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The story so far:   Karn knows someone has tracked him down and is likely closing in, but has no idea who and is powerless to act. Waiting is a bitter and deadly game... He and journalist Tom Bellamy are locked into a precarious and sinister collaboration, neither trusting the other. Karn’s motives are suspect at best, and Tom’s mind ponders betrayal.

Having consolidated his base, Tom is now a lodger in Eleanor Baldwin’s apartment, her alcoholic husband having been admitted to a health spa to dry out. His roving eye, however, has not stopped there. Beautiful model Romanda Chang becomes his latest target, but Tom’s pursuit of her has totally unexpected consequences. The abyss awaits...

Renison, leaving a trail of bodies behind him, has landed in Hong Kong and is relentlessly hunting down his prey, leading to shocking twists and a bloody, murderous climax.

Loose ends are resolved in a redemptive conclusion.
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Sunday, 4 o’clock, July 20.

The last known excerpt from Tom Bellamy’s diary

––––––––
[image: ]


Things are moving along kind of rapidly right now, feels like I’m losing control, the developments with Eleanor and her husband, the sense that I’m getting out of my depth with Karn... I need to take time out and get back to basics, immerse myself in something honest and sweet. Something simple and uncomplicated. Get my feet firmly back on the ground... I left a message for my mum, hoped she’d send me something reassuring, but no reply. Has her boyfriend cottoned on to the way I communicate? I hope she’s OK... He’s bad news, I know that. But she’s my only link with home.

It’s a boiling hot day, skies of intense blue and tall white clouds sailing by like galleons of old. I missed a cloudburst this morning, but there’s more to come; a red rainstorm warning up for tonight and I can smell thunder in the hot humid air. Even the heat seems to be ratcheting up the tension in me, telling me I’m approaching the limit, a pressure warning...

I enter the Kowloon park, head along crowded paths towards the largest of the dragon pagodas. A bunch of young gweilo kids amble past, music blasting from a boombox. Supertramp, would you believe...? Lord, is it mine.  So retro, almost 20 years out of date... but the plangent and sentimental sounds of it hit me where it hurts. I walk on, but the mood stays with me.

A group of Asian women are sitting on the wall in the shade of a massive rubber tree. They look familiar, but I can’t see if Rosie’s there.

Before I reach them I bump into a strikingly attractive lady in the shortest of short skirts, immersed in her mobile phone, heading for the park exit.

Conchita takes a step back in surprise, mutters an apology and goes on her way. “Hey, Conchita,” I call to her. “How’s it going?”

She does at least remember me. “It’s Tom, right? You’re the cute guy from a few weeks back. You were writing stories.” We move to the shelter of a pagoda, out of the burning sun.

“You’re looking for Rosie?” She flashes an elliptic smile. “You are too late, Tom. She was waiting for you...”

I keep quiet.

“She went back home, her daughter was hurt when her house flooded and collapsed in a typhoon. She really liked you, I could tell. Her eyes were dreamy!”

I don’t know how she does it but somehow her body has lit up next to me. “She never had a boyfriend here before. I told her to get a phone, but she had no money... You must be a hot guy!”

“Will she be coming back?”

“In two weeks,” she says. “Hey, let’s stay in touch.” A bright smile now, maybe she’s taken note of my new, upmarket wardrobe. I take down her number on my phone with a promise to send a text.

“No, Tom, call me,” she says throatily. “We can meet up. I take time off Wednesday.” She moves up close, takes my hand in hers. Her voice drops to a provocative whisper. “Promise? I can show you things...” She moves even closer, our hands sandwiched between us, and I tingle at the warmth and feel of her. Glancing down I see my knuckles nesting in the hollow of her thighs at the lower border of her skirt. She senses my reaction, gazes up at me knowingly, her lips sightly parted, and I see both the physical beauty and the calculating player in her. 

“Hot guy... We find a nice hotel room...” A last speculative smile, “You call me!” and she disengages, moves on with a swirl of perfume and a hurried goodbye.

She’s on her way to meet some boyfriend, for sure. Do I really want to be one of them?

I watch her walk away, her body beneath the micro-skirt rolling provocatively with every step. I’m not the only one who’s noticed. Eye candy, for sure. A month or so ago I’d have gone for her all guns blazing. No matter what. Now I’m longing for lost innocence. Two opportunities I’ve had, two genuinely nice women, and they both slipped through my fingers like so much sand.

As I leave the park the first warm, fat drops of rain begin to fall. No umbrella, of course, I really should have known better. I’m going to get soaked. First bar I come across, I’ll find a seat and dry off. Outside patio with a bit of shelter, watch the deluge with some cold beers. That’s what my body needs.

I find a dai pai dong and relax there under a plastic awning, looking out at the street. I’m drenched, but in the hothouse atmosphere of the tropical summer it feels as if I’m in a sauna. The thunderstorm hasn’t materialized but I stay and watch the play of the rain, hammering down in sheets from a dark sombre sky, foaming in the gutters as it finds its way down to the harbour. My thoughts tumble over themselves. My mind’s in a turmoil, but after a few tall bottles of Carlsberg and some deep-fried chicken wings I’m back on track. There’s something wonderful about watching the fury of nature when you’re sitting out of harm’s way, and something calming about it too. I may be looking though beer-tinted spectacles, but you can’t wind back the clock and there’s no point in dwelling on the past.

Life moves on. The old Tom no longer exists. My problem is with the new Tom who’s taken his place. He’s changed, skating on thin ice and I just don’t know him at all. I guess I’ll have to learn to live with him. He’s got the power now. He’s the mover and shaker, in control of my actions, my conscience... and my future.

But is he settiing me up for the abyss?

I order another longneck, slip further and further into that warm feeling of well-being. Ian Dury: Sex and drugs and rock n’ roll... Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, they say. With my humble background I suppose I should be thanking my lucky stars that I’ve stumbled upon Karn and this strange, uneasy collaboration of ours.
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Renison lay on the small bed in Chung King Mansions unable to sleep, his head befuddled with jet lag and alcohol, his mind going over and over the killings in the trailer park.

The only link he had with Captree was the novel. He held it in his hands, looked at thegrainy picture of the woman on the front cover.

Renison had not known a woman for thirty years. For a while he’d wondered if he might be gay. Drunken encounters with men proved to him that he was not. War wounds and alcohol abuse had dampened things further. He’d let himself slip too far down that endless spiral. Drinking was easier than failing. The more he drank, the more he failed.

But now the desire for revenge and retribution burned in him with a searing heat. He was showering twice a day and making a real effort to get into shape. He’d bought some reasonable clothes, although for a man his size variety was nonexistent. And with the money he figured would be coming his way, a two-star hotel was within his budget. He’d move out later that day.

WernerPlumeRandall had an office in Hong Kong. Three months ago he’d spoken to someone from that office. But he’d long since lost track of the number.

Renison was under no illusions whatsoever as to his ability to communicate face to face, so a personal visit was a non-starter. He acquired a cell phone from the maze of shops on the ground floor and dialed directory enquiries. He called the given number and found himself talking to a secretary. His missing lung rasped at him.

“Hello? Can you put me through to someone on the publishing desk?”

“Sir, may I ask if you’re one of our clients? Could you tell me your...”

“I’m a writer from the States.” Renison had written a crib list to help him navigate the call. “I, er, do freelance articles on mainland China. I was told this is a good place to make contacts in the publishing world.”

“Just hold a moment, sir, I’ll put you through.”

Almost immediately a limp, effeminate English voice came on the line. “Hello, I’m Tony Lambert. What can I do for you?”

“Er... Mr Lambert. You’re the general manager of WernerPlumeRandall Publishing?”

“I’m the manager of the Hong Kong office. How can I help?”

“I’m a writer from the States and I’m trying to get hold of Russell Damon Karn. He wrote that book. I don’t have his telephone number and...”

“I’m sorry, sir, we don’t give out contact details. That’s our policy. It’s a matter of privacy, you understand?”

Renison had pretty much assumed that would be the case. “I was hoping to meet up with him.”

“May I ask your name?”

“Er, Jones. Casey Jones.” Why the hell had that name suddenly come to mind?

“I can leave him a message, Mr Jones. It will be up to him to decide whether to contact you. I have to tell you he’s a difficult man to get hold of these days.”

Renison knew that wouldn’t wash. Captree was not going to return a call to someone he’d never heard of, especially someone from the States. He tried a long shot. “OK. Scotch that idea. Maybe he knocks around with other writers. Could be they’ll give me an idea of how to reach him.”

“Oh, I can give you some pointers there. There’s a group who call themselves the Literati. We get stuff from them all the time, you know? Let me see, now... Hmmm... bear with me a second, Mr Jones. Casey Jones? That name sounds vaguely familiar... Ah, here we are. Can you take down this number? It’s for their secretary, their whipper-in, if you like. Her name’s Baldwin. Eleanor Baldwin.”

––––––––
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To Renison’s surprise, he got through straight away. “Hello, Eleanor Baldwin here,” the voice breathlessly intoned. “Who is this?”

“Hi, Ms Baldwin? I’m Casey. Casey Jones. I’ve just been talking to Tony Lambert at WernerPlumeRandall. He mentioned your name. I’m a writer from the States.”

“Ooh, is it about my haikus? I sent him my collection a month ago. I still haven’t heard back from him.”

Renison forced his brain into engagement. “You write haikus?” He had no idea what they were.

“One hundred of them. I set them out so well, you know? All in different chapters according to the seasons! I used Japanese characters to illustrate each page. Calligraphy, you know. I put so much effort into it.”

The woman sounded strung out. How to use this situation to his advantage?

“You like Japanese design?” He was dancing in the dark.

“Well, it is haikus, you know.”

“I know a Japanese artist.” Now that came straight out of the blue. “She’s an illustrator for children’s books, and she’s looking for work. If you want I can put her in touch with you.”

“Ooh, that would be lovely. I’m sure that if I could just –”

“Can you let me know your address? I can ask her to send you some examples of her art.” Renison was sweating buckets, worn down by the demands of talking and making grammatical sense. By projecting a low drawl he could just about hold his own.

“Just send it to number sixty-nine, Conduit Road. That’s where I live. Flat B on the fourth floor. What’s your name again? Mr ... ?”

“Jones.”  

“OK, Mr Jones, I’ll look forward to that!”

“Ms Baldwin, I wonder if you can assist in another matter. Do you know a writer named Russell Damon Karn? I reviewed his book back in the States, and as I’m in Hong Kong I thought it would be interesting to meet the author in person.”

There was a pointed silence. Then the woman said succinctly, “I have no contact whatsoever with that man.”

“Is he still around? He’s hasn’t died, or something?”

A snort sounded in his ear, as if Ms Baldwin was suppressing laughter. “You reviewed his novel, you say. I hope you didn’t give it a good recommendation.”

How to get her onside? “No.” An emphatic negative there. “I didn’t like the cover. I didn’t like the story.”

“Mr. Jones. I know someone who has been in touch with him in the last week. Tom Bellamy. They’re doing some kind of project together. He’s staying here, as a matter of fact, he’s my lodger, you know. Give me your number, and I’ll ask him to call you back.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I’ll ask Yuki to get in touch with you.”

The woman clicked off without acknowledgement. So Captree wasn’t popular. Fame and fortune? The promotion had showcased him as a rich, arrogant prick.

Shame about the haikus, he thought. Whatever they were.

Thirty minutes later he was talking to Tom Bellamy. Resident at Flat 4B, 69 Conduit Road. And being offered Captree’s address as well. Another gem of information.

He was on track. It wouldn’t be long now.
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“I didn’t like his voice, Tom. It was...”

“Hey, Lena, chill. It’s OK.”

“He sounded creepy.” Eleanor shivered. “And he says he’s trying to get in touch with Karn. I really don’t like that man.”

She and Tom sat out on the balcony surrounded by a hundred shades of green and the deep cobalt blue of an evening sky. On the table next to them was an empty wine bottle. For the first time since Tom moved in, Eleanor had forsaken her orange juice. “You know, I thought he was calling about my Haikus. How long do I have to wait, Tom? They’ve got to call soon. It’s just plain courtesy, right? Even if it’s just to turn me down.”

Tom said, “I’m sure they’ll get back to you.” The mention of Karn’s name and the rise and fall of her haiku hopes had shaken her confidence. “You said he knows a Japanese illustrator? That’s got to be good news.”

Eleanor’s publishing ambitions were minor league. She’d end up paying for a private print run of a hundred copies and would shift maybe fifty, most of them gifted to her friends. For most amateur writers the actual achievement of publication far outweighed any consideration of financial reward. She’d be staring gooey-eyed at a copy of her book for weeks, bedazzled by pride and wishful thinking.

“I’ll open another bottle of wine,” he said. But before he could move from his seat Eleanor preempted him.

“Tom. Oh, Tom... ?”

She stood in front of him, slightly unsteady on her bare feet. In her customary knee-length skirt and blouse she looked vulnerable and appealing. Tom held her hands. Childlike, she looked down at him, her face flushed and eyes blinking madly. “Tom...” Her close proximity, the touch of his fingers on hers sent a surge of arousal through him. His nostrils flared at her fragrance.

“I haven’t been sleeping that well. Not for the last week. You know, I... Oh, Tom, you know what I want to say.” Her hands fluttered at his. “I’m so new to all this. I’m... Tom, I just don’t know what to do.”

“Lena, tell me.”

Eleanor allowed herself to be shepherded out of the balcony into the living room. Once more he felt her hands slipping into his. Knowing what was coming, his body tingled.

“Tom,” she whispered. “I didn’t think I’d ever... We don’t make love, Teddy and I. We haven’t for a long time, years and years, and he was never that... it was not anything... oh, I can’t really say.”

Tom heard sadness in her voice and knew it stemmed from betrayal of Teddy.

“Is that what it’s like for most married couples? You feel you’ve got to go through with it, because after all you are husband and wife? It feels awkward and clumsy and after a while it’s just easier to let things go. It hurt, you know, Tom, with Teddy. He’d turn off the light and take his clothes off and then he’d lie on top of me and start gasping and sometimes he’d manage to go inside before – well, you know – and sometimes he wouldn’t. He never kissed me there like you did. He never talked to me, and afterwards it was as if he felt embarrassed about what had happened.”

Her face was flushed with wine and the disconsolate shame of her confession. “Then we had Charles and after that he never touched me again.

“Teddy goes to topless bars with his friends. Those lap-dancing places. He thinks I don’t know, but I do. I just close my eyes and stay at home and play the stupid wife. He comes back stinking of drink and cheap perfume and I don’t say a thing. You know? It never troubled me that much, because at least he wouldn’t be bothering me. Sex had never mattered, because I just didn’t know what I was missing... And then you came to see me and... Well, you know. I’ll be forty-seven next month, Tom. I thought all I had left was crocheting and collecting figurines and watering my plants and just getting slowly old. I put a brave face on it. But I don’t even have Charles now. He was sent away to boarding school when he was eleven...”

Tom’s hands rested on her waist. For a moment he imagined her as a teacher, flustered and ineffectual in a class of unruly teenagers who knew more than she did. He knelt in front of her and touched his forehead to her belly. 

“I tried not to, Tom. I tried so hard, but then I started to like what you were doing and I couldn’t ... I had too much to drink, that’s why, I didn’t think about what might happen and now I’ve been unfaithful, and it’s inside my head all the time. I’m torn, Tom... because I want to be a good person, a true person, but you... you... ” 

Her cheeks were now a hectic red. “I just need to talk about what happened. I... ”

Tom lifting her skirt now, cool skin on his fingertips and the fine wool plaid tickling the hair on his forearms. Her hands settled on his head. Her thighs drifted apart to accommodate him. Chanel everywhere. Just a thin slip of material. He eased it down. A shuffling of bare feet on the floor as her balance faltered, her hands dancing on his shoulders and a low moan of acquiescence. “Ohhhhhhhhhh... Tom...”

Eleanor stepped out of the undergarment. She fell clumsily across him, her mouth searching for a kiss. It took him just seconds to loosen his belt. He made love to her on the floor while she clutched at his shirt and wrapped herself round him, hips thrusting wildly, gasping as her body slapped on the parquet tiles.

Later, in bed, she murmured into his ear, “I really didn’t like his voice, Tom. He sounded strange.”

“You’re worried about nothing. It’ll be OK.”

Eleanor pushed herself up on her arms and looked down at him, her brown eyes wide with unease. “You talked to him, Tom. What did he want?”

“To get in touch with Karn. Just as he told you.”

“How did he get this number?”

“He called WernerPlumeRandall. The publisher. This guy called Lambert gave it out. It’s open knowledge, because you’re the secretary of that writers’ group.”

“Did you give him anything more? Did you tell him my address? What if he comes here?”

Tom, still dozy, eyes half closed, murmured something inaudible. Inconsequentially he noticed how her breasts swayed above him with each intake of breath, provocatively pointed like a baby’s pink thumbs. The thick tangle of her sex was now a neat, dark triangle. Her arousal lapped at his thigh.

“Your address? You gave him that.”

His hands encircled her waist. Eleanor slid closer with a sigh. She bowed her forehead until it touched his own. Tom pulled the covers over them. As they joined her breathing became ragged once more.
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Three days later Tom came back to the apartment to find her in a flood of tears. Abbie hovered in the kitchen; with Eleanor for once bereft of words, it was left to her neighbour to tell him what had happened.

“Tom, Teddy’s collapsed. They’ve transferred him to the Matilda Hospital. It looks pretty bad...”

After Abbie had left, Eleanor opened up a bit more. In between tears, she said, “He was...Oh, Tom, you know, Teddy drank a lot. He was always drinking too much. He was in the Lagoon Health Centre over in Happy Valley. That’s where all the government people go. They’re so good at looking after these... Well, you know. He was doing so well. Then he just... he had a stroke, Tom. A serious one. He’s paralysed down the right side. He can’t talk. They’ve done a CT scan, and they say...” Eleanor’s weeping became loud and unrestrained.

Tom took her to the bedroom where she snuffled and cried in his arms.

“Tom, I can’t even begin to say what I feel right now. I’ve been such a fool, a useless appendage for so many years. But it’s not just about Teddy. We’re not just some pathetic, dysfunctional couple. We’re a family too. We had a child together, and so many memories of him. And I tried my best...

“I’m going to stay with Teddy in the hospital, they say they’ll put up a bed for me in his room. For the next week or so, until Charles gets back, he’s got exams, but when they’re finished...”

Eleanor weeping again. “I owe him that. At least.”

––––––––
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Back in her apartment, Abbie Taylor made straight for her chaise longue and finished a cup of coffee that had gone cold with waiting.

Despite her neighbour’s dippy, screwball personality she had a soft spot for Eleanor. They spent time together while their men were out working. Their social interaction, however, stopped there. Just one evening with the Baldwins had been sufficient to convince her of that; the tête-a-tête had ended with an intoxicated Teddy prancing around in his underpants. Her fiancé had been less than impressed. The unhappy event was deleted from memory, her attempt at discreet agony aunt-style advice aborted before her neighbour became alienated, and by tacit agreement no further foursomes had been arranged. As for Teddy, she avoided him like the plague, seeing in him a dull, non-achieving civil servant who had grown fat and complacent slurping from the public trough. How often had he been shipped off to that hospital in Happy Valley? Well, it was more like a private health resort that specialized in pampering government servants who had too little to do and too much time to do it in.

Her mouth said, “Oh Lena, dahling, I’m so sorry!” What she’d wanted to say was: “Fifteen years of pretending everything was a bunch of roses. Now you’re stuck with that drooling cripple for the rest of your life!”

Sometimes, sitting on her balcony late at night, she’d heard her neighbour quietly crying, especially after Charles had been packed off to Eton. She suspected it was because Teddy was off with his drunken government pals in some sleazy bar... Sympathy notwithstanding, she had long since decided to stay clear of Eleanor’s marital problems.
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One week after he’d quit, Tom returned to Same Again. He wore Gucci loafers and beige slacks by Nanni Curullu, with an engraved leather belt that had set him back two thousand Hong Kong dollars. His blue cotton shirt was open at the chest to display a dagger pendant complete with thick silver chain. With a drawer full of cash and the keys to Eleanor Baldwin’s apartment, his confidence was riding high. His next step would be to find an apartment of his own. With the young Charles returning in a week, that had become a priority.

Trandy and Arianne sat fronting the street, the same drinks in front of them. Trandy, dressed down as usual, wore a plain yellow T shirt over the usual knee-length skirt, her long black hair bundled up in a ponytail. Tom went to stand next to their table. When she caught sight of him her eyes became suddenly warm. Arianne gave him a dismissive stare, then her focus abruptly changed.

Five well-dressed Chinese men were making their way up D’Aguilar Street. Centre of attention was a good-looking young man with a slick hairstyle, well turned out in a suit that must have cost a fortune. The hotshot didn’t bother to look across. His acolytes did, however. Arianne looked them up and down, dark eyes flashing provocatively. One of them smiled at her, shot her some comment in Putonghwa. She parried it. He made another approach, this time in English. She turned away, leaving him with her profile. 

Tom figured the group were probably businessmen from the mainland.

The hotshot noticed the interplay and the group came to a halt. He laughed and made a comment, sotto voce, to his acolyte, as if ribbing him for his lack of success. Arianne turned and her eyes met his. For a while their gazes locked. Neither of them spoke. But as the hotshot turned to walk up the street one of his acolytes spoke a few more words in Putonghwa.

Tom saw he was telling her the nightspot they were heading for. Now’s your chance, Arianne, he thought... Jannie was staring at them from the bar, his curiosity piqued. Tom beckoned him over. “You know those drinks we talked about?”

“They’re on their way, Tom. Hey, how’s that movie screenplay coming on?”

So much for keeping that tit-bit under wraps. About to take him to task, Tom suddenly had second thoughts.

“We’re making progress, Jannie. We’ve got material, it’s hot and now it’s all down to the details.”

Jannie took in Tom’s new clothes. “Looks like it’s paying off. In spades.” With a grin he returned to the bar.

For the first time Arianne acknowledged Tom’s presence. She turned to him, her eyes slashing. “What the hell you talk about?”

“Arianne, darling. Your language.”

“You are just bar worker. What you know about the movies?”

Tom said, “I’m not a bar worker. And as for the movies, I’m writing a screenplay for one right now. You’ll have seen the promo for Lotus Killer. It’s in pre-production. And I’m working on the sequel.”

The ground had fallen from beneath Arianne’s feet. She gaped at him.

“So why you behind the bar here?”

“Local colour. It’s called reality cinema. They’ve had cameras mounted in the ceiling in this bar for crowd scenes. You won’t have noticed them. They were here for two weeks, they’ve looked at the film and it’s a wrap. You’ll be in the mix somewhere.” He glanced across at her profile. “Shame we only got the back view.”

Face was important to local Chinese, and Arianne had lost it big time. Tom measured her angry silence. Her face a combination of crestfallen and furious, she stared out at the street. “You tell her about this?” She turned to Trandy. “You know about this? Why you not tell me?” The tirade switched to Cantonese, a loud venomous stream. Trandy, stunned, held up her hands as if to shield herself from the onslaught.

The hotshot and his acolytes had disappeared from view. Arianne grabbed her handbag and rose from her seat in a swirl of pashmina. She said, “I go to the washroom.” Even with those short words she’d managed to inject spite into her voice. When she reappeared she said something sharp to Trandy and walked out of the bar
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