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For those who were and are unhoused
and in temporary accommodation





The hermit crab prefers a little shell for

his home. He knows what the world holds.

The osprey chooses the wild shoreline, and

this is because he fears mankind. And I too

am the same.

Kamo no Chōmei, Hōjōki




From the entry into force of the Joint

Declaration until 30 June 1997, premium

income obtained by the British Hong Kong

Government from land transactions shall,

after deduction of the average cost of land

production, be shared equally between the

British Hong Kong Government and the

future Hong Kong Special Administrative

Region Government.




Clause 7 of Annex III ‘Land Leases’

in the Joint Declaration of the

Government of the United Kingdom of

Great Britain and Northern Ireland

and the Government of the People’s

Republic of China on the Question of

Hong Kong, signed in Beijing on 19

December 1984




The mind, that ocean where each kind

Does straight its own resemblance find;

Yet it creates, transcending these,

Far other worlds, and other seas;

Annihilating all that’s made

To a green thought in a green shade.

Andrew Marvell, ‘The Garden’




The boys would be able to draw the Buddha

with their fingernails … It is done by the high

eyebrow, soaring outwards, by the long slit eye,

almost shut in meditation, with a suggestion of

squinting inward, that would be a frighteningly

large eye if opened; and by a suggestion of the

calm of childhood in the smooth lines of the

mature face – a certain puppy quality in the long

ear often helps to bring this out. If you get these,

they carry the main thought of the religion; for

one thing the face is at once blind and all-seeing.

William Empson, The Face of the Buddha






驚

The Awakening of Insects

蟄

The first thing I heard when I arrived in Diamond Hill was a boy’s cry coming from an alleyway that smelt of piss. The cry was short and low, as if the boy was swallowing his angry breath, as if he held a grudge against being born in this shanty town infested by moths. It was before the season of thunder and cockroaches.

‘Stop it, you little insect! I’ll cut your ear off if you keep moving around,’ a woman shouted.

Smudges of dried blood covered the belly of her pearl-white dress. Over it, her red silk dressing gown, adorned with a phoenix triumphing over nine dragons, fluttered in the breeze of an electric fan. She wore high heels and sunglasses that covered half her face. Holding a cigarette in one hand and a pair of scissors in the other, she was trying to cut the boy’s hair. She looked like a faded actor who had settled on being an extra.

I glanced at the smudges on her belly.

‘Don’t worry, it’s only chicken blood,’ she said. ‘This little insect will get herself killed before I lay a finger on her.’

The child wasn’t a boy, though she was made to look like one. She wasn’t a child either. Her hands were tied to an armchair and her mouth was stuffed with a face-flannel. She wore a big porcelain soup bowl like a hat.

The woman traced the scissors around the brim of the bowl. The girl held her breath until she couldn’t.

‘Keep still!’ The woman put the cigarette in her mouth, rested her sunglasses above her forehead, and slowly ran the blades towards the tricky bit near the girl’s temple. The girl peeked from behind her fringe and the woman blew cigarette smoke into her eyes. The girl coughed and the cigarette dropped on her knee.

I grabbed the woman’s arm before she could run the blades over the girl’s ear. ‘Give them to me.’

‘What the hell do you think you are doing?’ She yanked at the girl.

‘I used to be a hairdresser.’

I picked up the cigarette butt, put it between the woman’s lips, and took the scissors. She tipped her sunglasses down again and stepped aside, spitting out the butt and lighting a new one. The scissors were wet and slippery. I could feel her sweat on the handles.

I crouched on the floor and untied the girl’s hands. She took hold of the bowl and lifted it up an inch, so that the blades could travel over the tender bridge above her ear. Then I did the other. The girl kept staring at me all the time. It was difficult to tell her age from those strong, determined eyes. Underneath her T-shirt there were tight bandages, flattening her young breasts.

‘Leave the sideburns alone. I don’t want her to look pretty,’ the woman said, puffing smoke at me.

The girl spat out the flannel and screamed, ‘NO!’

‘Another word from your insect mouth and I’ll shave all your hair off!’

The girl stood up and threw the bowl on the floor. It didn’t break. It was plastic.

The woman laughed. ‘Pathetic!’

The girl ran away and disappeared into the alley.

‘Let her go,’ the woman said casually, as I was about to give chase.

The sound of her young feet was sliced thinner and thinner by the electric fan. I stood up, brushing the dark, soft hair off my T-shirt, wiped the scissors clean on my trousers and handed them back to the woman. I picked up my luggage and watched the cigarette ash landing on her pristine white leather high heels.

‘They’re Louis Vuitton,’ she said, wiping the ash off with the sleeves of her silk gown. ‘A gift from Bruce Lee. One of my exes.’

Her shoes gleamed under the fluorescent lights and I didn’t say a word.

‘What? Haven’t you heard of LV? Country bumpkin.’ She spat her words at me before admiring her own shoes.

I gathered myself and walked past.

‘靚仔 (Handsome), want to come upstairs with me? Free of charge.’ Her voice softened into another person’s voice. ‘I like the taste of a fine stranger.’

‘Thank you.’ I carried on walking. ‘But that’s not my cup of tea.’

‘Go to hell.’ She smirked and went back into her corrugated metal shack.

As I was walking off, a man shouted from across the street.

‘柯德莉夏萍 (Audrey Hepburn)! Have you been dumped by another bald loser?’

‘收撚你把坑渠口 (Shut the fuck up, you gutter-mouth).’

‘你死撚開啦鬆皮雞 (Go to hell, you open-thighed whore).’

I continued down the alley and searched for the path towards the hills without a clue which direction I was heading in. The journey from Bangkok to Hong Kong was tiring, though I had travelled light, with little in my suitcase. I had been sent home by 大師 (Daishi), an old monk in Bangkok, who had disappeared some months earlier. He’d saved me from death many times. The young monks in Wat Arun said he had gone to the mountains to meditate on the Earth’s sufferings. I waited and waited for him to return. He didn’t, or wouldn’t. Why did I wait for him? When he didn’t show up after a month, I obeyed his command and ended up back here, where I began. I hated Hong Kong so much I thought I’d never set foot in this damned city again. Here I was, with nowhere else to go, seeking shelter in a nunnery. What the hell was I doing here? Why had Daishi sent me back here from Wat Arun? I missed Bangkok already.

There were no street signs. The shanty town was a maze, all its lanes and paths twisted and crisscrossed randomly. Most houses were wooden or metal shacks, one leaning precariously on another, each fitted with wafer-thin walls. Cardboard houses were built on top of tin-box houses, built on top of wooden houses. Red demolition notices were glued on all the doors. There were wires everywhere, some loose, some tangled up around lamp posts. Open gutters ran in the middle of most alleyways, funnelling a foul smell of sewage and lemon bleach. The graffiti on the rat poison notices were full of racist jokes about Vietnamese refugees and Indian immigrants. There were sexist ones too – tits and penises painted on people’s doors beside foul words about women and prostitutes. The jokes about black people were the worst.

Despite its hard edges, sociability was abundant everywhere. Lives travelled through the thin walls onto the narrow streets – children shrieking after winning a game of dice, food being tossed in woks, men cursing at an unlucky horse after a race in Happy Valley, plastic flip-flops clip-clopping on hard concrete floors. Lots of people had their doors open and checked me out as I walked past. Through a low-hanging door two kids were drumming at the small table with their chopsticks, swinging their heads up and down to a private rhythm. Their mum handed them a bowl of rice. The children cheered when their dad placed a piping hot dish in front of them. Pork ribs steamed with garlic and black bean sauce. It smelt so good, my mouth watered.
I lingered around the doorway, and the little girl turned towards me, reached her hand out with her rice and said, ‘媽咪, 有個和尚嚟探我哋 (Look, Mum, a monk is visiting us).’ As I extended my hand, her dad grabbed her bowl. ‘呢 度剩喺有尼姑, 冇和尚! (There’re only nuns here, no monks!)’ I panicked and ran away, finding myself in a dead end.

Suddenly there was thunder. A 747 flew very close to where I was standing, and I could smell gas fumes everywhere. Its shiny grey undercarriage filled the sky. The metal and wooden houses shook and made disturbing noises. It felt as if the whole place was under attack. The plane dipped closer, and I could see the wheels descend for landing. It flew so close to the shanty town I swear to God I saw some of the passengers’ faces. It sounded like the noise of battle. Or the terrible bombings shown in war movies.

I ducked down, and just when I thought the plane would crash on top of me it glided westward, taking its thunder away.

The noise in my brain faded but my eardrums were still hurting. There was an earth-cracking bang in the distance, as if a bulldozer had knocked down a house, or a power drill had hit bedrock.

Most people weren’t bothered by the plane or the construction. They were busy having fun and gambling. Some men crouched in circles, shouting at the radio, obsessed by the machine-gun commentary from Happy Valley. Another street was taken over by table after table of men and women playing mah-jong, chattering and chain-smoking. Each table a world of its own. The clatter of tiles being shuffled reverberated through the alleys. People were jokey, overexcited, preoccupied by whoever they were playing with. Or the money they had lost or won. Everyone looked contented in their own shabby corner.

Why couldn’t a paradise be built out of scraped wood, cheap metal, and cast-offs, with stray cats and dogs, and the occasional rat sneaking past?

An old man stood apart on his own, wearing nothing but a pair of white boxer shorts and flapping his arms like an angel. He caught my attention, grabbed my hand, and said, ‘鄧小平話馬照跑舞照跳 香港五十年不變! (Deng Xiaoping said the horses will keep racing and people will keep dancing. Hong Kong will remain unchanged for fifty years!)’ I nodded and he smiled brightly as if he had won the lottery. Another 747. The old man pointed upwards with his middle finger, shouting ‘屌你老母啟德 (Fuck you, Kai Tak Airport).’ Far overhead, three skyscraper-height cranes swung slowly, lifting steel frames into the air. He sat down on a pile of flattened cardboard boxes, mumbling words that sounded like the names of foreign places.

A group of kids ran past. At first I thought they were chasing the plane, but then I noticed a yellow dragonfly struggling over my head with a string tied to its body.

‘Catch it! Catch it!’ the children shouted to me.

I took hold of the string and felt the force of the dragonfly trying to escape. It was very light. It buzzed around like a
toy helicopter, from left to right, right to left, scanning me with its multifaceted eyes. Everything about it was fragile – its wings, its legs, its antennae – except its strong, big eyes.

The children flocked around me suspiciously. None of them were wearing their own clothes – the trousers too long or too short, the T-shirts too tight or too loose. Two were tickling each other, some barefoot, all of them smiling.

‘It’s ours. Give it back,’ a boy said, opening his arms.

The dragonfly flew up into the sky and I could feel the string slipping out of my hand. I pulled hard to regain my grip. The insect fell apart like a stick snapped in two.

The children shrieked and started kicking me.

‘You killed it, you bastard. Pay us back!’

I fished out a small coin from my trouser pocket and tossed it into the air far away from the kids. They ran after it like a mob, except the boy who was staring at me. He stood there, without moving an inch.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

His small black eyes were fixed on mine. ‘I asked you who you are. Answer me!’ He raised his unbroken, high-pitched voice.

I turned away and headed up another narrow alley.

One of the kids got the coin and galloped around like a firecracker. The other kids were trying to steal it from her, pulling her T-shirt and hair, but she ran away and vanished into one of the colourful boxlike houses.

I looked back to see the boy still standing there. I walked faster. The alley seemed to go on for ever. The residents were watching me intently, instructing me to mind my own business.

In fact, I hadn’t had any business to mind for quite a long time, and that was a good thing. How would the boy have described me? A bald man with a suitcase? A loser? I could now smell 白粉 (the white powder, heroin), that pure stuff glowing in the dark, a fluorescent god without a face. I could see its traces everywhere in the alley – needles, burned tinfoil, urine, blood, shit. I found a plastic bag, wrapped it round my hand like a glove, and picked up a broken needle, still spots of blood on it.

How could any place remain unchanged for fifty years?

It was two years since I had set foot in Hong Kong, and it already looked a different beast. Of course, the city still breathed money, but everyone knew what would happen in ten years’ time. On 1 July 1997, the last colony of the British Empire would be handed over to China. Perhaps it was easier for me to return, knowing there was an expiry date for my home city. Before I left Hong Kong, all I knew was how to shut myself out of life. This city was a cruel place, especially to failures like me.

At the end of the alley a dog was sniffing torn rubbish bags. He looked shit-scared, like a drug addict. I wondered what I looked like in the eyes of the shit-scared dog.

Another peal of thunder, another plane. The shanty town trembled under its engines and I too felt shaken.

It took me another hour to get out of the corrugated metal labyrinth. A narrow alleyway opened to a dirt road, a green hill, and some jutting rocks. Through dense trees, the yellow-tiled roof of the nunnery was just visible. I could see as far as Lion Rock Peak. Perched on top of the mount, the bare rock did indeed look like a crouching lion eyeing its prey. I had never seen it so clearly before. I continued uphill, trying to recall the lyrics of the famous song by Roman Tam: We are together below the Lion Rock, so throw away our divisions and find our bridges. I’d forgotten most of them, but I hummed the melody anyway as I walked under the trees along the darkening path.

I heard the stream before I smelt it – fresh air, burning charcoal, and wet leaves. I was soon enveloped in a cloud of midges. Water trickled down the steep hill, through the moss and stones, until blocked by a pile of rubbish. I picked up a few discarded Coke cans to release the flow. Then I saw the junk downstream – diapers, plastic bags, broken glass, burned clothes, needles, toys, chairs, shattered figurines of the Buddha – detritus big and small, choking the stream.

The sun had set by the time I arrived at the nunnery. The nuns had begun their evening chants. A young nun came out and bowed to me, her palms held together by prayer beads. She didn’t speak and neither did I. I followed her along a moonlit corridor and through a small meticulously tended garden leading to an annex next to a kitchen. At the far end of a mock-stone mountain and a circular gate stood a bamboo hen coop, and next to it a doorless wooden shed with a thatched roof. She took me into the shed and lit the gas lamp on the desk. I put my luggage on the single bed and sat down because there was no room for standing. She left quietly. I lay in bed with my eyes closed and my feet resting on my suitcase, listening to the distant trickling of water in a pond. There was something calming and infectious about this quiet, secluded place.

I opened my eyes and on the desk was a wooden tray with a bowl of rice, steamed tofu and bean soup on it – all stone cold. A moth was desperately trying to fly into the gas lamp. Finally, it got through the crack between the two panes of glass. It sizzled. Another come and gone. I turned the gas lamp off and started eating in the dark. Airplanes flew overhead, the noise of their engines reverberating in the surrounding hills. Between the landings and take-offs, the construction droned like a bass drum in the distance.

Later the young nun appeared again and took away the tray. She bowed and said, ‘The door will arrive tomorrow.’

When I woke the sun was already at full mast. The same wooden tray with rice, tofu and bean soup was on my desk. I finished it all without complaint.

I could smell rice steaming in the kitchen and hear hens pecking and clucking. In the sunlight the wooden shed looked bigger than it had in the dark. The window by the desk had no glass or curtain. Next to the gas lamp stood a small porcelain figure of 觀音 (the Goddess of Mercy) and a burning incense stick. Though makeshift and minimal, everything inside the shed was spotlessly clean, gleaming in the sun.

I put on my only pair of sandals and the nun came to take the breakfast tray away.

‘The door has arrived,’ she said. ‘Please install it yourself.’

I bowed and nodded without thinking twice. The door, leaning against the shed, was made of oak, beautifully sanded and showing the ring-years like orbits in a galaxy. Only when I touched it with my hands did I realise it had been custom-made for the shed. There was a note tied securely to it. It contained three words written with an ink brush: 內禁釘 (inside no nails). There was another piece of paper with technical instructions explaining how to make wooden joints and how to attach the door to the wooden hinges. With nothing else to do, I went straight to work.

It took me the whole afternoon just to make the joints. The oak was old and hard and difficult to work with. By the time the sunlight dimmed, the nun reappeared with the same tray, and the same rice. I stopped working and ate. To avoid the moths I didn’t turn on the gas lamp. Soon afterwards I fell into a deep sleep.

I woke up earlier the next morning but still later than the nuns, who I could hear doing their morning chants. I got on with installing the door and time passed quickly. Kai Tak Airport had replaced my wristwatch. Every eight or ten minutes a 747 emblazoned with its airline’s livery flew over the nunnery. The nuns chanted and meditated like whisperers watching an action movie.

By the end of day, I had managed to attach the hinges to the doorframe. At sunset I took a rest in the garden and realised that it was less well-tended than I’d thought. The azaleas were dead or dying and the lawn was fake. The algae in the pond were strangling the lotus.

When I returned to the shed, dinner was on my desk. Although I was aware there were people in the nunnery, I had not seen a single soul all day. I wondered if the young nun was avoiding me.

On the third day, I discovered that the door had no handle or inside lock. There was only a wooden bolt. The instructions indicated that the bolt should be installed from the outside.

Through the kitchen door across the yard, I could see two pairs of hands chopping vegetables.

‘You can’t come in here,’ said one of the nuns, and shut the door.

‘Sorry to bother you. I need to speak to somebody.’ ‘All the other nuns are meditating and won’t be speaking to anyone.’

‘For how long?’

There was no answer. I realised I hadn’t heard chanting that day. So I set my heart on finishing the door.

On the fourth day, it was complete. The nuns must have still been in meditation, as the nunnery was dead quiet. The silence lasted for another two days. They were perhaps the longest two days of my life. With nothing to do, I played with a small wooden splinter, pressing it as far into my thumb as I could without drawing blood. The hours crawled on.

In Wat Arun, I had learned that being quietly repetitive was at the heart of Buddhist training, but it was only through making a door for my own shed that my mental disquiet finally gave in, focusing on one single task. So I decided to undo the door and reinstall it to while away some more time. In the process I refined the joints, making them more at home with each other. I started to patch the windows with a roll of old Japanese paper I’d found under the bed. I stepped out of the shed, and a tray with the same dinner had been placed by the door. Once the windows were sealed off and the door installed, I could have my dinner with the gas lamp on without fear of killing a moth.

On the seventh day, this pattern was broken. That morning there was no breakfast, and at noon no lunch. I was famished and couldn’t believe how much I hungered for the plain rice, tofu and bean soup. There was nobody around, not even in the kitchen. I wanted to venture further into the nunnery, but without a guide I felt I would be trespassing. I was light-headed and delirious and went to bed early.

I was woken in the middle of the night by the young nun. She gave me a bowl of warm water which tasted like liquorice. Then, she signalled me to follow her. There was a new moon and the garden was cloaked in a thin haze. She took me to the Main Temple and left me there.

On the veranda I could see the whole shanty town cascading downwards like a waterfall. The faint yellow street lamps mapped the contours of the hill. At that time of night there was still movement in some of the houses, and an occasional dog’s bark echoed by another. The eastern part of the town was pitch-black; rows of houses had already been demolished. Just around the hill bend, sheltered by the pines but not far from the nunnery, there were cranes, scaffolding, dirt tracks, and silhouettes of concrete towers, lit by powerful floodlights like those in a stadium. Every five seconds one of the floodlights flickered, and after each flash, the construction site seemed to have encroached further down the shanty town and up towards the nunnery. I closed my eyes and gave myself up to my hunger. I could smell the pungent, almost sickly-sweet taste of jasmine. All I could hear were crickets and my stomach.

‘What is keeping you out there?’ a sharp voice echoed from inside the Main Temple.

Through the paper screen door, a flickering candle showed a figure on the right side of the temple. I took off my shoes and opened the screen. A middle-aged nun in a saffron robe sat in the lotus position, counting her prayer beads. She lifted her hand to indicate I should sit opposite her.

‘It is a long-established custom that anyone wanting to join this nunnery needs to be purified by eating the same food for seven-times-seven days before they can enter the Main Temple. In the final week, they eat nothing to complete the purification. I have made an exception in your case. I understand that forty-nine days would be too long for you. After all, you have no intention of being one of us. Even if you did, you cannot.’ She only looked into my eyes once she had stopped speaking.

‘Thank you for starving me. I appreciate your allowing me to stay here. All the same, I don’t understand the bolt on the door. It’s on the outside.’

‘I am the Head Nun of this nunnery. You are the only man who has stayed overnight here since it was founded. The bolt is a symbol of our distance. We have no intention of using it.’

‘What’s it for then?’

‘A bolt is a bolt. It has no intentions.’ She smiled awkwardly. ‘I knew you were a drug addict, but I didn’t know you were a philosopher. Heroin, wasn’t it?’

My lips shook.

‘Don’t be alarmed. Daishi and I go back a long way.’

She stood up and turned towards the south end of the hall where a kettle was starting to boil. A small lady, I thought, but her smallness was forceful. She put a pinch of tea leaves in a tall glass and poured boiling water into it. The glass burned my fingers. I quickly put it on the floor, trying not to spill any of the tea, and the nun sat down again. In the dancing candlelight her face appeared gaunt, strong, and determined, as if she could have been a mother. It was a face that had shown and seen suffering. There was a round mole the size of a pea on her left cheek. It would have been a gift for a comedian.

‘How is Daishi in Wat Arun?’ she asked, adjusting her robe.

I felt palpitations in my chest. ‘He disappeared without a word. The monks said he’d left Bangkok to become a hermit and is hiding in Doi Pui Mountain in Chiang Mai.’

‘He hates Chiang Mai. At his age, the mountain would mean his death.’

I stopped the words I was going to say and took a sip of the hot tea instead. A moth caught the candle flame and dropped to the floor.

‘Daishi is very healthy for his age. There’s no reason he would leave Wat Arun because he was dying,’ I said after a moment.

‘He has been dying since last year, didn’t you know?’ she muttered, picking up the remains of the moth and rubbing it on her robe. ‘Lung cancer. It’s spread everywhere. No hope.’

It was difficult to detect any sorrow in her voice.

‘He wrote to me a month ago, asking me to take you in. He said you needed to make peace with the past.’

She sat cross-legged on the floor, resting her hands on her knees, palms facing the night sky, as if the gesture were shielding her from the outside world.

‘I finally wrote back telling him that was a load of rubbish. No man has ever stayed in this nunnery. It was untypically sentimental of him to talk about making peace with the past. The cancer must have gone to his head. He was on the last leg of his journey when he wrote to me. I could sense it.’

The crickets were going berserk. I stood and walked towards the seated Buddha in the hall. His quiet face was barely lit, and yet even with his eyes closed I knew he was watching me. I found some change in my pocket and threw it into the offering box. I closed my eyes and prayed, though not for anything or anyone. When I opened my eyes, I could see his steady palms, facing outward.

It was a stormy night when I met Daishi for the first time. He had taken me in from the streets of Bangkok, given me tea and offered me refuge. He wasn’t like the other monks who had helped me. He knew I was an addict and would need my regular shots. He went inside the private quarters of the temple and came out offering me a bag of new needles. I guessed he wanted to win my trust. He said that the Buddha’s palms were reaching out, asking me to overcome my fear. I slept with the Buddha that night. Before dawn, I took the two gilded lotus candelabras and put them in my rucksack. Then I emptied all the money from the offering box, sneaked out of Wat Arun and went back onto the streets. Now, two years later, I was standing in front of another Buddha making the same gesture. I felt my face burning. Perhaps the Head Nun was right. Daishi was hiding from us because he was dying. How would sending me to the nunnery and drug-filled Diamond Hill help me make peace with my past?

The Head Nun was meditating with her prayer beads. I put on my sandals to leave and stood at the doorway looking out at the blinking shanty town.

‘The developers have bought Diamond Hill from the government and the entire shanty town will soon be demolished, to give way to luxury apartment blocks.’

‘And the nunnery? The cranes are almost at your doorstep.’

She laughed. ‘This place is as old as the hills. It’s sacred. Nobody would dare steal an inch of my nunnery. I will protect it with my last breath. Of course, the shanty town is a totally different story.’

‘It isn’t that bad here. People look contented with what they have got. There is poverty in every city in the world. I’ve seen worse in Bangkok.’

‘井底之蛙 (A toad at the bottom of a well, an ignorant man).’

I didn’t respond.

‘I didn’t mean you. Daishi told me you come from a good family. You’re an educated man. You should know the shanty town is behind the times. The development is for the greater good.’

‘These are people’s homes. They will be uprooted and where will they go?’

‘They will drift about like dandelion seeds.’

I bowed and reached out to close the screen door, but her hand indicated not to.

In my mind I pictured my suitcase underneath the bed in my shed, and inside it the only jacket I had, folded neatly, and in the inside pocket a sealed paper envelope that contained all the money I had saved in Wat Arun. A small sum, not even enough for a one-way passenger ticket on a cargo boat to Bangkok.

I reached the veranda and her voice followed. ‘I want you to take all the hens to the butcher tomorrow. Keep the giblets. Quartz, my assistant, will give you a list telling you what to buy.’

I walked back to my shed. I looked at the chickens huddled in their coop. They were scrawny and sleepy. Wouldn’t it be a pity to slaughter them all in one go?

The butcher didn’t ask me how I came to have six hens. He only told me to return in half an hour. Quartz’s list was rather short, so after shopping and picking up the hens from the butcher, I went to Café Paradiso next to the cobbler. I ordered milk tea which the waiter claimed was the best in Kowloon. They were faithful to the original recipe: they used a pair of silk stockings to filter it, making it as smooth as a woman’s legs.

A television hung above the bar. Advertisements floated across the screen, mostly about cleaning products, including a new type of bleach suitable for sanitising baby bottles and killing rats. The café was busy but uncannily quiet. In one corner a group of construction workers were having an early lunch. The whole place was a crazy mismatch: the green tables, orange walls and blue overhead fans made it exotically out of date. A laminated photograph of the owner and his dog was perched on the counter, featuring rugged emerald hills and turquoise water on golden sandy beaches. There was a bright red slogan on the top of the photo: Hawaii, the world’s paradise. Next to it was another laminated photograph bearing the gold signature of Bruce Lee diagonally superimposed over the owner, his dog, and the star himself sitting in the café.

As soon as the news at noon came on, a husky voice, presumably the boss’s, shouted from the kitchen, ‘Turn the damn thing off! I don’t want to listen to those liars.’

The female cashier put down her cigarette lazily, blipped the remote control and the television screen went black. She had immaculately permed hair shaped like a poodle. She gave me a nonchalant look and went on puffing out cigarette smoke.

My milk tea arrived, along with a steaming plate of rice and a grilled chicken thigh with onions which I hadn’t ordered. ‘Courtesy of the boss,’ the waiter said. His little fingernail was long and dirty and there was a faded dragon tattoo on his forearm.

I looked around for the boss in the café and the waiter pointed to a boy in oversized sunglasses sitting among a bunch of bigger teenage boys. It turned out to be the girl I knew. She gave me a cool nod and resumed her conversation with her friends. They were acting tough in an over-energetic, amateurish way, sprawling on the chairs like gangsters. Their gold chains and bracelets were way over the top. Their big mouths threw out words like ‘business’, ‘package’ and ‘clean’ repeatedly, just to catch people’s attention. The girl was mainly quiet, minimally nodding her head. When she spoke, they listened respectfully like children being scolded by their mother.

It had been more than a week since I had eaten meat. The crispy, oily chicken skin lifted my spirits, though the milk tea was absolutely revolting. It didn’t take me long to finish. The girl got up and tapped my shoulder as she swerved past, signalling her gang to leave her alone.

‘Hey, Buddha boy! Nice to see you around.’ She spoke in a fake, manly, enthusiastic voice that bore no resemblance to that of the helpless little girl who had been forced to have her hair cut. She pulled up the chair opposite me and sat down like a cowboy in a Marlboro advert.

‘Thanks for the lunch.’

‘That’s a thigh from one of your chickens.’ She smiled mischievously, as if she knew everything about me. ‘How’s sex with the nuns going? You like their 飛機場 (boobs as flat as an airport runway)? They don’t often get to have sex, you know, if they’ve ever had it. Are they really tight? Are you loosening them up nicely? They must think you’re a godsend.’

‘You shouldn’t talk like that. It’s not funny, 細路女 (little girl).’

‘Call me 波士 (Boss). That’s what people call me here. I’m everybody’s Boss, okay?’ She took out a tiny plastic packet filled with the white powder and waved it in my face. ‘It’s Grade A stuff. People call it the diamond cut.’ Her American accent came straight out of a gangster movie. She blinked and whispered, ‘You don’t need to look anywhere else. I run a monopoly in Diamond Hill.’

She put her finger on my lips just when I was about to speak.

I moved her hand and said, ‘Don’t do this again.’

She waved at the poodle-woman at the till, who climbed down from her high-stool, lit a cigarette and put it in Boss’s mouth.

‘How’s your mother?’ I asked.

She laughed and blew the smoke in my face. ‘Who said she’s my dear mummy?’

‘Who is she to you then?’

‘Whatever you like. I know you haven’t fucked her yet, but I still call her an open-thighed whore.’ She chuckled, and the poodle-woman laughed with her. The construction workers hastily finished their lunch and headed for the exit.

‘死撚開! 唔好阻住我發達! (Fuck your dick off! Don’t stop me getting rich!) If I see your shitty asses here again, you’re dead, real dead. Your wives won’t recognise you.’ Boss shouted. ‘You’re a bunch of fucking traitors!’

‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’

She repeated my words in a whining, childlike voice. ‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’ She made a funny face, then a steely face.

‘Fuck school!’ she screamed, before raising her arms and shoving everything on the table against the wall. The plastic plates bounced on the floor and the metal cutlery made a sharp clattering noise.

I left five dollars on the table. As I walked past Boss, she put the money back in my pocket and said in a softer tone, ‘My treat.’ Her eyes looked as young as those of the girl who had held a soup bowl over her head, waiting for me to cut her hair.

‘See you around, 佛佗 (Buddha).’

One of her teenage gang blurted out, ‘Have fun with the nuns!’ Then they all started whistling after me and calling me Buddha.

I handed the five-dollar bill to the cashier. She opened the till, smiling and shaking her head as if telling me I was an idiot.

While the nuns were busy cleaning the nunnery that afternoon, I was sent to the kitchen to prepare the chickens. There was no gas fire and the whole place smelt of burning wood and charcoal. I had never been a good cook but the nuns were forbidden to handle meat. The birds were still lukewarm with their giblets thoroughly cleaned. The recipes were simple enough – chicken soup, steamed chicken with salt, and rice flavoured with chicken fat, along with some green vegetables. Judging from the quantity of rice, I was cooking for at least twelve people. The nuns wouldn’t be eating meat, so they must be having guests.

Quartz stood outside the kitchen door peering in. ‘I won’t come in because of the meat. Please lay out the dishes in the side hall when you’re done. You can take a portion for your dinner. You are to stay in your shed tonight. Forgive any noise.’

She left before I could answer.

The side hall, true to its name, was adjacent to the Main Temple. It had been decorated with bright red draperies and lanterns like a court parlour to hide the dark mahogany panels on the walls that depicted scenes from the life of the Buddha. There were new wineglasses, silverware and napkins on the table. The tablecloth was snow white, out-of-place in the hall. The wooden Buddha and Goddess of Mercy on the small altar had been turned to face the wall, prevented from witnessing the banquet.

After dinner in my shed, I went as far as the bamboo fence, the boundary to the annex. The entire nunnery was lit up with red lanterns, some with the Chinese word 貴 (Fortune or Nobility) written on them. The flames danced in the spring breeze. Against the background of early crickets, I could hear people speaking in English, Cantonese and Mandarin. There were sounds of clinking wine glasses, laughter, and faint piano music like Schubert’s. Among the flow of English platitudes, I caught the insistent voice of the Head Nun speaking in Cantonese and using occasional English words. It was solemn, her sentences short and flat in tone, but what she said was translated into English, and her guests laughed politely.

My legs and arms were being bitten ferociously by mosquitoes. When two men came out of the side hall and wandered in my direction, I went back to my shed and turned off the gas lamp. I could hear somebody kick the bamboo fence. I left my door ajar and sat quietly. The new moon wasn’t bright enough to show their faces. They were standing on the fake lawn and leaning against the rock mountain in the yard. There was a flash from a lighter, then another.

‘Do you think the Iron Nun is serious?’ one of the men asked in clipped English.

‘I think she is as easily manipulated as rusty old iron,’ the other man replied with a perfect English accent. They both laughed. ‘Has she got any alternatives?’

‘She could easily blow the whole thing.’ He inhaled the cigarette fiercely. ‘After all, she has the Buddha on her side.’

‘But no money.’

‘That’s true. But nobody wants this to turn ugly or, what’s the word … filthy. I still don’t trust her. Too much hinges on her. I know all the paperwork is in place and our governments are keen to see this through, but are you convinced she’ll really be a part of the team? There is something weird about her. Almost too good to be true. Why is she so desperate to protect this shabby nunnery?’

‘She’s a Buddhist nun, what do you expect? Probably not as cuddly as a Catholic nun.’ The other man blew the cigarette smoke at the mock-stone mountain. ‘Trust me. We’ve done our homework and conducted a thorough background check on her. She is spotless. She’s so clean it’s sad. No relations, no strings. Here, this scruffy backwater is all she’s got to show for herself. She would do anything to save this place. She’ll throw all her principles out of the window to protect it. We’ve a Chinese term for her type, 鐵石心腸 (Heart and guts like iron and stone). There’s no known cure for it, I’m afraid, but it suits us.’

‘Well, she’s called the Iron Nun for a good reason.’

‘You should know better than me that everyone is dispensable.’

‘How about the Triad? Are they going to play ball? Did you see the scar on that man’s tattooed arm when he rolled up his shirt?’

The Chinese man laughed. ‘You speak of the Triad as if they were local deities. They’re flesh and blood like us. Have you heard the theory that organised crime is a sophisticated form of chaos? The white powder has always been out of control here. It’s good for the people who control the drugs and for
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