “Are you going to talk to her about firing that bitch Ruth?”




  “Definitely,” Jackie said. “You should have heard her today. Cheeky as hell. Tells me she thinks that Lesley not having an agenda is unprofessional. Then makes it sound as if it’s my responsibility to sort it out and educate my boss. I’m sure Lesley has an agenda; she just doesn’t want to share it with anyone until the time’s right.” Jackie grabbed a bun from the basket and began crumbling it viciously. “Ruth wants to pick fights with me and I can’t understand where that’s coming from. Lorraine reckons she simply hates having a Western boss. There are some Chinese who’re really sensitive to that sort of thing. Feels she could do a much better job than me.” Jackie took a sip of her Badoit sparkling water. “Well, good bloody luck to her. It’s damn hard work sitting in my chair and her skinny little, anemic arse isn’t going fit into it.”




  “Rightly so, girlfriend. Now here’s my idea. We’ll get a bit sozzled at lunch, pop down to Jordan Road to that Kung Fu shop and buy some nunchakas so you can beat her to pulp when you get back to the office. Vent all those feelings on her instead of that poor loaf of bread. That’s what she deserves.”




  Jackie nodded. “That’s what she deserves. Presumptuous little upstart. I was in this industry, learning the ropes as a fashion assistant when she was still cacking in her nappies.”




  Deborah laid a finger on Jackie’s wrist. “Down the hatch with that pinkish champagne and let’s move on to the Cotes de Rhone that it says here goes well with the main courses.”




  “I’m sorry, dear. I just get worked up at the thought of her smug little Cantonese face. More so because the rest of my girls are so brilliant.”




  Deborah was distracted by something. “Look at that fellow. I’d say he’s a bit brilliant. Don’t you?” She was indicating with her head towards the door. A tall, broad-shouldered Western man dressed in a sharply-tailored dark blue single-breasted suit had entered the restaurant and was looking around.




  “Not that bugger; come to spoil my nice lunch,” Jackie replied.




  “You know him?” Deborah asked.




  “Socially and as a competitor. That’s Anthony Ryde. He’s the Managing Director of Silver Service. They supply a lot of kitchenware to Arabesk and our buyers are allowed to work with him directly if the designs and prices are better than we can get from our factories.”




  “Nice long legs,” Deborah commented, watching the man come down the steps. He was being led towards Sir Horace Haply’s table by the head waiter.




  Ryde was glancing casually around the room. He noticed Jackie and waved briefly, then sat himself down opposite the older man.




  “You don’t like him, I gather?” Deborah said.




  “He’s arrogant and full of himself and some of my problems exist because his company seems to be doing a better job than us in certain areas.”




  “Single or married?”




  “Deborah! This is a man who gives me commercial headaches. I’m not in the slightest bit interested if he’s free, gay, or married and has ten little sprogs who all go to expensive boarding schools.”




  “He looks too young to be married. Thirty, would you say?”




  “Thirty-nine, but he goes to the gym all the time and races mountain bikes and other vile sports.”




  “Hmm, a firm body sitting on a firm pair of buttocks then, we suspect?”




  “If you keep on staring at the back of his head like that he’ll get a hole through the middle of it.”




  Their table waiter came over and took their order, so the topic of conversation changed.




  “Done any good deals lately?” Jackie asked.




  Deborah shrugged. “Trying to get into Marks & Spencer but they keep on telling me they don’t need our services. And they bloody well do. Have you tried their latest range of blouses? All the buttons fall off after the second wash. They’ve got some fancy designers in but nobody seems to know how to make clothes so they last anymore. It’s either part of their strategy or they’re being ripped off by their factories.”




  “Tell me about it. If you don’t watch those factories like a bloody hawk…” Jackie said.




  “You see, that’s what I like about you. A walking, talking reference customer. You should come with me when I’m trying to get business from clients. Those fools at M & S won’t listen. They always think they know best. And we’re stupid enough to keep on buying their clothes even though we know they fall apart after the second wash. Anyway, any thoughts about our inspection proposal?” Deborah asked.




  Jackie shook her head. “I’ve given it to Stephen Chung to review and comment on but so far he hasn’t said much. He doesn’t like the idea of outsourcing the work even though it reduces our fixed costs. I have to give him face. It’s his department and I don’t want to force any decisions on him. You know how things are.”




  “You’re a very considerate boss,” Deborah commented. “So do you have any suspicions about Stephen and why his department costs are so high?”




  She was the Marketing Manager for a British-owned quality control company and one of their main services was going into factories and checking that the goods being made met the customer’s requirements before being loaded into the containers. Jackie had a team of her own doing this work at the moment.




  “Laziness and incompetence are often confused with corruption,” Jackie said. “That’s what my first boss taught me. My sense is that it’s more incompetence with Mr. Chung than anything. But so far I can’t find anyone better so I’ve got to hold on to him. Having your people do the inspections would give me a comfort level but I don’t want to rush him.”




  Jackie and Deborah had originally met at a function for the British Chamber of Commerce, a breakfast briefing held at the marvellously stuffy Hong Kong Club. Over bacon and eggs, they had immediately hit it off and become firm friends. A few months later Jackie had asked her to come to the office with her boss and give a presentation regarding their services, as a possible way of reducing inspection costs.




  The first course arrived, and more wine.




  “So, are you still in love with your boss?” Jackie asked.




  “I’m not.”




  “You told me you had a crush on him.”




  “Love and crush aren’t the same thing.”




  “So any chance of kissy-kissy in the near future?” Jackie teased.




  “No way. I just admire him from a distance. He’s my boss, for heaven’s sake. He’s short. Although he does have a great pair of shoulders.” Deborah shook her head and rolled her eyes. ”No, he’s the man who signs my pay cheque. You can’t shit on your own doorstep.”




  “A lot of people do in Hong Kong.”




  “Those are just the sad losers who have to date people from their own office because they’re too terrified to go out on a Friday night by themselves.”




  “Or the gold-digging secretaries who want more from life than broken fingernails and making coffee.”




  Deborah nodded. “And we know who they are. You’re right. He’s kind of cute, but just remind me never to have more than two drinks when I’m on a business trip with David Murphy.”




  “It’s that Irish charm…” Jackie said, grinning.




  “The shoulders. And definitely Rugby player buttocks. He looks good in tight jeans on Fridays.”




  The table waiter came to take their plates away.




  “Hello, Jackie,” someone suddenly said. “Are you enjoying your lunch?” Standing in front of their table was Anthony Ryde. He was nodding pleasantly and gently tapping his sleek black mobile phone against his thigh.




  Jackie wanted to say something along the lines of “We were, before you came along,” but instead introduced Deborah to the man. His maroon tie was perfectly straight as were his perfectly white teeth. His face held a slight tan, most likely from the week-end on his sailing boat.




  “We were feeling sorry for old Sir Horace over there until you came along to keep him company,” Deborah said.




  “He likes to eat alone, but I try and join him once a month,” Ryde said.




  “Who is he anyway?” Deborah asked.




  “He’s a former taipan of Thomas Dent & Co. They don’t exist anymore. He was knighted for dubious services to the conservative government.” Ryde paused and smiled. “He’s also my uncle, so one has certain responsibilities.”




  “Ah, that’s nice,” Deborah said.




  “Waiting for him to pop off and then inherit millions?” Jackie couldn’t help herself from saying it.




  “Hardly.” Ryde laughed. “Whatever money he’s got he spends on wine and the horses. He’s still a steward at the Jockey Club.”




  “Business good at Silver Service?” Jackie asked, not really wanting to know, but it was the common small-talk.




  “Very good, actually. Sales are up on last year, year to date, which isn’t bad given the tough economic climate.”




  “Tell me about it,” Jackie grumbled.




  “And your business? I read in the Retail Bulletin that Arabesk was struggling a bit last quarter. Can’t say that we noticed it. We’re still doing the same numbers with your buyers that we did last year.”




  “Too early in the year to say, really. The key is in having interesting new designs,” Jackie said, not wanting this conversation to go on.




  Although Ryde wasn’t specifically gloating, he enjoyed talking about the success of his company and it was putting Jackie off her food.




  “Well, you can’t be struggling too much if you’re having lunch here at Gaddi’s. It’s not exactly your fifty-dollar-bowl-of-noodles lunch special,” Ryde said with a wink.




  “It’s Deborah’s birthday next week so I’m treating her,” Jackie said.




  “You lucky girl. Twenty-one again I trust?”




  “You cheeky pommie bugger,” Deborah replied. “I’m still in my teens.”




  Ryde laughed then said, “Got to pop outside and make a quick call. Jackie, let’s do lunch sometime and talk about possible areas of overlap in our factory base. You’ve got my card, haven’t you?”




  Jackie nodded, holding a pleasant expression on her face. Ryde gave a little wave and skipped up the stairs towards the entrance of the restaurant.




  “Arsehole. ‘Let’s do lunch sometime so I can rip off some of your factories’,” she said, mimicking his voice.




  “I think he’s rather sweet,” Deborah commented.




  “He’s about as sweet as a bowl of vomit.”




  “Don’t be so uptight.”




  “Just because he’s got long legs and a bit of old English charm does not mean he is sweet or nice or a person either of us should associate with.”




  “You wouldn’t say that if he was buying jelly shots at Al’s Diner all night.”




  “You and your jelly shots. Anyway, I’ll give you his name card and you can call him and try and sell him inspections—but not at the price you gave us.”




  “That’s not a bad idea at all,” Deborah said—and her eyes had an evil little glint in them.




  Chapter 2




  Ruth twirled her pen with a studied nonchalance as Jackie stared at her, momentarily stuck for words.




  “So they haven’t started production yet?” she finally said.




  “No,” replied Ruth, her hard Cantonese eyes holding those of her boss.




  “So if they haven’t started production yet then how will the fifty thousand pieces be shipped on Friday?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “I think we both know. There won’t be any shipment of faux leather library books on Friday.”




  “Maybe a week later.”




  “Do you think, under the circumstances, this is acceptable?”




  “No, I don’t think so.”




  Jackie shook her head in utter astonishment. She stared out of the window at the divine view, looking for inspiration. “These bloody library books! We screwed up the last shipment because they became damp and mouldy sitting around the warehouse too long. We promised we’d replace them and ship them within a week and now you are telling me that they don’t even exist yet?”




  “It’s not my fault. I’m not the merchandiser. I don’t call the factory. That’s not my job.”




  “Wouldn’t you say it’s our job to satisfy our buyers and for them to satisfy their customers?”




  “I am not a merchandiser. The girls in Bobbi’s team should have been following up with the factory. They only told me this morning,” Ruth said.




  “But I specifically asked you to keep an eye on this project, make sure we had room booked on the plane. In my opinion that includes liaising with the other parties to check if we are on schedule? Don’t you think?”




  “The factory hasn’t made the library books yet. They don’t have any material,” Ruth said stubbornly.




  “And is that the excuse we’ll give to the buyer who’ll be screaming down the phone at me on Friday when the shipment isn’t on a plane?”




  “It’s the problem with the factory.”




  “It’s a problem with your sense of responsibility.”




  Ruth looked at Jackie for a few moments and neither said anything.




  “For goodness sake.” Jackie raised her voice. “Lorraine! Get Bobbi in here.”




  “Do you still need me for anything else?” Ruth asked, slotting her pen back into the holder on her leather notebook.




  “Just go.” Jackie shook her head in frustration and watched her Deputy General Manager stand up and walk from the office without a hint of remorse or embarrassment.




  Bobbi appeared a moment later, panic in her eyes.




  “I’m sorry, Jackie, I’m so sorry,” she began. “I told the new girl to follow up and then assumed she’d work with Ruth on the shipment details.”




  “Assume—isn’t that the word that makes an ‘ass’ out of ‘you’ and ‘me’?”




  “I know. It’s what you always tell us. But Ruth—”




  “Forget about Ruth. She’s about as useful here as a spare wheel with a puncture. What the hell are we going to do to salvage this disaster?”




  “I can talk to the factory.”




  “But they don’t have material to make the library books.”




  “Maybe they can sub-contract?”




  “And then we get the same shoddy quality we had last year with the storage boxes.”




  Bobbi shrugged her shoulders. When she got nervous she came out in red blotches around her neck.




  “All right. You handle this personally now. You call the factory and find out what the real facts are. Maybe they have material for some of the production and we can partially ship. We’ve lost money on the whole thing already anyway. Now we just have to make sure we don’t piss off the buyer. I can just see her going to another importer in the UK and then bitching to everyone else that her own office in Hong Kong couldn’t even deliver the simplest of products.” Jackie stood up and slapped her palm on the table. “Damn, don’t you see how this just makes us look so stupid?”




  “I know. I’m so sorry.”




  “It’s Ruth’s fault. I asked her to sort this project out and she’s happy to have us look bad.”




  Bobbi said nothing, just looked down at the floor until Jackie dismissed her.




  Lorraine popped her head through the door. “There’s a call from a Mr. Chen of Glorious Moon Enterprises. Do you want to take it?”




  “Who the hell’s he?”




  “A factory. They came up for a meeting on the new line of crystal decanters. You told him his prices were far too high and asked him to call back once he has reconsidered.”




  “And has he reconsidered?” Jackie asked.




  “No, he’d like to invite you for golf at Mission Hills next weekend.”




  “Smells like he doesn’t want to change his prices but wants to soften me up instead.”




  “Shall I tell him that you’re busy?”




  “Tell him I don’t like indecent proposals. A better price, a good shipment on time, and then we’ll play golf.”




  “Okay.”




  Jackie threw herself back into the big armchair. She closed her eyes and rubbed her temples for a moment. A wonderful massage at the new place Deborah had discovered on Hollywood Road would be perfect now. She felt a tension starting in the back of her head and knew that lunch had been a bit extravagant and she should have stopped after the first glass of wine. With Ruth driving her nuts and Lesley arriving in town later it wasn’t a good day to be firing on half one’s cylinders.




  * * * *




  Things got better as the afternoon progressed. Deborah called later to thank her for the fine lunch and remind her they had a boat trip planned for the weekend after. The shipment figures for the last month were higher than expected and just one little Panadol stopped her headache from turning into a full-blown migraine.




  By the time Lorraine popped her head into the office and told her Lesley had just checked in at the Langham, she was feeling mainly optimistic. The only nodule of anger was focused on Ruth’s existence and her attitude. It was time to do something about it. Jackie had been holding back, giving her chance after chance, but by now the continuous insubordination had to be addressed with a short, sharp termination letter. She was the boss of the office. Times were tough and she needed everyone to be straining their backs in unison for them to sail through the storm.




  Firing someone in Hong Kong was easy. One month’s notice or salary in lieu was standard and written into most people’s contract. The laws favoured the employer. An employee could complain to the labour tribunal if they felt hard done by, but as long as the requisite payments were made and due diligence was observed, matters rarely got out of hand. Employees simply moved on to another job. The only real danger in firing someone was that the industry was small and sooner or later adversaries came across each other again. And it could be awkward if a person you’d fired suddenly turned up as your new boss or your new customer.




  Jackie would issue Ruth a warning letter tomorrow on the basis of the library books fiasco and then she would let her go at the end of the following week.




  Bobbi came to the door as Jackie was shutting down her computer.




  “Well. Any good news?”




  “A little bit,” Bobbi said. “The factory had some product left over from another customer’s production. The item’s the same. Only the packaging needs to be re-labelled. We think they can have twenty thousand pieces ready for Friday to air-freight.”




  “What about the rest?”




  “Maybe a week later.”




  Jackie stared at Bobbi, then shrugged. “It’ll have to do. At least it’s better than coming empty-handed. Can you fire off an email to the buyer and explain and tell her I’ll call her tomorrow to chat?”




  The Chinese girl nodded and turned to go.




  “Oh, Bobbi,” Jackie called out. “Thanks for making the effort to sort it out. Keep on top of it. There’s a good fellow.”




  Bobbi beamed with pleasure and told her boss not to worry.




  “I’ll be on the mobile if anything comes up,” Jackie called out to Lorraine as she grabbed her Prada bag and checked that the zip was closed, then stepped out into the lobby.




  It was seven-fifteen but everyone was still busy beavering away. That was part of the trading company work culture in Hong Kong. People worked long days and most of the girls in the office struggled with their relationships and holding on to a boyfriend unless they were dating someone from the same industry. Most of Jackie’s staff were female. That was also common. The men tended to work more on the quality control side of the business. It was an unwritten rule. Except for the toy industry, where merchandisers were predominantly male.




  The Langham Hotel had gone through a few name changes over the years. It sat on the junction of Peking and Canton Road and was favoured by the buyers for its convenience. It also had a fine pool on its rooftop.




  Jackie sat herself down in the baroque style lobby and used her mobile to dial upstairs to Lesley. Ten minutes later her direct boss appeared, moving rapidly from the lifts. She was a small woman, super-charged with energy. Her previously blonde hair was slowly turning to grey but the colouring suited her and although she was obviously a well-dressed woman in her fifties her eyes were those of a much younger person, filled with warmth and vivacity.
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