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Brian, this book is for you





-
 Isabelle
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There is a long phrase between the night notes, the end notes 
by the bell, then this brimming morning reverie in windfl owers, 
Italian lavender, sea anemones and Bellis perennis. Slaked lime 
and marble dust make polished plaster of the air; the budding 
gardenia rests a heavy head; dogwood leaves lie against the sky 
like boats on still water. In the weeping mulberry a swaying 
worm spits silk. An azalea fl ower drops to the earth, like a bright 
pink origami bird.

In this generous dwelling, a breath away from summer, she 
stands in the mosaic of the moment, listening for the next note 
of the struck bell, beneath the desiccating blossom of the pear 
tree; the sun fi rst upon her head, then shoulders, in sheets of 
smoking gold. She stands tall and quite still, an iris gloved in 
green. Around her, forget-me-nots are rocked by bees and she 
can hear the panting of birds’ wings. The scent of bergamot 
orange is like a veil across her face.

In a pool of night rain, the water swells with light under its 
skin, refl ecting pale iris with yellow throats, stroke after stroke 
of ixia stacked on pearwood, the luminous muslin spider web, 
spent fl owers like empty cicada shells.
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-

The glissandi of currawong voices echo like running water in the 
morning.

In this illuminated manuscript of broken colour, the blue 
glaze of her eye is set upon the Rottweiler at the end of the 
road…
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Falling, falling

Hong Kong. 
The words form like two bubbles of blood. Hong Kong: the 

collision of two texts. Betrayed by Britain, reauthored by China.
Here, the rain comes straight down. Plum rain.
Goodbye, Philippe, I whisper very early each morning, leav-

ing you sleeping as I walk from the university up the dark rock 
mountain to the Peak, above the pea-green harbour. I don’t know 
what I’m training for. The concrete path winds through bauhinia 
trees. It is late September 1994, unseasonally hot and humid, and 
the odour of autumn decay is everywhere, brown leaves curling 
in the heavy darkness of the undergrowth along the path that 
leads up to Hatton Road. Halfway, I stop at a hut and turn back 
to see the harbour below, still now, beneath the heavy air.

I hear a sound like tap dancing before rounding the corner 
and meeting the man who smacks his forehead with one hand 
while he walks. We pass each other on the narrow cement path.

Jo sun, Isabelle.
Jo sun.
Elderly men and women, who walk in the groups of the 

villages they have left behind in China, greet me and become my 
silent companions.
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Each day, after I return from my walk, we share a breakfast 
of fruit and tea in the dining room. And then you descend to 
write in your offi ce in the old building, and I set off to fi nd the 
travelator and ride to Central. Today I get off halfway down and 
wander the streets with my camera until I come across a street 
lined with cane baskets full of dried coin snakes and seahorses. I 
lean over to photograph the dark shapes repeating themselves 
under hot lights.

On Ice House Street I fi nd an antique map, and upon my 
return place it on the desk at the residence that will be my home 
for a time. I unfurl it, pass my hand across the wash of colour, 
hear the scrape of silk, allow it to spring back into a scroll. As 
you sit further down the mountain in your offi ce, I hear my 
voice tell you of the treasure I have found for you, for your novel, 
Philippe, a map of the Silk Road where travellers met wild beasts 
in steaming valleys and journeyed from the stone tower to a place 
called This. Caravanserais of the gods. The celestial horses of 
Kokand, sweating blood, watched traders carry Seric cloth to the 
 gynaeceums of Constantinople, to produce sumptuous brocades 
from tiny birds’ feathers. Opus plumarium. And fl ower tissue.

And not simply silk. Stones that shone in the night, phos-
phorescent with the bile of the tortoise. Red coral, yellow amber, 
marble, cinnabar, green jade, the samite used for ecclesiastic 
vestments, sendal, brocade from Andalusia, baldachins embossed 
with gold…

The words fall from me like the soft wings of blue silk 
thrown over the shoulders of women from Damascus. It is the 
enchantment of distance I feel.

Outside, the asphalt burns. My tongue settles on the fl oor 
of my mouth and I become silent, simply a receiver of sound, 
light and colour. My eyes move slowly in my face, stopped by 
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the thick air from seeing the sun; I do not know east from west 
unless I look towards Guangzhou to the north, where the planes 
settle at Kai Tak. Read the city according to the harbour.

In this northern hemisphere my blood moves in different 
directions.

-

You left Katoomba before me and travelled to Guangzhou and 
the conference. I remained to fi nalise the classes I had been 
teaching at the local high school, but my mind was set upon the 
journey I would make. 

You rang me from China. Your paper had been well received. 
Dr Rose, the lecturer in Romance languages, had been located, 
and you had teamed up. She was arranging our accommodation 
at the university. Soon we would be reunited in Hong Kong. 
Just a few more weeks. One evening I rang the White Swan 
Hotel. A woman answered. She spoke softly and I thought that 
it must have been very late in China. There was no answer in 
your room.

-

As the plane moved between the buildings, I saw a family eating 
dinner, their chopsticks working like scissors above their bowls. I 
walked into the terminal at Kai Tak, the humidity enfolding me 
and brightening the lights of Kowloon.

You were standing behind the barrier, your hands in your 
pockets. At fi rst you did not see me. When I kissed you, there 
was a strange new scent. I laughed and asked what it was. Drakkar 
Noir, you said, dragging out the soft oir sound. Here was a new 
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energy in you, an inclination to laugh, something that had been 
absent for so long.

The car took us under the harbour, up the mountain from 
Central to the university, and as we passed through the dark-
ness you told me about the group from the university who 
went out together for the moon festival on the night of the 
lanterns. You ate mooncakes for the fi rst time since you were a 
child growing up in Hong Kong with your French mother and 
Australian father. You had gone to visit the place where you lived 
in Pokfulam. The ledge where you used to hide your toy cars 
on your way to school was still there. You even ran your fi nger 
along it.

Setting the scene for me, you told me that the university 
was on the western side of Hong Kong Island. Painted red with 
a dark tiled roof, the residence sat at the top of the campus to 
accommodate international visitors. Verandahs ran around each 
fl oor, and the blocks were linked by a series of courtyards. Large, 
shiny black doors led out onto Conduit Road.

You told me that the path down to the rest of the university 
passed through the Run Run Shaw Building and the K. K. Leung 
Building to the library, which was a sweep of concrete. Your 
offi ce was in the old building below that, built of red brick with 
cream edges and arches, glass, some wood. It looked out onto a 
courtyard, where there were palm trees and a round fi sh pond in 
the centre. A belltower overlooked the courtyard. 

Arriving at the residence, we carried the luggage to fl at forty-
one, which had a sitting area, a bedroom and a bathroom with 
a tiny transparent lizard on the tiles. Beside the television, on 
the desk, was a present for me from Guangzhou, a box covered 
in ornate green cloth, with a label of Chinese characters. It had 
white latches and, inside, fi ve Chinese pens tied to the roof of 
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the box. Their stems were made from wood of varying thickness. 
On the fl oor of the box was a pot of black ink.

I laughed. Pleased with the gift, the reunion, with the time 
ahead in Hong Kong. 

-

The Fung Ping Shan Museum at the university, opposite the 
school on Bonham Strand, is a perfect disc enclosing smaller 
ones, and we climb its ever-decreasing circles to see Escher’s 
early lithographs, his depictions of the Amalfi  Coast, and the 
complexity of its gaze out to sea. When you move away, anxious 
to get back to the offi ce to write, I remain a while longer in front 
of the pure lines that enter my open heart, and hear myself say 
aloud: I will go to Ravello.

-

We will go to Macau today, leaving the rock and its shadow for 
the day.

In Queens Road Central a woman’s face is white in a way 
that reminds me of a winding sheet. She is tall with black hair 
drawn back from her neck. I see that she has been very ill. A 
white mask covers her mouth. Taking very small steps, she walks 
tentatively with her eyes downcast, supported at the elbow by 
another woman. I avoid her carefully on the street and wait for 
you at the Macau ferry pier in Sheung Wan, the heat wet on my 
neck. When you arrive at the last minute, you are out of breath.

Crossing the Pearl River estuary to Macau, there is the 
sullenness of the water and sky. Along its edges, the land is being 
reclaimed against its will.
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A taxi takes us to the Avenida da Republica, where we fi nd 
the Pousada de Sao Tiago and the fi lm director. Underneath 
his black jacket is a black T-shirt with a red rectangle across the 
chest. The brim of his hat is curled back where his hands have 
often felt for it. We sit in his room and you discuss the progress 
of the screenplay and fi lm locations. Then the three of us take 
a taxi. The driver stumbles over the directions as we drive along 
the waterfront. Foxing. He draws out his street directory with a 
heavy shrug of his shoulders. The fi lm director is enraged.

There, he stabs at the driver, pointing up to the yellow 
and white Bela Vista Hotel, directly above us on the side of the 
Colina da Penha. There is a heavy silence as the taxi winds its 
way up to the hotel. As he thrusts money at the driver, the fi lm 
director turns to you.

We might be able to use this place as I suggested, Philippe, 
he says. See what you think.

On the verandah of the hotel the fi lm director takes off his 
hat. The light gives soft fur to his bald head as he turns towards 
us in his chair and leans his elbow on the table. He lights a 
cigarette and then holds it in thick, square fi ngers as if it is a 
fl ute that he raises to his lips to play from time to time. The 
broad fall of his forehead is underlined by heavy brows above 
steady eyes, a large nose, mouth. He frowns, remembering the 
taxi driver.

Fool. 
Collects himself.
Now, lunch.
There is a lemon, wrapped in muslin, to be squeezed over the 

caesar salad. And jazz. The dazed eyes of the young saxophonist 
look surprised to fi nd his best breath is into the instrument. He 
plays ‘Cow-Cow Boogie’.
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Your eyes are averted. In the mirror above the bar, I see 
them. They come from a place where there is a river, where 
several streams become one. There in the depths of the hills, 
transparent, smooth green stones are washed down by the heavy 
rain. They are scooped out of the water from a small boat. They 
are said to be the refl ection of stars shining on the earth’s surface 
and hardened there.

You contemplate the fall of Macau to the Praia Grande Bay, 
Taipa across the bridge in the yellow light, the decay. You don’t 
speak. There is a quarry, an open-cut mine in meaning, that the 
fi lm director ignores as he describes his fi lm about memory hap-
pening back in Australia now, and the phone calls to and fro in 
the middle of the night. He tells me of his problem with Proust, 
how he could never get past those biscuits. I smile and think of 
my father reading aloud to Madeleine and me by the fi re.

You are looking at the famous bar room with the bullet hole 
in the mirror. Perhaps you dream of your childhood when you 
holidayed with your mother in the Bela Vista, while your father 
played the saxophone in nightclubs back in Hong Kong, over the 
yellow sea. From the stories you have told me over our eighteen 
years together, I know you had longed to be with him. To have 
Frank Sinatra pat you on the head, give you a Coke. And when 
your father went off in the night with his friend Gloria, you 
could have gone, too, and sat under the table near Gloria’s long, 
cool legs. Perhaps right at this moment you are still longing to 
be with him?

You learned about betrayal while holed up in the Bela Vista 
Hotel.

Leaving the fi lm director, we ride the jet-cat back to Central, 
skimming over the mysterious currents of the South China Sea, 
skirting a scuttled pirate boat. You are like a patient lost in 
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intensive care, my presence like a butterfl y in a bottle. In the 
silence I imagine the relief if you would just throw me a line.

-

From the huge glassed room in the university staff club, high 
above Central, I can see the New Territories and, beyond Lion 
Rock, the line of high-rise buildings snaking around Kowloon 
Bay. The rain of the last few days has stopped and the sky is 
blindingly blue.

There are two people sitting by the window. It is as though 
the girl is absorbing the whiteness of the huge air into her body. 
It fi lls her and empties her at the same moment. She is crying 
silently now, shedding her grief in waves, leaning her head over 
the plate so that it catches the fl uid, leaving her face dry. She has 
done this before. 

The man is one of the academic staff. Older. He doesn’t 
move until he suddenly looks away from her like someone who 
has seen a car swerve away too late and now, in his cognac, 
suspects veins of blood.

She blows her nose on the serviette and I move to speak to 
her, but you place a hand gently on my arm.

He’s ditching her, you say, with an authority that stills me.

-

It is Gravesweeping Day. Chung Yeung. Mid-October now.
We are catching a taxi to the other side of the island. The 

lecturer in Romance languages lives in Celestial Towers on Sha 
Wan Drive. A van appears around the corner near the cemetery. 
As it swings out to avoid us, a coffi n slides to one side in the back.
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At the top of the tower her apartment hangs over the harbour. 
We stand on a tiny balcony. Far below I can see the university pool 
where I often swim. The other guests include the fi lm director in a 
white suit. When he sits down I see that he wears no socks. There is 
an Australian journalist. A playwright. A Melbourne academic. The 
Filipina maid brings us drinks. I ask her name. She says it quietly: 
Flor. And there is a softness to her eyes as she moves away.

Dr Rose, the lecturer in Romance languages, is dressed in 
cream linen. Her hair is dark red. All the strands are the same 
length and fall from the crown of her head to a point one inch 
above her shoulders, a perfect, smooth helmet. She looks to be, 
like me, in her early forties. She’s the sort of woman who always 
places a jacket over her shoulders, never puts her arms through 
the sleeves. She sits this way with her legs gracefully crossed, and 
scoops back the hair from her forehead with manicured hands.

We are speaking of the expatriate community in Hong Kong 
and the exploitation of young students by washed-up English 
academics well past their use-by dates.

The journalist laughs. Everyone is having an affair with 
everyone else in Hong Kong.

Are you? asks the playwright.
Oh, I would, but no one has asked me!
I learn later that the journalist has committed herself to 

Hong Kong, having married a Chinese. She is the only one of 
those present tonight who will be staying on after 1997. All the 
others about the dinner table will slip away at midnight like the 
governor. 

It is at this moment that the lecturer in Romance languages 
presents the rose-petal ice-cream. She tells Flor to bring it to 
me fi rst and Flor places it carefully before me on the table. The 
petals curl and fall to the plate. I am the honoured guest.



Jo Gardiner

14

The lecturer in Romance languages has been working on 
the biography of a French woman who wrote novels in the 
1940s. She speaks of the careful research, the bundles of letters.

One fi nds these love letters and you know that no one else 
has read them since they were fi rst written, fi rst read. The excite-
ment of that. One unpacks the language. It’s seriously thrilling.

You pick up a glass of wine and hold it to your lips without 
drinking for a moment.

I tracked down a niece who knew a bit. A vamp from way 
back. Drove out to the farm to interview her. She was one of 
those people who arrange their books on the shelves according 
to size. You know, the big books with the big books and the little 
books with the little books. She didn’t trust me. Thought there 
were things that were best left unwritten. I got it out of her in 
the end, though.

As the lecturer in Romance languages speaks I become a 
little restless and suggest that the diffi culty is in the choosing 
of the story. In writing a biography you really invent it yourself, 
don’t you?

No. There are the facts. So and so did this. Or that.
Isn’t there always the other story? Perhaps the more interest-

ing one is the one that remains unwritten. The alternative story.
The playwright sitting beside me speaks then.
I came home one evening to the welcome of the green eye 

blinking in the dark. It was a message on the answering machine. 
That’s the way he did it after fourteen years. I pressed the play 
button and heard him tell me that it was over. He had met 
someone else. Then there were just the beeps.

The lecturer in Romance languages holds her breath, leans 
forward to receive the end of the story.

I didn’t ever see him again.
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It is a little dangerous now. The playwright’s grief threatens 
to spill onto the table. So the talk turns to plagiarism back in 
Australia, lawsuits, a play about dogs. The fi lm director tells me 
more of his life story. Unconsciously his hands move to locate 
the cameras as he speaks.

I study the table on which Dr Rose keeps the precious boxes 
she has collected from around the world. Over dinner, while 
Flor is in the kitchen, she tells us she has given the maid a week’s 
notice. Flor had thrown away an ancient manuscript painted on 
silk that she had found on Hollywood Road just the other day 
and bought for her lover in Paris. The maid had mistaken it for 
a piece of rubbish and put it down the chute.

After coffee Dr Rose gives a little cough, and turns her gaze 
upon you.

Philippe, I have asked you here for a reason. A proposal to 
put to you. Now that the biography is fi nished I’m at a loose end.

You put down your glass.
I thought I’d start on yours.
You look directly at her now, your eyes widening. She 

glances at me, sees the expression in my eyes. A little smile at 
this, then she looks about her.

I’ve made a start. The material you’ve already told me will 
be useful. I’ve taken notes from our conversations. But I want 
the rest. The whole thing.

You are about to be reeled in on the sure hook of narrative. 
This time it is you who silently smiles, and it seems there is 
nothing to be said, nothing to be done. Touching your lips to the 
white damask serviette like a priest after tasting the wine, you 
lean towards the lecturer in Romance languages to speak about 
the beauty of thought. With the Melbourne academic, I discuss 
the best ways to encourage possums to leave a house.
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-

It is the end of the evening. People are standing and farewelling 
each other. You and the lecturer in Romance languages are look-
ing at the view one last time. Out to the dark sea of sky. Across 
the room your backs are to us for a moment. You lean down and 
kiss her upon the neck. 

As we descend Celestial Towers in the elevator, I am remem-
bering the time when you and I saw rescue workers dredging a 
river in France. The ambulance cruising along the edge, waiting 
for the body to rise to the surface like a dead fi sh. I am also think-
ing of the differences between the word neck and the word throat.

I am washing out with the tide.

-

Days later I take the minibus to Lower Albert Road down to the 
Fringe Club, next to the Foreign Correspondents’ Club. I call 
out, Yau lok, and the driver brakes for me to get off. You have 
arrived before me. The lecturer in Romance languages has had 
her hair cut. 

I am seriously in love. That hairdresser was quite a number, 
she laughs.

With his guitar, the singer in the corner croons: Mama says, 
it’s all right to dream.

-

It is the end of October. I return one evening to the fl at to meet you 
as we had arranged. You are not there. I pick up the phone but do 
not know where to call. It is late when the phone fi nally rings.
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Isabelle, I’m so sorry for not ringing you sooner. After my 
class I caught the boat to Lamma Island to have a look. I came 
across this bar and I’ve been having a beer with a whole lot of 
Germans playing mah-jong. I’ve missed the last boat back.

Your voice is fading on the phone. I guess I’ll have to spend 
the night here somewhere. Don’t worry about me.

When you hang up, the long, heavy night awaits me. I look 
up Lamma Island in my guidebook. It lies off the southern side 
of Hong Kong, across the East Lamma Channel. Outside I hear 
waves of jackhammers, the brakes of buses on Conduit Road, 
imagine the fall of population down to Victoria Harbour. In 
another hemisphere our house would be standing in crystal air, 
sharp as a currawong call. 

The airconditioner kicks in above the ceaseless noise of the 
deconstruction, reconstruction of Hong Kong. I lie in the hold 
of its roar, which is like the scream of CX-100 on its night fl ight 
from Sydney to Hong Kong. 

Someone brushes against the door. Then a sound from 
the next fl at. I see the shadow of a crane in the night. There 
is perhaps a death somewhere. I think that death is simply the 
sound, through a wall in a foreign city, of a body slipping on a 
porcelain bath.

The bell is hanging silently from the roof outside the 
window like a black tear. I pull the curtain back, lean on the desk 
and take a photograph of it. 

Then I turn on the lamp and write in my exercise book 
so that the scratching of my Chinese pen keeps me company. 
The pen in my hand is ready to face the teeth in the night, the 
bug-eyed bully that fear is. To write in the spaces created by your 
absence. But the hours are too long before me. I am restless in a 
restless city. I seek distraction.
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I enter the night, making my way down through the crowds 
to Temple Street, past snakes in glass jars, the Famous English-
Speaking Fortune Teller, the readers of faces who divined you 
from the partition of your brow, the fall of your cheek. Joss sticks 
smudge the air.

On the MTR a woman leaps, yelling, onto the train. She 
walks stiff-legged to the end of the carriage, where she folds 
her arms across her breast, her face averted from the crowd. 
There she stands trembling with rage as I leave the train at 
Tsimshatsui and join the human wave under caves of buildings 
with bamboo lines of washing like signals on schooners at sea. 
Signals of distress.

Finding the cool of the Ocean Terminal, I wander along 
a never-ending glitter of shops called the Silk Road: Venice, 
Istanbul, Baghdad, Teheran, Samarkand and Tashkent. The 
madder, indigo and saffron silk are mixed with the perfume of 
spices and the translucence of glass.

A tall, shaven-headed shopkeeper notices me standing 
before his shop fi lled with rolls of silk, and comes to the door. 
His shirt is perfectly white. He beckons me inside and begins to 
lay out silk upon a polished desk, taking my hand and placing it 
upon the material as if I am a blind person.

We have everything here, everything you could possibly 
desire, Madam.

And I wish that it could be so.
This is the paj. It can be used for anything at all, and here, 

the twill silk, the queen of silks. It has a nice sheen but doesn’t 
sparkle too much. Not too gaudy. There is the velvety texture 
of the crepe de chine; there is the douppion, tussah, shantung, 
noil, the heavy, sensual charmeuse, and honan. Notice the colour 
blooming on this pongee.
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Captured here by his words, I remain a few more moments.
My grandfather was a Russian émigré who fl ed to Paris and 

earned his living making men’s silk handkerchiefs. So silk is in 
my family. And here I am, in Hong Kong.

He tells me that the Chinese judged their silk by its white-
ness, its softness and fi neness. They made damasks of all kinds 
and all colours: striped satins and the black satins of Nanking, 
watered moirés. To give the sheen to tcheou tse taffeta they used 
the fat of a freshwater seal called kiang tchu, the river pig.

He is still wanting to speak to me, but I must go.
Outside the Ocean Terminal a cruise liner, the Pisces, has 

docked and a crowd is swelling towards it, cries of Aiya! fl ying 
up into the air. I push through them to reach the ferry terminal, 
past a sign advertising a harbour cruise and, as an enticement: 
Two Soft Drinks and a Vegetarian Meal.

On the Star Ferry, I rise and fall in the opaque air, resting in 
its moving heart. The ferry passes an island of cranes. The boats 
of the egg people hang in water as the Celestial Star groans softly, 
rumbles into reverse, leans, moans to the wooden pylons slick with 
wet and oil in the night lights. Ferries all named for stars: Lone, 
Morning, Meridian, Golden, Northern, Shining, Day and Silver. 

I stop in at the Mandarin Oriental for tea, and see purple 
stocks held in a vase against black marble, an old man in a long, 
grey gown giving a young woman a ring in a box. His glance 
at me tells me that I am his witness. The other couple. Young, 
American. Some diffi culty there. She suddenly lifts the cigarette 
lighter up to his face. Snaps on the fl ame. He has no cigarette.

Outside again, I am assaulted by the heat.
The Stanley Ho pool is down Bisney Road past the cemetery 

and the olive mountain sprayed with concrete. In the pool I part 
water with my hands, gaze across Victoria Harbour to brightly 
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lit tankers fl oating on the dark face of the sea. In the swell of the 
pool my smooth limbs meet silken water. Against my face and 
through my hair it sets me gleaming. My strong brown arms 
throwing off drops, as they did when, as a fi fteen-year-old, I 
swam in the Tarwin River with my younger sister, Madeleine.

Outside the pool I wait for the bus, and when I climb aboard 
and sit down beside a woman it is Flor, the sacked maid.

She recognises me and smiles.
The bus winds past the hospital.
I’m going home, she says. First I must see my friends, then 

I’m going home.
I don’t know whether she means her home in Hong Kong 

or the Philippines.
The bus terminates at Edinburgh Place beside the dockyards 

and the barracks.
Flor takes my arm. I’d like you to meet my friends, she says. 

It is as if we are allies. 
She leads me to Statue Square and it is like entering an 

aviary. There is a sound like a thousand starlings. The Filipina 
maids are perched everywhere in the night. A fl ock. High-pitched 
exchanges of news from home. Flor sits on the pavement outside 
the GPO. Crowds fl ow towards the ferries. There is a man 
selling round, golden patties that he is fl ipping on a griddle. 

Flor sits beside a large cardboard box that her friend, Connie, 
has been keeping safe for her. It is open. She is removing things 
from her bag. She places her clothes, her precious things in the 
box: the green silk happy coat, postcards and pictures of Victoria 
Harbour at night. She places a piece of brown paper between two 
layers of clothing, and puts the bribes for the customs offi cials 
on top. She addresses it to Manila. It will travel ahead of her. 
Flor is going home.
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I imagine the telephone ringing unanswered in the lecturer 
in Romance languages’ empty fl at. Soon there will be dust on 
the little boxes. Grime accumulating. Without Flor there will be 
a steady decline. She tells me how angry she is, how she threw 
the map out accidentally because she thought it was a piece of 
garbage, a piece of brown paper. Dr Rose should not have sacked 
her for such a thing. She has a child to support. Her eyes grow 
large with the telling.

I sit with Flor and Connie, who wears a bright pink shirt. 
Flor sets a radio on the ground. She speaks quickly, ceaselessly, 
to Connie, who cares for the children of an English couple in 
Sandy Bay. Then she turns to me.

I would like you to meet my daughter.
So we take the MTR to Kowloon Bay. Here there are hang-

ing pigs’ corpses, bubbling pots on street stoves, trays of plastic, 
beeping watches. She leads me up some stairs to a door that has 
bars across it. There is a beautiful sound falling through the bars. 
When Flor opens the door I see a young girl of about nine. She 
sits straight-backed at a piano that must have taken Flor’s savings 
for years. As we come in she glances around, but Flor gestures 
to her to continue. 

Her black hair falls neatly and her white shirt hangs from 
thin shoulders. She plays ‘The Swan’ without moving her body. 
When she is fi nished she quietly accepts my praise and brings me 
mooncake to eat. I drink iced chrysanthemum tea poured from 
a can. The child plays again as I eat and drink and my fi ngers 
remember playing my mother’s Lipp piano so many years ago. 
The heat radiates from the street, the pavement below, and a fan 
shifts the warmth around the room. I hear shouting in the fl at 
next door. When the child plays there is a great stillness within 
me. I rest there, listening, for a long time.
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It is very late when I return to the fl at and sleep with the 
sea-roar of the airconditioner screaming above the buzz of the 
dragonfl ies and the screeching sulphur-crested white cockatoos 
outside in the courtyard.

I dream of sitting on the edge of the fi sh pond outside 
your offi ce. An old woman sweeps fl owers from the fl ame tree 
into little heaps. Piles of fl ames lie at my feet. I am sweating 
and lower my head into the cool water, brush against a fi sh 
nest on a ledge, feel the tusk of a sleeping fi sh. Fish feed on my 
face. I throw in a coin and kill a goldfi sh. It fl oats to the surface, 
belly up.

Your return long after dawn awakens me from this dream. 
You sit on the bed and tell me the rest of the story:

After I rang you I asked the boy at the bar where I could 

stay the night. When he’d fi nished washing the glasses, he 

took me down along a path to the Concerto Inn, where he 

said he worked during the day. There was a bright lamp 

at the door. It looked a fragile construction of bamboo. 

I could see several storeys and repeated roofs, steeply 

pitched, with projecting, upturned eaves and ridges of 

coloured tiles. Inside, just opposite the entrance, there 

was a carved screen wall. There was no one about. He led 

me through passageways to a red chamber where he said 

I could stay the night. One whole wall was constructed 

of a panel of windows and mirrors. There was a bed and 

a basin. I lay down and slept until the sun woke me. I 

couldn’t fi nd anyone around, so I left some money for 

him on the table and made my way to the dock. I was the 

only passenger aboard the ferry that brought me back to 

Hong Kong…
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Your story told, you hunt the lizard from the bathroom, 
and take a shower. You sleep even though the sun is high, and 
as I look at your sleeping face I know that it is only latitude that 
binds you to me now.

-

Later, we meet the lecturer in Romance languages at the Red 
Pepper in Causeway Bay.

I missed the ferry and got stranded on Lamma Island.
She glances at me. Her lips part a little.
A very silly thing to do. Shall we have coffee at the Park Lane?
You speak with her of Shanghai until I long to go there.
Later, when we are alone, your language is a gesture point-

ing at something. You are speaking of unpacking language: a 
word you would use in a sentence about a suitcase, luggage and 
travelling, but not about ideas.

I struggle to remember where I have heard the word recently. 
I sense my own bags there in the corner. It is as though you are 
waiting for me to pick them up. To go.

-

The next day brings a Shanghai surprise. Odelia Lee’s nails are 
burnished sienna. On her computer they seek me a room at the 
Peace Hotel on the Bund in Shanghai. She wears a brocade of 
kingfi shers’ feathers. She hands me my passport with the visa for 
China, the plane ticket, the voucher for the hotel. I will listen to the 
jazz band in the lobby there. See the couples dancing in Shanghai. 
I will watch the women on bicycles with their white gloves. Visit 
the museum off the Bund before catching the plane back to Hong 
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Kong after a few days. You have said you have too much work to 
do to come with me. So I will travel to Shanghai alone. 

Before leaving Shanghai, I will visit the market early in the 
morning to buy a small wooden box for Dr Rose, who has shown 
me the brochures on Shanghai, and who sits beside me now 
telling me about the beauty of Shanghai, getting me such a good 
rate because Odelia Lee is a student of hers at the university.

-

It is the Sunday before I am to leave for Shanghai. I knock on 
your offi ce door, open it. You and the lecturer in Romance 
languages are dancing. There is no music but you are dancing an 
odd literary dance. I stop suddenly and step backwards. Hit by 
the pane of glass between reality and fi ction. I see that you are 
in the thrall of expert knowledge. I am an Outer Barbarian in 
the Celestial Empire. Overbalancing a little in my own awkward 
dance, I back away.

The lecturer in Romance languages steps delicately into 
the jacaranda shoes that lie near your desk. Walks past me out 
the door in her jacaranda dress. Under the hand that you have 
put to your mouth, you dampen your paper lips. Your eyes slide 
from mine, then you look at me again. In the corner of my eye 
is the sofa.

We leave the offi ce. There is a pillar I stand beside. There is 
the knowledge that I should move away from your news for my 
own safety. I remain. I sweat.

Your hands are in your pockets. An announcement: I am 
falling in love.

Your words like bombs dropped from a plane passing over-
head. The explosions in the territory of my heart will come later. 
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Falling of hopes, of my voice, of a shot bird, of leaves, of rain. 
From grace.

So I ask whether you will stay. With me. You grin, or per-
haps it is a grimace against the Chinese sun in your eyes, and say 
that you can’t. You have found someone. You have to fi nd out. 
Your eyes move like dark birds across your face. You tell me that 
the story has changed. You have rewritten the future. It does not 
include me. There is exclusion in your voice. The husky note of 
betrayal. An old story, after all.

Falling, falling.

-

There are four days after that. I walk about until there is blood 
in my shoe, go to the library and sit before an open book. There 
is something I have to do but I cannot remember what it is; I am 
like water forgetting to freeze.

The nights move slowly. You talk of what your new life 
will be like, gently telling me that you will travel the world 
with the lecturer in Romance languages. You contemplate the 
perfection of your coupling. While you are speaking, I see only 
the absence of grief. When I am alone there is a sound coming 
from me. My eyes swell with hot fl uid. It spews from me. I turn 
the airconditioner up high. No one can hear me.

One morning, I see Madeleine’s back in the crowd boarding 
the Star Ferry. She has come to me. I hurry after her. Of course, 
it is not her.

You say grief is like an axe in a tree. As time passes the axe 
remains but the handle drops off. It gets better. 

There is nothing else for me to do. When I ring Cathay 
Pacifi c to change my fl ight, I observe the relief in your face.
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-

We take a car to Kai Tak for the late fl ight to Sydney. You drive. 
In my haste I leave a pair of my shoes behind. The cleaner 
waves them in the air after the car. Sweat drops between my 
breasts. There is no sound as the car swings past the high-rise 
and I sit stiffl y on the seat, looking out the window. My eyes are 
bright with the anticipation of loss, my fi ngertips pressed to my 
mouth. My departure and the inevitability of it are two prongs 
of nausea. I bow forward in the seat. My head glances against the 
dashboard. You look uneasily at me, and press your foot on the 
brake gently. You turn off the engine and watch me. Reach your 
hand out to my forehead as you would to a child. 

Easy, easy. As to an injured animal.
Soon I drag myself upright and hear the whistle of my 

breath, like the irritated scroop of a black cockatoo. You start the 
engine and wind the car back on to the road. I see a little blood 
on your hand, blood on the wheel.

You’ve hurt yourself.
No.
There’s blood on your hand.
Yours.
You seem to be holding your breath. My hand rests on the 

vinyl seat. You place your hand upon mine and let it remain 
there until we arrive at the airport terminal. 

As we wait in the Goodbye Cafe, I study the departure of 
others, caught in this moment’s mirror. ‘Rainy Night in Georgia’ 
plays somewhere close and the notes are blown backwards by the 
raining wind. I pick up my bag and say, I guess this is it.

This is what?
The end.


