The Blind Masseurs
There was no natural light. Each shop measured three metres by three. There was enough room for a sewing machine and a rack for clothes, or a desk and bolts of cloth – this was the tailor section. Each booth had a number it was imperative to memorise. Other floors had shop after shop selling souvenir junk. Some were memorable for their outlandish tackiness and craftsmanship: an intricately hand-beaded bag patterned with a popular beer brand; exquisitely carved fake jade and unsubtle pottery.
The idea was to bargain hard. Their starting price was guaranteed to be five times their reserve. There was no Balinese-style happy bargaining: it was stern, terse, lies on both sides, ‘It takes 3 weeks to hand cut these delicate paper shapes!’ was countered with ‘Rubbish, it was made ten at a time with a blade and a template! I could make this myself.’ And on it went – the buyer making to leave, the seller enticing them to stay with a counter offer. It didn’t seem fun; it was desperate on the part of the seller, and degrading on the part of the buyer. Shopping as a blood sport.

One of the reasons we had crossed the border was to have a massage. Massages are curiously expensive in Hong Kong considering the over supply of labour. But perhaps because rents are so high, prices have been driven up. There are, of course, many ‘men’s massages’, but these services are not designed for women.

Ask a local from Hong Kong about going to Shenzen and you will get answers full of trepidation from the conservative; wicked grins from the greedy; and cries of caution and weariness from many. Shenzen is after all a border town. Housing prices drop dramatically compared to a mile south and are easily a tenth of prices on Hong Kong island. Many men keep mistresses over the border. 

So, if you are there for a massage, do you keep your money belt on? It makes for an uncomfortable massage. The essential requirement for a masseur is blindness. Blind people become masseurs because of their touch sensitivity and the privacy it affords customers. It also makes potentially burdensome members of a family into major bread winners, to the point where it is not unknown for a masseur to have bodyguards. 

The blind men and women careen up green fluorescently lit hallways reminiscent of hospitals or mental wards with anonymous numbered rooms, hitting the walls like spinning tops. They were all dressed in identical zip-up tracksuits circa 1972 with stripes down the side. It could have been the Olympic Games village or a modern dance club with particularly strict dress rules. A glimpse into their waiting room revealed groups of them chatting or slurping soup while facing a wall-mounted TV few of them could actually see.

The masseurs talked to one another the entire length of the massage. The girls were chatting about how to tell a real diamond ring from a fake one, an especially strange conversation for the blind. Then they talked about how long their days were: shopping tourists arrived in the day, tired office workers at night and curiously, young people in the mornings. At night these youngsters go to the nightclubs of Shenzen and take Ketamine, the head-shaking drug. By the morning they are tired and want to have their necks rubbed.

I joined the swelling crowds for the perfunctory long and annoying border check before overcrowded trains took me back to Hong Kong. At all times keep your backpack full of junk in front of your body. Pickpockets are everywhere.
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