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For my family





離合一切亦有緣份

All separations and reunions are predestined

Sandra Lang, ‘A Marriage of Tears and Laughter’ (碲笑姻緣)




Although it may not answer your question, I would say this: one should totally and absolutely suspect anything that claims to be a return.

Michel Foucault






Author’s note

This book is a memoir that attempts to tell some of the story of Hong Kong’s pop music.

In writing about my own life, I have relied on diary entries, letters, emails, texts and photos to corroborate my memories. Nonetheless, they are memories, and the narrative that they piece together belongs to me alone. In some cases I have moved them around, or filled in dialogue based on tiny snatches of recall. Names have been changed where necessary to protect another person’s privacy.

In the music strand, research has been a combination of reading and interviews. My own memories of Hong Kong’s music history have been checked against my research. I would love to spend my life collecting these stories, but in this book I have limited myself to the musicians and songs that have had the greatest impact on me.

Most of my research into Cantopop has been conducted in English. Unless otherwise credited, lyrics in the text have been translated by me and are presented in English. For song titles, I have gone with the most used translations. In cases where there is more than one, as in Faye Wong’s ‘Dream Lover’ or ‘Dream Person’, I have chosen the one I like better.

To romanise Cantonese, I have generally used jyutping. In cases where a different romanisation is used commonly, as in the word gweilo, or yuanfen, I have stuck with that. Chinese names are romanised in whichever way the person is generally known. Chinese characters are presented in traditional Chinese, which is used in Hong Kong.

There are certain terms in Hong Kong which are rooted in colonial structures and are rightfully a matter of debate. However, in trying to show a picture of Hong Kong as I know it, I have used the words ‘expat’ and ‘local’ as they are largely understood in the city, to denote Westerners/foreigners and the Cantonese-speaking Chinese community, respectively. I have used ‘migrant domestic worker’ for the community of people who are on those visas in Hong Kong, though it is worth asking questions about why we use terms like ‘migrant worker’ and ‘expat’, and how those two experiences differ vastly in Hong Kong.

There is an inherent loss in trying to describe something Cantonese in English, but this book is about living in the gap between those languages, and I hope it expresses something true about that experience.




Prologue

Fourteen Songs

The current pulled me under again one rainy night in East London. It was April, as it always is when my life changes.

I was playing a show, a live band show. It was my own show, the last performance under the name of my alter ego, my artist identity. I’d been playing under this name for almost two decades, ever since I first began entering open mics at my university student bar. Emmy the Great – it was a lot. But it was mine, a stage persona, a little slice of artifice that somehow allowed me to be the most real version of myself.

Tonight, I was letting that persona go.

At the piano, I took my seat and introduced myself to the audience. I could see my mother, sitting next to my brother and my oldest friend. In the row behind them sat an artist from Hong Kong, the former singer in a band whose song I had once covered. Scanning the seats, I saw faces I recognised – friends, old neighbours, people who had become dear to me through years of playing shows for them.

‘Welcome to my mid-life crisis,’ I said, my fingers landing on the keys, cherishing them. ‘We were going to run over a cardboard cut-out of Emmy the Great, but we didn’t have the budget.’ Light laughter. I’d dropped this line into conversation three times already today, trying to hone an opening gambit that wasn’t a total bummer, like the way I felt right now. If I could cancel the show, and hold on to the name, I would.

In the dressing room, under the critical eye of my mother, I’d scraped my hair into a passable bun. With medicine and clear tape, I had successfully held back the cold sore that had bloomed on my lip at the beginning of the week. Earlier, in the venue’s foyer, I’d bumped into a mum I knew from my daughter’s nursery whose shocked expression had shown me I looked like death. Since then, I’d washed my face and put on a better outfit, but tension remained. I was both grieving and officiating a death. I was the dying, too.

There were fourteen songs left on the set list. Some of them were new; I could not explain to anyone the logic of writing new songs for a last show. I could not explain anything about why I was here, in a public forum, doing something that felt so unnatural. All I knew was that, of late, my artist identity had begun to feel like a separate person to me.

I wondered if she would actually disappear, exit my body, and cease her angry rattling that had begun in the indoor years of the pandemic. Or if she would simply rest, retire to a little pasture somewhere in my mind, make daisy chains or start brewing hops.

What would happen to me, once she was gone? What would I do with her songs? They were laid out in front of me now, written in black pen and taped to the floor. Each song brought to mind a different time of life in which the stage name had accompanied me. Soon, I would begin the opening song of my first album, its awkward waltz rhythm always forcing my voice into a younger, more naive timbre.

At a certain point, the set would transition towards the newer songs, including the ones I had written for today. They were more comfortable to sing, they suited my voice better. It was as though, in the early days, I’d thrived on feeling out of place, and chosen melodies that would push my small throat to its limits. The old me hadn’t liked herself. She’d tried to obscure her origins, telling people only half of what the songs were about. Without meaning to, the set list tonight would document how she’d reached self-acceptance, which, in my case, meant singing in Cantonese.

‘I’m writing a memoir,’ I told the audience, hoping for a little cheer. I wanted their approval, and wanted some assurance that it would not go away completely tomorrow. For a year now, I’d been writing a book about Cantopop, the music of Hong Kong. By now, my most regular audience members would know that I had listened to it as a child, since it was something I talked about onstage. But I had always been selective in my sharing. A cover, a translation in Cantonese here and there. This final appearance would be different.

I had come to England at eleven, where I had abandoned fluency in my mother tongue, in a bid to not stick out. At twenty-one, the year I chose the stage name, I would blush if you mentioned Hong Kong, perhaps make a joke about it. But secretly, I listened to its music, trying to hide all traces of it as I composed my music in English, the language of my father.

A poet friend, Sarah, once called Cantopop ‘humid’. I cannot think of a better way to describe its close harmonies, its muggy notes. The music of Hong Kong was a climate, the kind of weather that turned to longing once it lived in your memory. Now, at thirty-nine, I was going to admit to the longing. Tonight, I would import the atmosphere of Hong Kong into this creaky room in an old municipal building in Hackney.

I had visited Hong Kong recently, and collected some sounds that were now waiting on a drum pad to be triggered. I had a nineties Cantopop classic, by Faye Wong, lurking in the second half. On the side of the stage, my friends Jenny and Eva were waiting to sing a Cantonese lullaby and the new songs, which were in both English and Cantonese and had been written based on a rule – no hiding, no prioritising one self over the other.

This was where we had arrived, the twenty-one-year-old Emmy and I. The right place for it to end, in this room of beloved people, my harmonies plotted out in jyutping.

I was going to be all right, after this. All I had to do was make it through the set. When we rehearsed it, it took around an hour, but performance time is elastic. It is like labour. I would let the hour whizz by, and last forever. I would find a way to release all the people that I had been – each attached to a song – into the air. Then I would go home, and I would start over. If I had learned anything in the last eighteen years, it was to go where the water takes you.




Part One



HEAVENLY KINGS




ONE

Love You Endlessly

It was 1995, and the ‘Rachel’ cut was sweeping the world. My mother drove me to a hair salon in Admiralty, Hong Kong, and I asked for a different celebrity haircut. I was eleven. Mum was treating me to a new look because I was about to graduate primary school.

It was early summer; by August, my family would live in a different country. We were moving to Sussex, England, after a lifetime spent in Hong Kong. To mark the looming changes, I requested something bold. But it wasn’t the layered bob that would launch Jennifer Aniston as a comic actor and shampoo spokesperson. It was shorter and, in Hong Kong, more recognisable.

‘Are you sure?’ asked the stylist, Mum’s friend.

‘Yes, please, Auntie Caroline,’ I confirmed.

She began to snip. Dark hills of hair formed around my feet as the adults chatted. An hour later, I exited the salon sporting a handsome bowl cut, parted in the middle like curtains. It was the haircut of a god. Specifically: Aaron Kwok, one of the Four Heavenly Kings of Cantopop.

‘Do you like it?’ I asked my mother.

‘It’s exactly what you wanted,’ she replied.

Driving away, we passed an ad featuring Aaron, who leaned on his arm in a black waistcoat and white t-shirt. The billboard was the entire length of the flyover, so that he floated above Wan Chai like the living deity that he was, in clean focus while the buildings below him blurred in the heat.

‘Dui ni ai ai ai bu wannnn …’ I sang, my head ringing with his best-known song. The staccato rhythm of ai, the Mandarin word for love, always made me shimmy my shoulders. In the car, I reached my hand out, to make a swoop, like Aaron did in his signature dance. Hitting the windscreen, I shot a glance at Mum to see if she was annoyed. But her eyes were on the road.

Familiar landmarks flew past, until we had crossed the harbour, leaving the island of Hong Kong for the New Territories. We drove through Kowloon, the district where Mum grew up, and burrowed through the craggy belly of the Lion Rock Tunnel, which led to the countryside. All the way, the blue signs displayed the name of our destination in English and Chinese. Sha Tin, a rural town near to the border of China, was home.

He arrived with the opening bars of ‘Love You Endlessly’, its silky strings inviting the image of Aaron, floating towards the mortal realm on a cloud. That seductive entry would soon speed up into a feast of jazzy trumpets, announcing the tempo of his character. Young, talented and prolific, Aaron Kwok was a Kowloon jewellery clerk who became a dancer through a TV training programme. A casting for an advert in Taiwan led to his first album – and that song, which meant that I, and everyone in Hong Kong, would always know the Mandarin for ‘I love, love, love you without end …’

I was eight that year, watching Aaron on TV for the first time, as he performed the mid-air splits in his music video, his fist pumping to the beat. He was a phenomenon. After the record he made in Taiwan sold a million copies, Hong Kong wanted him back, and he returned, like a dutiful son, swapping from singing in Taiwan’s Mandarin to the Cantonese dialect of home.

So, the sound of my childhood began, with its drum fills and brash guitars; stadium choruses, harmonies as slick as hair gel. In 1992, Aaron performed a televised event in Hong Kong, along with three other popular male singers – Andy Lau, Leon Lai and Jacky Cheung. To introduce them, the broadcaster borrowed the name of a quadrant of Buddhist deities, elevating their careers to a celestial plane with his flash of poetry.

In Buddhist mythology, the Four Heavenly Kings watch over each cardinal direction. They are said to reside on the four continents surrounding Mount Shumisen, home of the Buddha, where they command legions of mythical creatures to protect the Dharma.

The Four Heavenly Kings of Cantopop commanded legions too, of screaming, crying fans. Each of them released multiple albums a year, starred in films, TV dramas and adverts, and sold out the Hong Kong Coliseum for days and nights consecutively. They defined the culture of the early nineties, not only in Hong Kong but in Chinese communities across the world, so that the era of their music-making would always be remembered as a ‘golden age’, when Hong Kong had a billion-dollar music industry.

All my life, I had been prepared for impermanence. We, as a city, were counting down to when, in two years, Hong Kong would be ‘returned’ to China and cease its status as a British colony. I knew viscerally that empires ended. But the Kingdom of Aaron, Andy, Leon and Jacky was not temporary to me. I could barely remember when they weren’t ubiquitous, these superhumans whose voices rang through public spaces, whose faces lit up screens and lined walls, glowing with the authority to sell you a song, a movie, a type of mooncake.

On the weekends, I’d been to houses with MTV Asia, where I’d watched music videos by nineties boybands like New Kids on the Block and the Backstreet Boys. I’d learned to catalogue each member for his trademark features – the smooth-chinned innocent or the bad boy with a light goatee – and silently chosen my favourites, which I knew to be my right both as a consumer and as an adolescent girl. The Four Heavenly Kings, whose music played on the terrestrial Cantonese channels, were not a boyband. They were four individual pop stars, unburdened by the need to develop personalities that distinguished one from the other.

Still, if you wanted to, you could label them. Aaron was the young, energetic one; Andy the serious actor, who had, one year, made so many films he was rumoured to be sleeping in his car. Leon was youthful too, a heart-throb who was carving his own path through a series of movie-like adverts for a telecommunication company. Meanwhile, Jacky was the city’s ‘God of Song’. While the others split their energies, he focused on the craft of singing, making relatively few forays into film. His approach made him the bestselling musical artist of the four.

If I had a preference, it was Aaron for his energy, and Leon for the ads. But only Aaron had reached icon status in the realm of haircuts, so it was he who accompanied me, via our shared look, through my final months in Hong Kong.

When we got home, I ran to my room, and took out my Aaron Kwok cassette. The cover was a deep red, and he jutted his square jaw towards me, eyes wide. He was about fifty per cent hair.

I appraised myself in the mirror. Aaron’s hair was silky and straight; mine thick and prone to blooming in the subtropical climate. As soon as we’d stepped out of the air-con into the street, it had ballooned into a mushroom. The mirror showed me a toadstool with legs, like the ones I stamped on in Super Mario Land. My face was not heart-shaped like Aaron’s, but a plump oval. But I was not a savvy or self-aware pre-teen who could tell the difference. Confidence fluttered through me, for I felt myself to be incredibly stylish.

I had a stereo: a silver globe with a CD player and a cassette deck. It had sat in the centre of my small desk for as long as I’d had my own room. Now, I fed it the cassette and Aaron’s husky tenor filled the air. The album was recent, and Cantonese, since I preferred the strand of his output that I could understand. My favourite song was slow and lamenting. I sang along to the lyrics, which were pleading. ‘How could I let you go?’ I emoted. ‘If you left, you would never come back.’

In the other room, my younger sister and brother were watching TV and playing. I had passed them on the stairs, and my sister had met my eyes hopefully, in case I might join them. But I was older than her by four years, and I had more important things to do. I took out a pen and contemplated drawing, or writing a story. The music washed away the vroom vrooms from my baby brother, who was five, pushing around his chrome cars, and the shouts of my mum, calling up the stairs.

In our house, there was always noise, and people coming and going. My dad was a specialist in Chinese art, who conducted his business from our home, entertaining clients or giving lectures to students interested in the fields of his research. There were often artists in his office, ink painters whom he represented as an agent. They were kindly and old, and had taught Dad how to paint. He spent his evenings with inks and xuan paper, brushing vast mountain ranges onto their textured surfaces.

Mum worked from home too, running Dad’s business along with her youngest brother, Sam, who would arrive in the mornings with a brown leather satchel slung over one shoulder. Mum, Dad and Uncle Sam were always near, but they were busy, so the rhythm of our days depended on Yim and Rung, young women from Thailand who dressed us for school and made our breakfast. They were beloved to me and my siblings, and their impact on our lives felt immeasurable. I had recently begun to notice that, in Hong Kong, Yim and Rung were treated differently from other people. In some buildings, they were required to take service elevators; in the airport, they stood in a separate queue. There was something in how a visitor to our house might hand them a coat without speaking a word or looking them in the eye, or how, when Yim and I were out together, a cashier might speak to her in a different tone than how they spoke to my mother. But we would be parted soon, before I had the words to name what I had noticed, before I could say that I was sorry about it.

My sister was a sweet, tactile little dreamer, born with a learning disability that it was my mother’s mission to understand. Every day, she led my sister through exercises on a balancing ball, suggested by a therapist to improve her coordination. My sister wore glasses with coloured lenses during these exercises, one red and the other green. My brother, my little buddy, was calm and patient, used to slotting himself in around our sister’s needs and my expectation as the eldest to lead when we played. But recently, I’d been spending more time alone, in my room, as I was now. The song switched, and I had a thought, so I took from my drawer a polka-dot diary with a coded lock.

In Cantonese, I wrote that it was weird to be leaving. There were people here I had known all my life, and soon I would not see them again. Written Cantonese had an improvisational feel, and I’d learned it not from school but from other kids. On the side of certain words, I scribbled mouth radicals to indicate they were being used phonetically. Usually, I only wrote Cantonese when I was writing about school, but today I slipped into it naturally, having forgotten the distinction between the two languages that coexisted in my brain.

We lived in Pine Villas, a neat collection of eight identical pink houses announced by a red arch displaying the name in English and Chinese. My bedroom window overlooked the wetlands, crossed by a thin river, its grasses speckled with wild buffalo. In the summers, I would see the strips of orange in the faraway peaks, mountain fires raging alone until the whirr of propellors crossed our home, and a lonely helicopter flew towards them with its single bucket of water.

Pine Villas was idyllic, a suburban dream transplanted into wild countryside, and it was safe for me to explore on my own. At the end of our driveway was a stern, concrete Christian compound, where I cycled to smuggle American snacks to a girl called Po. The children in our neighbourhood pooled resources. I played Street Fighter II with Eugene next door, and, after a short bike ride down a concrete slope, visited Zi Kwan, whose parents owned a massage chair. Further down the lane was Kau To Village, a protected indigenous village and ancestral home to a Hakka community dating back to pre-colonial times. We were not to go as far as the village without our parents, on account of the distance and the stray dogs along the way.

At the end of the drive, there was a papaya tree with a heart carved into its trunk, where I used to wait for the school bus. When I was seven, the bus skidded during a rainstorm on the way back from school, flipping onto the concrete-reinforced hillside. The girl sitting next to me was flung from the window and had not returned to school since. Whenever I passed the papaya tree, I would remember running in the rain, heavy drops falling onto my eyelashes and pounding against my schoolbag, which was still looped over my shoulders. Some construction workers shouted at me, and I knew to get in their truck. I could trust people in Hong Kong. I knew to get in the strangers’ truck and let them drive all the way back to Pine Villas. Mum and Dad were out, but Uncle Sam ran from the entrance, bundled me into his arms and carried me inside.

After the accident, I didn’t take the bus. Instead, Dad drove me through the Lion Rock to my school in Kowloon Tong. He told me stories of talking animals, and a girl with my name who could reach their world through a magic cave. We passed the Amah Rock, a boulder high on the mountain in the shape of a woman with a child on her back. She had carried her baby to a point overlooking the water to wait for her fisherman husband. They’d turned to stone; I guess he was lost at sea.

If my father was lost at sea, Mum would wait for him on a mountaintop. We all knew how she’d waited ten years for Dad to settle down, through cycles of break-ups and reconciliations. I had been up late, listening in at dinner parties, and heard my mother’s perfectly rehearsed account of their courting, a menthol cigarette dangling from her fingers. Mum would say that she thought Dad was too skinny when they met (pause for laughter). He left her twice, and once she had to collect him from the Mandarin Oriental hotel (Mum’s voice changes, Dad looks away). Fortunately the other women had now aged badly (laughter, love wins the day!). In our family, a story that was entertaining was more important than a story that was precise, but no matter how many times this one evolved, the pulsing truth at its centre was our mother’s devotion.

When my parents finally got married, it was on a holiday in Bali, where Dad surprised Mum with her own wedding. It was so impromptu, the guests were drafted in from the local village, and the certificates were drawn in felt-tip, by a child. In their wedding photos, my parents were wearing loose white linen, their hair long like hippies. Now, they lived in Pine Villas and had three children. Though my dad had a ponytail like John Lennon, no one would mistake them for hippies now. Their way of life had been crystallised in the eighties, a giddy time in Hong Kong, famous for its economic growth.

I would later come to think of them as ‘yippies’, part yuppy, part hippy. They knew how to enjoy their lives, their dinner parties and gallery openings. I loved the sight of Mum getting ready at her bathroom mirror, that growing anticipation as she chose her jewellery and shoes.

Dad was the storyteller, the painter, the singer of lullabies. When he wasn’t working, he was relaxed and playful. But my mother, who ran the family business and household at the same time, was never on a break. Her devotion could hold you too tight, and every detail of our lives, from the food we ate and the activities we took part in to the length of our fingernails, was plotted by her. Above all, she showed her love by feeding us well. When we were late to the table, or if my sleeve found its way into the rice bowl, she was sharp. When I came inside from playing, she demanded to feel my hand. If my palm was chilly, I earned her displeasure.

Mum was sharp, but also soft. She let me watch Cheers in bed with her, when I should have been doing my homework. When she was angry, I could make her laugh and she would lose her train of thought. My brother and I knew that humour was a useful tool to hone. In a single quip, we could change the weather of her mood, and a treat once banned could slip through her limits.

Sometimes, when Dad played the guitar, or sat at his piano, I would think that he was John Lennon, since I could see no difference in their starry power. His presence was elevating – but, without Mum, we simply wouldn’t exist. She was the life source that we could not go without, and it was her approval I longed for. I was not tidy like her, or well dressed. I frequently got dirt on the clothes she bought for me, or wrinkled them. I did not have her social skills and, as I grew, I struggled to live up to her expectation that I should be as well loved by my friends as she was by hers.

When she asked me to read her letters to the bank, to check her English, I felt useful and proud. If she rowed with Dad, I made myself available as her confidante. Above all, I considered myself the keeper of her stories, which I cross-checked against sepia photographs in the albums outside my bedroom door. I knew the pressures that turned her stern, and about the terrible thing that had happened that meant she was stronger than the rest of us.

Mum had grown up in Ho Man Tin, Kowloon, the second of five children. In order, they were Dora, Mum, Eleanor, Ron and Sam. My grandparents, Gung Gung and Po Po, were migrants from Shanghai, who had fled during the Second World War. Po Po had been a bus conductor in Shanghai, but in Hong Kong she stayed home with the children. Gung Gung, who had a university education and spoke a little English, found a clerking job in a shipyard. Mum had a carefree childhood, living in an old building full of neighbours and other children.

Then, when Mum was my age, Gung Gung lost his job. After that, he was unwilling to find work below his station, so Po Po and the older children assembled plastic flowers at home, bringing them back to the factory for pay. The family moved. For a while, they struggled to buy food. Mum says that they ate cold noodles with soy sauce for their meals, and that, to this day, she cannot stand the taste of cold noodles. Later, I would understand how this period of her life had affected her relationship with food – how she obsessed over our meals, what we ate and how much. Food, to Mum, was safety.

At sixteen, she left school for an office job. Along with Dora, she supported the family, and continued to do so now, employing Sam and smoothing out disagreements between Dora and Ron, who still lived together in the tong lau apartment the family moved to when Gung Gung died.

Mum was closest to Eleanor, with whom she had shared a bed as a child. They were only a year apart, kindred spirits with wild-child attitudes, both interested in colourful clothes and attending dances and parties.

When Eleanor left school, she made her way to England, training to become a hairdresser. The summer she turned twenty-four, while visiting Hong Kong, she died suddenly from an aneurysm. A month later, a friend of hers from England came to pay his respects to the family. He brought his boss, a dealer in Chinese art, who was my dad.

I always wondered, could Mum have ever lived without my father, who arrived in her life just as she needed him the most?

Sometimes, I would dig through her office desk for her chequebook. I needed to trace her signature, so I could sign the slips from school saying I’d missed my homework assignment. In the desk drawer she kept Eleanor’s passport photo, which I inevitably held in my hand and studied. My aunt looked more like me than Mum, with the same wide jaw and hooded eyelids. At times, I had held the photo to my face, and asked myself if I was my mother’s sister, reincarnated. I liked to think of myself as her successor, at least.

In a way, people reincarnate even in their current lives. When she met Dad, Mum’s English name was Nora. He told her that her Chinese name Xuemei – meaning ‘snow blossom’ – was beautiful. After that, everybody called her Blossom.

The Monday after my haircut, Dad dropped us off at school. My sister and brother were now old enough to attend, too, but they shuffled along the Astroturf path for juniors, and I stepped alone onto the basketball court that led to the five-storey building of the main school. I could hear ping-pong balls echoing from the tables in the covered PE area, bright and bouncy above the shouts and yells of other games. When the bell rang, we stood in line under a blazing sun, practising obedience before we filed up the concrete steps to our classroom on the top floor.

I’d been a student at the school since I was five. For a long time, I was one of only two ‘foreign’ people in the school – known as gweimui or ‘ghost girl’. The other girl was Juanita, and she didn’t count, even though she had pale blonde ringlets, because she had grown up in a mission, and spoke perfect Cantonese.

In fact, I was not just a gweimui. I was half-Chinese, and Cantonese was my joint-first language. But because we mostly spoke English at home, and I didn’t know any slang, my speech had a formal quality that marked me out as different. Until my siblings joined the school, I was the ultimate outsider there. Now, I was the ultimate outsider with siblings who occasionally glanced at me when their class marched past mine.

When I was younger, this didn’t matter. I had friends, Teenie and Carmen, who guided me through Cantonese culture with only light teasing. We had a club for telling ghost stories, and spent playtime acting out characters from Ranma ½, a manga series about a ninja who switches gender after falling into a well. They told me that ‘Miss Clumsy’, my family’s nickname for me, was ‘Miss Dumb Hands and Feet’ in Cantonese. When they called me ‘Miss Dumb Hands and Feet’, it was with love. But now they were in another class, and I spent my days sitting next to Happy, a boy with a resting grimace and aviator-framed glasses who was my tormentor.

Happy and I took our seats and he cracked his knuckles, as though he were a professional bully who had just clocked on for the day. I braced myself for impact, but instead he said, in Cantonese, ‘Nice hair.’

There was no follow-up; it was a simple mark of approval. Much of the student population had Aaron’s hair, girls and boys. We did not question the style and natural influence of Aaron Kwok, the embodiment of what could happen if you worked hard enough at your goals. All year, we had the mantra of kan lik, ‘work hard’. We had discussed the legend of Che Yin, a poor boy of the Jin dynasty who, in lieu of affording lamp oil, studied with the light of fireflies and passed his imperial exams. My school colleagues all hoped for straight As in their final exams this year, to be seeded into the secondary school of their choice. For me, the exams were less important. Though I had been seeded into a convent school with drab brown smocks as a uniform, it meant nothing because my family were leaving Hong Kong.

‘Look at your penmanship.’ Happy shook his head, henpecking resumed, as I took out my exercise book. I ignored him.

‘Have you ever heard of the one-child policy?’ he continued. ‘If your parents were in China, they would be arrested.’

I glowered, hands in my lap. I knew better than to speak, but I thought, We’re about to move to England, actually. Have you ever been to England?

England was the place where I’d spent summer holidays, where I once held a baby lamb and went to Henry VIII’s palace, where I saw actors in Tudor dress. England was where my dad was from, where Monty Python was from, and the ‘silly walk’ that made us hysterical before dinner. England was where we would be, two years from now, when Hong Kong became part of China. Thanks to our British passports, we would avoid the greatest schism our city had ever known – and its consequences, which were unwritten.

On some level, I understood why Happy hated me. It was because I once put my hand up in English class to correct the teacher, who gave me a ‘C’ for English that term. English, which made me an outsider, was also the subject in which I was an unbearable know-it-all. Even the judges at this year’s English oratory competition must have felt this, since they put me in last place. They probably thought it was poor taste of the school to send me as their representative, since I spoke the words glibly, with too much ease.

That day, I’d left the auditorium feeling like a cheat. But later in the year, during sleepaway camp, English became an advantage. My classmates and I were walking to the canteen when a white boy stood in front of us, and yelled, in the American accent of the international schools, ‘No Chinese!’

I had to stand at the front of the line, my arms outstretched to protect those behind me, my face flushing red as I tried out new words I’d heard in the mouths of adults. ‘You can’t tell us what to do! You are a fucker!’

The boy was surprised, so he let us through. For the rest of the weekend, I was a hero. I knew then that my schoolfriends were my community, that I would do anything for them. And, I was overjoyed – because in the boy’s eyes, before I spoke, I was Chinese.

Then we returned home, and I was me again. Half-expat, half-Cantonese. A spy who worked for neither side. Who could blame Happy for his distrust?

‘What do you think of Cream Soda?’ he asked, and I sighed. Happy liked me to be consultant, every time he changed his English name.

‘Yeah, that’s a good name.’

‘Cream Soda Leung.’

‘Go for it.’

We all had two names, just like Aaron was also Kwok Fu Shing, and Leon was also Lai Ming. Mum’s Chinese name was in pinyin on her passport – Xuemei – but when Uncle Sam called her, he spoke in Cantonese, and it sounded like Syut Mui.

When I was at school, my name was Mok Ngoi Ming, but when I got home, it was Emma-Lee. On the weekends, when we hung out with our expat friends, the kids said my name as though it was ‘Emily’. It was only when I was with our family – my mother’s sister, brothers, and my cousins – that my name existed in its natural state, an English name in a Cantonese voice. Eh-ma-lee, like Julie Andrews singing ‘fa-fa-fa’.

‘MOK NGOI MING.’ My teacher’s voice shot into my daydream.

I stood. ‘Sorry, Miss Yip.’

‘Please go to the headteacher.’

It was the end of the year, so I couldn’t possibly be in trouble. With relief, I noted that another girl had been summoned as well, and she was a model student. I trailed her down the stairs to the teachers’ lounge, where I had spent many lunchbreaks standing against the wall. This time, Headteacher Poon called us into her office and told us we had been selected to perform at graduation. I was surprised. When I’d volunteered to play a song on the guitar, which my dad had been teaching me, I’d never expected to be chosen. My face reddened at this unexpected show of favour, and the head smiled at me, kindly.

We rushed back to class in time for break. As we entered the room, I saw that Happy had put my schoolbag in the sink, and was about to run the tap.

I was a natural fan, and had grown up worshipping pop stars. When I was young, my dad would put me on his feet to dance to Paul Simon and Genesis. He had a group of friends, all dentists, that he’d lived with as a young man in Wimbledon, where he grew up. When they visited, they sang skiffle songs on guitar, their voices splitting into harmonies. Dad’s CD collection was open to me, and I used it as a library, listening intently to albums by Elton John or Cyndi Lauper, lost in their lyrics, imagining that I knew everything about the singers themselves, who I usually assumed all lived somewhere near Wimbledon.

Dad didn’t listen to Chinese music, except for the gently plucked guqin pieces he sometimes vibed to while painting, and Mum didn’t use the stereo, preferring to watch TV. I’d encountered Cantopop first on TV dramas, and on the radio when it fell on a Chinese channel. Then, as I got older, kids at school started talking about it, and it gave us common ground. I felt at ease with pop music in a way that I didn’t with any other shared interest.

Cantopop was Hong Kong’s own genre, its sound. It was something to be proud of, just like how we were Asia’s World City, or the Pearl of the Orient. How, on the hoof of a My Little Pony, it said ‘Made in Hong Kong’. It was proof that the city was important, a tourist destination and global banking centre whose pull was disproportionate to its tiny size.

Cantopop lyrics reflected the way people in Hong Kong spoke, in Cantonese sentences peppered with English, or even Mandarin and Japanese. It did not feel awkward to follow its phrases as they jumped between languages, as when ‘Love You Endlessly’ leapt from Mandarin to the English line ‘so we love love love tonight’. It was a mirror to the chatter of our city, its quirks familiar to anyone who had encountered Hong Kong in a meaningful way.

Although everybody knew Cantopop in Hong Kong, there were places where you never heard it. One Saturday, Mum took me out, and I heard Aaron’s voice, blasting through the tinny speakers in a guard’s hut in the car park. Then we entered the icy, air-conditioned atmosphere of the mall, and it disappeared, switched for the muted tones of a piano, playing Western pop songs in light, flavourless muzak form.

We were in McDonald’s, eating Happy Meals under the shade of a grinning plastic tree. Tucking into a Filet-O-Fish, Mum sat at the centre of a glamorous trio of women, with red lipstick and bum bags. They were her friends, Caroline and Debbie, expat women with children the same age as me. Both were English, but Debbie was born and raised in Hong Kong, just like Mum. For reasons I didn’t understand then, Debbie was considered an expat, and Mum a local.

I finished my food and gave my mum a questioning smile, which meant – can I go? Since I was ten, she’d been letting me walk around the mall with Dan, Caroline’s son, and Ash, Debbie’s son. She nodded, and I held out my hand, palm up, with an obnoxious expression. Receiving a Look, I swapped the face for something more grateful. Then she handed me two red hundred-dollar notes, to buy a CD.

Dan, Ash and I took the escalator to Hong Kong Records, on the second floor. I smiled at the cashier, Viktor, as I walked in. He was always patient when we stood at the listening station trying everything on offer on the soft, cushioned headphones. The previous year, he’d sold me my first CD. Mum said that he had known her sister Eleanor; she always spoke to him when she was with us.

The store was divided into the Western section out front, and Cantonese music in the back. As Dan and Ash stopped to examine Green Day’s Dookie, I made a sheepish shuffle towards the back of the room, looking for a new album by Cass Phang, which I’d been discussing in recess with Teenie and Carmen. I’d heard one of the songs on TVB, ‘Awakened from a Dream’, a love song sung with such urgency and desperation that it made my heart ache as though I had a boyfriend. If I bought the album today, I could keep it next to my Aaron tape, my Leon tape, and the CD by Emil Chau which I’d got because of another desperately romantic ballad.

I could listen to Cass, swoon and feel intense emotions, singing along to the rise and fall of the melody. I could pretend to be the ballerina in the Emil Chau video, who runs down a spiral marble staircase as he tearfully lets her go.

Cass’s album in my hand, I walked to the counter, where Dan and Ash were now moshing to a Green Day song that played over the speakers. Both my friends went to international school, where they studied in English and Mandarin. They knew the Four Heavenly Kings; Dan was the first of us to get an Aaron cut. Because ‘Love You Endlessly’ was in Mandarin, kids at their school could sing it better than I could. But I’d been to birthday parties recently, and seen the protective layer of irony that older kids at international schools wore. They did Aaron’s dance with a cynical sheen over their face, as though it were a joke.

So, as I placed my Cantopop CD onto the counter for Viktor to scan, I looked away from my friends, afraid to make eye contact before burying it in my bag.

A month later, at my graduation ceremony, I sit on the stage with my dad’s giant acoustic guitar in my arms. When my time comes, I walk to the front of the hall. We are wearing the pink and blue sailor outfits of our summer uniforms. I sit at the microphone, looking out to a sea of pastel stripes.

My classmates are shushed into silence as I begin to sing. It is unusual to share this much of myself with them, singing unselfconsciously in whole English sentences. But it is a different sort of day. We will never again stand in line in the playground, and my dress, which I am bursting out of due to a recent growth spurt, will soon hang in a wardrobe, saved from the bin by a rare surge of sentimentality from Mum. I strum the only song I know, singing, ‘Hang down your head, Tom Dooley, poor boy, you’re bound to die …’

‘Tom Dooley’ is a folk song about a man condemned to the gallows. Dad picked something simple, to show me that you only need three chords to write a song. It isn’t an ideal graduation message, but that doesn’t cross my mind as I settle into the performance and begin to play faster. The guitar lessons have helped me regain confidence this year; the chords Dad taught me weave me into the relaxed state of being at home. As I finish, there is applause, and I trot with light steps to my place at the back of the room.

When the ceremony is over, Mum arrives to pick me up. I hug Teenie and Carmen tight, but I don’t see Happy, so I don’t say goodbye. In an effort to resolve the ending, I come up with a fantasy. Perhaps one day I will be a singer, and he will hear about me somehow, and feel regret for everything he did.

By July, my parents had thrown their last dinner party. In their circle of expat friends, everybody was packing up their lives, moving to the countries where they used to spend their summer holidays.

Dan and Ash would soon be in Australia and Singapore. The city we knew – where we ate McDonald’s, went to the beach and took karate lessons – would cease to exist.

But I was the lucky one. I had my mother’s family, the Lees. My Hong Kong family had not even considered leaving, and they didn’t have dual citizenship or British passports like us. Uncle Sam’s life would remain the same, with Aunt Amy and my cousin Sammy. Aunt Dora would stay at Po Po’s apartment in Kowloon City, where Mum once lived with four generations of us, when Dora’s son Jaguar was a baby and Tai Po, her great-aunt, was still alive.

These days, its only inhabitants were Dora, Jaguar and Ron, who left at night to drive his emerald-green taxi. But, at the last dinner before we left, everybody piled into the tiny space. I took in the scent of the black leather sofa, the mothballs that mingled with Ron’s Marlboro Reds, and the incense from the faded kitchen god in his red shrine. From the kitchen, Po Po had once produced festival dishes, turnip cakes for spring, and zhong in the summer, but tonight we sat where we could, and ate takeout that Mum had picked up on the way.

After dinner, my cousins took me to an arcade nearby. The room was dark and filled with smoke and the sounds of the machines, which flashed with coloured lights according to the action on the screens. A man behind a glass counter took our twenty-dollar notes and handed us rolls of one-dollar coins from the pile next to his ashtray. Over the speakers, Aaron’s voice was being obliterated by the crashes and glitches of the beat-’em-up games.

I’d followed my cousins around to video game arcades for as long as I could remember. Sometimes, they gave me the controls and talked me through the moves so that I could deliver supercharged blows in Street Fighter II. Tonight, I just wanted to watch Jaguar, who was, to my mind, the most talented video game player in the world. I had once seen his initials on a Top Player scoreboard.

Sammy and I gathered around Jaguar as he ascended the levels on Street Fighter II, cheering with each KO called in his favour. Jaguar was cool and unfazed as Ryu, his fingers conjuring power moves. He had a Super Nintendo and a Sega Mega Drive at home, and had shown me levels on Super Mario World I could only dream of reaching. I had a Mega Drive too now, and my favourite game was Wonder Boy, a platform game with a mythical narrative. I knew my cousins loved me unconditionally, because they always let me play Wonder Boy when I wanted to. They didn’t complain when I died and had to start the whole game again. When we spent time together, there was no sense of obligation, even though they were teenagers now and ought to find me boring. I wished fervently they were coming with me to England, but I knew that nothing would change between us.

When Jaguar was finally beaten, we walked back in twilight to Po Po’s, where he unearthed Dragon Ball Z manga from under his bed to keep me occupied while the adults wrapped up their evening.

At the end of the night, I walked with my mum and siblings towards our car, passing the pungent fishy smell of a Hong Kong drain. Each shop we passed was lit and active, emitting traces of famous songs from inside each doorway – Leon sang in English that he was born in Beijing, a man and a woman duetted in Mandarin about marrying tomorrow. On a street corner was a basket of turtles, piled high outside a turtle soup stall. Their bodies were wrapped in cord made of banana leaves, but they were writhing. Their pain was a colour, a dark, pallid green.

The night was alive with neon signs. Neon, my city’s signature element, was a sound. It gave a high, imperceptible whistle, signalling to some bright magic at the edge of my perception.

From the scented air of a Korean fashion store, a song floated towards me. I heard Faye Wong’s voice, slow and feathery, delicate like glass. She sang that she was a sensitive woman, exceptionally so. ‘Don’t come and go, please cherish my heart.’

I stood there, entranced by Tsim Sha Tsui in the summer night, by thoughts of my family nearby. Mum beckoned from the car. I ran towards her, and slid into the backseat. She checked my seatbelt, then the door slammed and the music outside was silent.
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