The Girl in the Golden House John Biggs

CHAPTER 29

We return by midday, to find Hong Kong in deep nmang. In Central, we join a crowd that
moves in slow procession to the Happy Valley Ragess where it has been hastily arranged
that we Hong Kongers will be able to express oelirfgs.

During the march, the mood changes. Grief anddgwarway to anger, then to defiance.
By the time we arrive at Happy Valley, hot, ourtbks wet and clinging, we find Szeto Wah
soeaking. He is on a makeshift stage. He calla f6eneral Strike on Wednesday.

“All Hong Kong will close. That will show the Buteins in Beijing that we will not be
intimidated. 1 will not leave Hong Kong in 199%em if Li Peng is still premier!” Szeto shouts.
The crowed booms agreement. He steps off the stade;ollapses from heat exhaustion.

There is speech after speech. Martin Lee tell€thirese leaders to stop their
murdering. “You cannot kill a people. Kill one Chse, one hundred will arise in his place!”

There are many other speakers. One is Siu Lingldsis so tiny and fragile up there
on the distant stage, dressed in mourning, in vehite and trousers. She is clearly distressed by
the heat and by the occasion, but her words, madmiany times by the PA system, are
powerful.

“Do not lose your faith in democracy, my friendseW Hong Kong will be an example
to the world. We will show the devious British, wkald us out so shamefully. We will show
the cruel tyrants in Beijing, who use the bloodhafir own people to maintain their power. We
will show them all that power, real power, liestwihe people. With us!” She drops her voice.
“With us.”

Emily squeezes my arm, tears in her eyes. “Aramt goproud that she is your friend? |
am.”

We stay until half-past four, when there is an aneme emotional moment. There is a
call for two minutes of silence, to remember thadd& million people are profoundly silent.
Except some who, like Emily, cannot control theiplsing. Many are not only weeping for
those at Tiananmen, but are, like Emily, weepimgHeir relatives, murdered not early this
morning, but many years ago, and by these samhbdystc



The Girl in the Golden House 176 John Biggs

But with all the tears and anger, life continugse Hang Seng rocks violently a few times,
but manages to settle down higher than it was pusly. Sir Geoffrey Howe, the British
Foreign Secretary, comes to tell us how much Briigidoing for us — except the one thing
they actually could do, but will not. That thingtesgive us British citizens what we are
entitled to be given: residency in Britain. For pans, he is loudly told, on television, that it
is “a bullshit speech.” He is jeered on his way. out

Next morning, Emily vomits. It is not a politicaégture. A life is developing. But
perhaps, after all, it is a political gesture. SanmChinese lives have been lost, while we
have created a new life. At least it will replacedhat has been lost.

Our focus is now on events taking place insidedoely. As soon as we have our
hopes confirmed, we tell our parents. Ah Ma, | naast, is wonderful.

She turns up just as | am about to leave for theenfShe has bags full of cooked
dishes in plastic containers.

“Emily must not waste her energies cooking.” Sheh@s her way into the kitchen.
“Ha, good. | see you have a microwave. Here, | meeight some of her favourites. Here is
what she liked most: soy chicken. Remember howagtheo much of that ah?”

It was Siu Ling who had eaten the soy chicken,lloigt not correct her. She is a great
help, fussing around, now having the perfect extaseach Emily all those things that wives
and mothers need to know.

Previously, Ah Ma had felt overwhelmed by Emily dret background; she and Ah
Ba had kept their distance since our marriageak my fault, and | feel guilty now, but with
the joys of marriage, the demands of my work, d&edaolitical distractions, we had selfishly
neglected my parents. We saw Emily’s parents nreguintly. | got on well with Old Wu, |
think because | did not take him seriously. Emilyisther, ah, | feel a great sadness about
her. How | wish | knew her when she was in possessi her faculties. She must have been
beautiful, poised, and dignified, more dignifiedthEmily, dare | say, who has a streak of
fun that | doubt her mother ever had.

And here is my mother, also lacking a streak of faut with a heart of gold, really.

“I have to go to work, Ah Ma. Thanks so much. ByelB
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Ah Ma'’s help can only be short term, and even thaoss my fingers and wish
fervently that her well-meaning jabber does not@i&Emily crazy. The time has come to go
to an agency in Central to check out a maid.

There is an agency in Queen’s Road. | call at [umb. | am greeted by a girl who
has the looks and the arrogance of a starlet. lagxpe want a live-in maid, who can cook,
clean, iron, and mind children: “My wife is expeujj you see.”

“Okay. No problem. Chinese or Filipina ah? Filigh@ood, take a look over there.”
She jerks her head to a dozen or so Filipinas, @eovonto a bench against the wall, smiling
eagerly at me with their mouths, while their lagyes display how stressed and insecure they
really feel.

“Any you want to interview? Or do you want to shkeit files first? By the way, our
fees are $6,000.”

“What? | thought it was one month’s salary. That'sch less than $6,000.”

“You don't pay the statutory rate, of course. Yasatjpay her, say, $1,800 a month,
$1,500, whatever you decide. Up to you, la. She'mammplain. If she does, she’ll lose her
job. Back to Manila. Ha? By the end of her contsamt are well ahead. And so are we.”

| stare at her coldly. “That’s illegal.”

“Who cares? That's the way we play it. Take iteave it.”

“I care. And I'm a lawyer. You'll hear more abotig.”

| turn, and slam the door open with the flat of hand. | am very angry. | later tell
Emily about it, and she too is outraged. But iginthe way of the world? We have our
worries, Hong Kong is pressure, pressure, presalirine time. And in the end, | don’t do
anything about it.

Except | do tell my friends and colleagues we neathid. Cyril Tang responds:

“We have a girl | would thoroughly recommend. Hentact is up in four weeks, and
we won't renew because she doesn’t speak Chinedegua other maid does. We only need
one maid now, and my wife would prefer a Chinessakpr. Would you like to meet her? We
can arrange this without agency fees.”

We go to Cyril's apartment in Kowloon Tong. Imeldaa pleasant looking woman, in
her late twenties, who speaks good English. Thatg®rtant, we think, because we would

like Wong Tsai to use English from an early agerew a Filipino accent is the price! Yes,
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she assures us she would be very happy to helprawatbaby. She is married, and has a little
girl herself, who is looked after by a relative bat Manila.

“Wah,” Emily exclaims, “you must miss her!”

“Yes, Ma’am, of course.” She looks at Emily, heegyinting pain. “I would rather
be in the Philippines, but that is not possiblet®lmok after another person’s child is a
help.”

Emily melts. She nods to me, her own eyes now langemoist.

Cyril looks embarrassed. “Well, have we a deal #ien

We have. The agency has not.
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