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Isobel Karn found herself walking aimlessly past shops and restaurants opposite the Happy Valley racecourse. After three days of emotional upheaval she had discharged herself from hospital, her mind a blur, her thoughts in turmoil.

When she’d told her lover of her pregnancy, he’d covered up his initial dismay. This was a problem he could throw money at, and it would go away. But things had gotten too much for him. Rhys Trevelyan had gone back to being happily married. Maybe she’d just been some floozy he could have sex with away from the family home. So what the hell. She’d had many an affair herself, and this was no different from most. Apart from the fact that she’d conceived...

Two weeks after Karn’s launch party she’d attended the antenatal clinic recommended by her GP and discovered that she was indeed pregnant. Her periods had been irregular for a while and finally stopped. Her breasts were tingling and firming up and she’d begun to feel slightly nauseous.

A tall, rather imperious lady with a stylish bob of dark hair asked a lot of routine questions. Her white coat was impeccably ironed and a leather-and-gold diary, with the name of a pharmaceutical company prominently displayed, peeped out of a breast pocket. The obstetrician smiled a lot, but her eyes remained careful. She palpated Isobel’s stomach, then performed a quick ultrasound examination using a bedside scanner.

“You’ve left things a bit late,” she said. Her smile did not disguise the tartness of the comment. Isobel had paid big money for the private consultation. She couldn’t help but draw the inference that it was a privilege for her to be seen in the clinic.

“I am pregnant, right?”

“Yes, you are. About 14 weeks, I’d say. Maybe a bit more. We’ll need to do some blood tests.”

“Is everything all right? Can you tell me the sex of the baby?”

“Come back in seven days and we’ll be able to give you more information.” Isobel heard evasion in her tone. She’d sensed, then, that there might be a problem. 

When she next visited the clinic the doctor said, “Ms Karn, we’ve got the result of your blood tests. Your alpha-foeto-protein is raised.”

“My what?”

“It’s one of the indices of foetal development. It’s higher than it should be, and what’s more you have polyhydramnios. That is, an excess of amniotic fluid in your womb.”

“You’re scaring me. What exactly does that mean?”

“Well, we’ve already performed a basic scan on you, and that’s ruled out a multiple pregnancy. So we have to consider other possibilities. We’ll need to do an X ray.”
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Isobel’s anxieties were justified. Her baby was anencephalic; a terrible developmental anomaly in which most of its brain and skull was missing. And it had no arms. How could the doctor not have mentioned it? Surely it must have been apparent from the scan alone?

She was shown photographs of the few occasions when the deformed babies had been delivered at full term. They looked like something out of a nightmare, subhuman and brutishly disfigured. For a brain they had a coating of red slime in an empty quarter-skull, like a broken dish of tomato soup. They survived only a minute or two after birth, all the time it took for their hearts to stop beating. They never even cried.

Termination of her pregnancy was pushed at her as the only option.

She was too far advanced in dates to undergo the usual evacuation procedure. Her pregnancy would have to be handled the conventional way under heavy sedation and epidural anaesthesia, the understanding being that it would not matter if the depressant drugs affected the baby. Isobel resisted all suggestion of intervention until she could no longer fight it. It was her first experience of motherhood and certain to be her last.

When she finally surrendered something broke in her spirit. She terminated her pregnancy in the Matilda Hospital on the Peak. She had not yet told Karn the disastrous news.

“Why did this happen to me?” What else could she have asked her obstetrician?

“Has there been anything like this in your family before?”

“I have no idea,” she said. The doctor’s eyebrows lifted at that, but Isobel felt no obligation to enlighten her.

“You’re over forty years old and the risks of pregnancy increase with age. Have you had any exposure to drugs? Medication, vaccinations, any recreational drugs that might be teratogenic? By that, I mean harmful to your baby?”

To that Isobel made no answer. But she did have a comprehensive understanding of the history of the modern world and her place in it. She had lived in a Laotian village, and the dogs of war had been howling.

Devastated by the aftermath she discharged herself from the hospital as soon as the bleeding had stopped. Her body still felt pregnant; her breasts were engorged, her skin tingled. She had been told to expect a major downside in a few days as her body tried to accustom itself to the abrupt withdrawal of female hormones. But the death of her baby blotted out any other thought. All she knew was the agony of now.

She stopped the taxi at Morrison Hill Road in the lower regions of Happy Valley, opposite the racetrack. Her gut instinct told her to run to Karn, the one person who would understand, but before she did so she needed to take time out and think.

The stench of exhaust fumes was overpowering. She walked for a while and found a badly lit alleyway leading off left to a hidden park. Not more than twenty yards from the busy road bauhinias and acacia trees reached up into the night. Dim yellow lamplight dappled the foliage. The place had a backward, forgotten atmosphere, an oasis in time far removed from the rush and bustle of the city.

Elderly citizens gathered there, sitting on wrought iron benches, smoking and chatting, performing tai chi. As she walked into the garden the old women watched her dispassionately, as if she were not really a part of it. As if she did not belong at all.

Clutching a Dolce and Gabbana handbag she stood in her fine clothes amongst the lower social strata of Hong Kong, light years away from the milieu in which she usually moved. She saw no money here, no pretention, just reality, the raw meat of life.

I was one of you once, she thought. And a part of her yearned for some sense of recognition, an outreach of empathy. I grew up an ignorant child in a war-torn land. I am not what I seem...

Beneath one of the bounding walls squatted a tiny dark form, shrinking into the tiles as if to hide from the world. Swiftly she walked over to retrieve it. She found herself holding a ball of grey fluff, a young bird that fluttered in panic with wings scarcely feathered before becoming still in her hands. Tiny clawed feet curled round one of her fingers. The fledgling was quiet for a second or two, then unexpectedly it lifted its head. Yellow beak quivering, it sang to her; a low fluting almost like a duet from its split larynx. The music was thrilling and indescribably beautiful.

Birds can’t cry, she thought. No one could ever know they were afraid, terrified – alone. All they have to give is their song.

The old women stared. What a fool they must have thought her, rich tai tai standing there alone with tears falling down her cheeks... 

Above her head the mother bird fluttered in the lower branches of a rubber tree; a colourful little songster with a black feathered cap. Bulbul, the name came to her. They flocked together in large families and were a delight to see.

Even the stray tomcat skulking at the other side of the playground had not noticed the fledgling. Mottled grey and ginger, ears torn and face scarred from fighting, it stared at her with baleful eyes. Its tail had been broken for good fung shui.

Isobel climbed onto the top of a low wall bordering the flower bed. Stretching up she could just reach the top of the toilet block. Releasing the chick was one of the hardest things she had ever done.

Come, mother bird, she whispered. Come and fetch your daughter. Come get your little girl.

But the mother bird had disappeared, maybe in fear of her. With a rush of sadness Isobel realized that the nestling would die there. Maternal instincts were primed to feed the young in the nest. The mother would sing to her chick as long as she could and then abandon it. Rats would devour its body.

I should have brought you back home...

The chance was gone. The fledgling had retreated beyond the edge of the roof.

I could have cared for you. Taught you how to fly.

Once more she heard the low, fluting song and then it fell silent.

Stray birds. That’s all we are. All of us. Our time is so fleeting, so insubstantial. Just stray birds, at the mercy of fate, drifting through meaningless lives until they come to an end.

Desolate, she sat on a bench between two old women. The men smoked and stared. Comments flew in Cantonese. She blanked them all out. Searching for karma she found herself way back in time, a child once more, playing amongst the huts and ditches of her birth village. She imagined herself secure amongst the plants, sheltering beneath broad leaves as the sun shone through dripping foliage. Imagined herself curled up there, snug and warm, her body cushioned by soft mosses. A little native girl, dwarfed by huge banana trees, a riot of jungle around her, rice shoots springing fresh in the paddy fields.

Surrounded by green, glowing green. In a nest with the tiny bird and its miraculous song, snuggled next to her baby. The baby with no brain, no arms. Too terribly deformed to be allowed to live.
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Back at Chung King Mansions in the early hours after a busy night behind the bar, Tom found himself feeling tired and somewhat disillusioned. He was working long shifts for little reward, watching life pass him by. He wandered through the crowds, past the various stalls, the melancholy string riffs of Sufa music filling the air. African men in colourful shirts pestered him. “Hey, man, you wanna score?” Dope or women, he wondered?

The girl who might be Whitney stood alone next to the exchange bureau, looking trim and sexy in red knee-length tights and a pink smock that made her dark skin glow. She gave him a wry smile.

“Hey, Ekendi, how’s tricks?” he asked. It was an old joke.

“Goin’ slow, white boy,” she said. Having been written off as a potential customer, they’d settled into an easygoing familiarity. Tom thought she’d be quite something behind a bar. Dignified, eye-catching with a ready line of banter, she’d pack the punters in for sure.

“Give it a shot,” he told her. “It might just get you a work permit.”

“On my feet twelve hours a day? Forget it.” She spoke with a slow, inflected drawl, the timbre of her voice deep and rich. “How much you earn for doin that?”

Tom shrugged. “Not much.”

“Bad call, Tom. That’s why you livin in this dung heap, man.”

“Where’s your friend?”

“Got herself a sugar daddy,” Ekendi said. “Diplomat type with an expense account. From Gabon or some place like that.” She sighed. “Dream on, huh... How ’bout you? How’s your love life, Tom?”

Tom shrugged. “I’ve got no time.”

“You make your time. Like now. How ’bout you and me?” She leaned closer and her breasts were suddenly provocative behind the pink top. He felt on the edge, knowing that with a few seminal words she’d be in his bed. And a real handful, most likely. He said, “You want a drink?”

“No point in hanging around here. Come to my place. You smoke? I mean, you really smoke?”

“Sometimes.”

“I’m gonna roll one. Chill with me?”

“Yeah. I’d like that.”

“Life’s a bitch, huh? There’s masala tea going at that stall. It might come in handy later.”

Her room was as small as his. He sat on her cot and watched as she gummed up a few Rizlas. From her handbag she produced a lighter, a ball of resin and some Bensons and deftly fashioned a joint. Lighting it she took a deep drag and leaned back on the bed with her eyes closed. The bitter-sweet smell of marijuana filled the room.

“Hey, I met someone,” he said.

“Tom, you got a girl!”

He thought of Eleanor Baldwin and smiled. “No, she’s a schoolteacher type, and a lot older than me. But we’re both writers. She’ll know people. Connections. That’s what you need when you’re in a new place. It’s a start, huh?”

They shared the joint down to the twist. The room started to feel cozy. Even the noise of the traffic sounded soothing. Ekendi rolled another. Tom felt the familiar dryness in his mouth. His stomach rumbled. He leaned into her and listened as she talked about home.

“Yeah, my folks died.” Her voice was a soothing drone; the dope had eased her bitterness and hurt. “They were taking fuel from one of the pipelines. They figured it out wrong and got torched along with about twenty other people. But you don’t try things like that, you just starve, man. That’s why I’m here. I don’t want to be. But if I don’t do this, my little sisters will.”

They drank sips of masala tea, milky and oversweet. The dope started to work overtime.

“I love my sisters, Tom. What I do for them, they have no idea... All that oil wealth, there should be no poverty. It goes to a few people at the top, helps pay for their corrupt regime.”

“That’s capitalism.”

“No, Tom. It’s greed. Well, they’re the same thing. But it’s tribalism as well. If you haven’t got the right heritage...” Her voice hummed like a drowsy hive. “When my folks died, I realized just what they meant to me. Too late, though...”

Tom chilled, lay down on the bed, his head resting in the soft red cradle of her thighs. He found himself opening to her, telling her things he’d kept back even from his friends back home in London. The dope gave wings to his emotions, heightened them, and yet gentled them also.

“My dad drank,” he said. “He drank a lot, mainly whisky, the bad stuff. He got ill, I mean psychotic. He was abusive, I was only 9 years old when I saw him hitting on my mum. One day he walked out on us. We never saw him again, never found out what happened to him... My mum made a lot of sacrifices for me.”

“Oh, Tom... and you left her alone back there? You got no brothers and sisters?”

“None. And she’s not alone...”

“She got herself a boyfriend?”

Tom made no reply. His mother had found a new partner, a man 10 years younger than herself who had turned out to be very controlling. He had made his feelings for Tom very clear: childhood home or no, he was not welcome there.

“You need to make sure she’s still good.”

Tom closed his eyes. Ekendi’s words echoed dimly in his mind for a moment, as if heard from a great distance. He turned and buried his face in the pillow of her lap. 

He woke to a pale dawn. Dim grey light illuminated the room from the tiny window. He had no recollection of the passing night. Ekendi lay sprawled asleep next to him, her skin black as ebony. The pink top? Gone. Red tights? On the floor. Panties? Still intact. Their legs were entwined and a thin quilt covered them both. The noise of traffic filtered in from outside.

Ekendi yawned and her eyes opened. When she saw Tom she looked puzzled for a moment. “Dry,” she muttered, her voice raspy. She raised herself on her arms and shook her head as if to clear it, beads rattling, breasts bobbing. Beautiful, they were. He laid his hand on her belly.

“Tom, honey, no,” she said lazily.

“What happened?” he asked her. “Did we do it? I can’t remember a thing.”

Ekendi snuggled closer. Her beads tinkled on his shoulder. He moved his hand south. She let it rest outside her underclothes for a second, then turned away.

“No, Tom. Not for us. Best we stay friends.” With a yawn she swung her legs out of bed. She had the hips and thighs of a sprinter. Her smock lay crumpled on the floor. Pulling it on she stared out of the window at the beginnings of the day.

“You know, there’s women’ll roll you like this?” She found one of the plastic cups that had held masala tea and sipped the dregs. “I’m talking the lookers in the five-star hotels. Russians, the Columbians, Chinese girls from the mainland. They’ll get your ATM number, drug you and empty your account. Leave you unconscious in your room. You think they care if you live or die? Swallow your tongue, breathe in your puke?” She passed the cup to Tom. There was just enough tea to moisten his mouth.

“There’s talk of a girl, works the big hotels. She slip you a Mickey. Rob you blind. And you know what? No one got a clue who she is. What kind of girl do that business? How you gonna know?” She lit a Benson, took a long drag and blew the smoke out in a sigh. “The guys, they wake up, find their wallets gone and their accounts empty. But you don’t get no police report. No publicity. Maybe they married, want to keep it quiet.” She stubbed the half-smoked cigarette into the ash tray.

“Tom, you go meet your writer lady, find out what’s goin on. You might just get something good. And stay kind, man. Most of the people who walk the street, they got good reason. Kids, family... they got nowhere else to go.”

Tom looked around, remembered how inviting the room had seemed before he passed out. His head felt frayed and disorientated, his mouth bone-dry, the air stale and dismal. Dressing quickly he glanced across at Ekendi and mouthed a quiet farewell.

A few days later he noticed that she was missing from her habitual perch near the entrance. Maybe she got lucky, he thought. He asked one of the Nigerians. The guy was flogging fake Rolexes, but knew Tom well enough not to try it on.

“Drug bust,” he said indifferently. “Cops come in, do the rooms. She smokin.”

“What happened?”

“She overstayin. They take what she had and kick her out. She been gone three days.”
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Tom sat at his table, keyboard at the ready. It was Sunday, two o’clock in the afternoon, and the sun blazed outside his meagre window. Life was on the up. His fingers pattered on the keys. Words appeared on the screen.
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Rosie. Shy mother of three. That’s a new experience for sure. I’m kind of keyed up, thinking about it.

I think she’s looking forward to seeing me. There was this look of shy hope in her face. And I can’t forget the way she smiled at me in the few minutes we had together. 

Gonna take her to a quiet bar, talk about things. I’m showered, fresh and raring to go. See what develops. It’s still early in the afternoon so her curfew won’t be an issue.
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Typing out the rather hopeful intro provoked memories of her sitting on the concrete flower-border, an attractive mature woman unaware of how appealing she looked in those clinging grey leggings. Watching her walk off down the subway... He found himself stirring at the imagery and shifted on his seat. Strange, he thought. I got myself a date, really nice lady, and she’s more than 20 years older than me... I’d never have imagined this. Not in a thousand years... 

The night with Ekendi was a blank, but he was pretty sure nothing had happened in that Spartan room.

Yes, it’s been a while.
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[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Baltimore, 1995
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The mutt was whining again.

It came out as little more than a muted canine groan. In the prison air of the trailer, howling was not permitted. Howling led to punishment. Over the years that had been a lesson hard learned. The mutt was well used to suffering.

Bordering the trailer park stood a copse of oak trees. Watery sunlight shone obliquely through them, painting stippled patterns on the windows. Sitting bolt upright in front of the door the mutt resisted the urge to scrabble on the worn linoleum. The whites of its eyes pleaded.

The man sprawled on the bed knew the mutt wanted to be out there running in the spring evening, dashing through the dirt paths that crisscrossed the park. Running every which way, chasing birds and smells, squirrels and gophers, raccoons, any stray scent he could find. Its tail wagged vigorously, but out of frustration, not good humour.

“Down, there, Scaggs,” he muttered.

He had picked up the mutt as a puppy. A bit of Alsatian had bred in there. Bulldog genes, maybe, and something nastier from the generations of strays running around the compound. Dogs often took after their owners, and Scaggs was no exception. But with his master there was none of that snarling wildness; that ugly curl of the upper lip, the baring of yellow fangs. Scaggs knew where the power lay. Kick him, and he curled up in the corner and made those eight-ball eyes at you. Scaggs was a mongrel with the basest of canine instincts. 

If he wanted a master who could run with him, however, he was doomed to disappointment. His owner limped slowly and painfully with a stick and shouted at it time and time again to come back, heel, stay.

“Fucking dog.” 

The mutt dodged a paperback and took a direct hit from an old shoe. Once more it whined, head lowered abjectly, backside trembling, the whites of its eyes gleaming. The melancholy sound shivered through the small living area.

The owner of the trailer cursed loudly and pushed himself up from the bed. The mutt immediately uttered a volley of short, stiff yelps and its tail began to beat double time. Its master shaped up to kick it, leaning back on his stick with another curse on his lips, but relented. Opening the latch of the door he let the mutt out to run free in the cool spring air.

Two weeks ago it had killed a cat.

There had been many complaints about Scaggs – incessant barking, the mess of his shit, aggressive confrontations with other dogs – but his owner cared little for such things. The old couple who claimed the cat was theirs had screamed blue murder. But they had no justification. Who the fuck would keep a cat in a trash park like this? The animal was a stray. It went to their trailer for food and hissed at them when they tried to stroke it. Cats were no one’s friends. They came for what they could get and then ran away. Fucking old couple. They had no friends, no family, that was why they made so much fuss about a fucking cat.

In his mind played an image of the old woman as she gesticulated at him outside his trailer. Grossly overweight, grey hair straggling in her face, tears streaked her bloated cheeks as she cradled the cat’s body. In death it had become rigid, all skin and bone, its throat torn and bloody; a small scarecrow of an animal.

So. A cat had died. Cats killed birds and mice. Dogs killed cats. Humans killed everything, including other humans. What was new? Savagery lurked in every soul.

The television screen flickered. Save for Scaggs and the whiskey bottle it was his only company, and had been for many years. Cold anger festering in his lined face was a warning. The sullen resentment and antipathy curved into his tall, stooped frame precluded all thought of friendship. 

He watched war movies. Korea. Nam. Old videos filled his shelves. He drank Jack Daniels and chewed naproxen. A doctor had looked at his legs, swollen up to the knee and beyond, and told him he’d better moderate his lifestyle. The way the doc put it, the painkillers had damaged his kidneys. Dialysis, and all that medical shit that went with kidney failure, did not concern him. Drink would kill him long before it came to that.

Or, maybe, his chest. Many years ago he’d had X rays done. A milky haze filled the space where his missing lung used to be. The triangular shadow of his heart was displaced way over to the right. A black empty area to the left showed where the remaining lung had expanded behind his rib cage.

At least he’d never been a smoker. That would have finished him off, for sure.

By the time he’d finished a bottle of whiskey the evening sun had disappeared, trumped by glowering grey clouds. Lamps in the graveled alleyways between the trailers fizzed and spluttered, then splashed ochre light onto the park. Yellow mosaics of rain streaked the glass door. Outside in the gloom Scaggs was whining piteously, begging to be let back in.

He pulled himself to his feet and shouted at the mutt to go away. Scaggs made abject eyes and pawed at the door. The old couple were at their window again, staring across at him resentfully. After a while he relented. Scaggs crept inside and shook off the rain, careful not to splash water on his master. That would earn a kicking or worse.

On the screen credits were rolling. The movie had come to an end. He limped over to the kitchen and took another bottle of whiskey from the cupboard.

At the sound of the helicopter his ears pricked up. He headed back to the living area and focused his gaze on the TV screen. Adrenaline flooded his brain. That whap whap shit never got away from you. He hated the fucking hell out of it. But it totally pierced him.

Irritated about having his senses messed with, he tapped his foot impatiently on the floor and watched as the chopper flew low over dark water, framed by the glowing lights of tall buildings. A harbour, then. The deck lamps of boats gleamed like diamonds.

Two birds, he thought. Two birds playing tag. One for the cameraman, one to look nice for the movie. 

Scything through swirling rain, the chopper navigated down to settle on an open landing pad between the tower blocks. The man lying on the bed in the trailer saw lurid promos with Chinese letters all over the sides of the buildings. He chugged whiskey and watched with anger in his eyes. From the far corner of the room Scaggs whined softly, aware that his master’s feathers had been ruffled.

Asia. Gook city. It had always been a backward part of the world. Not now, though, it seemed. With Asian tigers, economic miracles, billionaires buying up large slices of the West, the world order was rapidly changing.

On-screen a guy, smartly dressed in suit and tie, stepped out from the cabin of the helicopter. A promo, then, for yet another exotic thriller.

When next he looked, the scene had changed to the interior of a luxury hotel. Rich types milled around, Chinese women in evening dresses and ball gowns, men in dinner jackets. So was there anything in
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