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PART ONE

Evil comes at leisure like the disease; good comes in a hurry like the doctor.

G.K. Chesterton




1 In the Shadow of the Dam

BROCHU, CHILE, SOUTH AMERICA, 2014

The town was sleeping. No sign of dawn except for the occasional squawk of a hopeful cockerel from a far-off farm. Jags slowed and brought the Chevy to a stop in the gravel lay-by next to a pockmarked green metal sign announcing your imminent arrival in Brochu. He switched off the engine and stared down at the town. The moon was bright and just a sliver short of full. Brochu looked all right in this light, he thought. Like any other Chilean shithole town, anyhow. Maybe even a little prettier than most – picturesque – seeing as how you had the foothills of the Andes mountains there in the background and the river running through. He lit a cigarette and cracked the window open, letting the smoke out and a blast of cold early morning air in. He took a long drag on his Marlboro. This must’ve been what Brochu looked like back in the old days. Rolling hills, a river running through the valley, sleepy little town with a handful of stores, surrounded by farms. He glanced at his watch – in an hour from now you’d see things differently. You’d see the deep scars cut into the mountain, you’d notice that the river wasn’t running right. Most of all, you’d figure out that that dark shadow in the middle distance wasn’t another hill, but rather the steep side of a one hundred and eighty metre-high dam, containing one thousand, seven hundred tons of toxic shit. If the dam broke – earthquake, structural failure, whatever – then the people of Brochu had ten minutes to run like hell before all that shit landed smack on their heads. That’s why, on his regular visits, Jags took a room at a guesthouse outside of town. The drive back was a pain, especially when he had to start early, like today, but it was worth it – for peace of mind. Nothing was more important than peace of mind. He took a couple more drags then flicked the half-smoked cigarette out of the window. He pulled a notepad and pencil from inside his bomber jacket and wrote.

Through a car window

A moonlit mining town, hills

No one awake but me

He counted the syllables off on his thick fingers.

‘Bullshit.’ He looked again at his scribbled poem, flipped the pencil and erased the last line. Tried again.

Through a car window

A moonlit mining town, hills

One man awake, me

He read it through again, out loud. ‘Nah.’ Jags shut the notebook and stuffed it back inside his jacket. Stupid to try and write something decent when he was on a job, working to a deadline and with his mind whirring. One thing at a time. He clicked the glove compartment open and pulled out a white plastic carrier bag. A handful of blurry-looking photographs tumbled out of an envelope and fell to the floor; Jags picked them up and put them back in the glove. Inside the plastic bag were half a dozen mobile phones, a variety of makes, shapes and sizes. He tipped them out onto the passenger seat and shuffled through them. Each phone had a sticker on the reverse with dates and three-letter codes written on them, all in upper case: LAX, LHR, PEK, JRS, SCL … He found the phone he was looking for and switched it on; its blue screen reflected off the windscreen and lit the car. Jags turned the brightness down, selected his contacts and scrolled down until he found the name he was looking for. He scratched at his stubbled cheek, constructing as short a sentence as possible in one language before translating it into another, then he typed. Hora de trabajar. He checked the time once more and pressed send. The message left his phone with a satisfying swishing sound and made its digital way a mile and a half down the road into Brochu.

Pablo Mistral ate no breakfast. Better to throw up a mug of sour coffee than a plateful of egg and bread and onions, and he almost always threw up. The nature of the work he did for the American, combined with a weak stomach, made it all but inevitable. He filled a saucepan with water from the plastic jerrycan, lit the gas hob and walked back down the short hall to his bedroom to get dressed while the water boiled. He edged round the double bed in the direction of the metal roll-along clothes rail that held his and his wife’s clothes. Francesca had been full of praise when Pablo first bought the rail and brought it home, but in recent months its limitations had become obvious. The only place to put it was alongside the bed, hard against the wall, and the wall was damp. Francesca had sewn a cover for it out of recycled fertiliser sacks, scrubbed clean, but the damp somehow worked its way through this as well. He pulled a musty-smelling sweatshirt and shirt from their hangers, together with his best pair of jeans. The clothes he wore when working for the American were different from the clothes he wore at the mine, smarter, although Mr Jags had never shown any sign of noticing or caring what Pablo wore. He sat down heavily on the end of the bed and pulled his jeans on over his grey long johns. Francesca turned in her sleep and he heard her soft snore. He thought about waking his wife and saying a brief goodbye; also this would allow her to see how early he was up, how hard he had to work. He decided to let her be; he didn’t want to have a pointless conversation or have to explain himself – better just to go. 

He finished dressing then reached for his wife’s hand mirror. His moustache was growing in slowly; a thick black hairy caterpillar covered his top lip, while the attempted handlebars – although a little wispy – were coming along. Pablo had overheard his daughter commenting that the moustache just drew attention to his bulbous nose, rather than distracting from it, which she guessed was the intention. He wet his thumb and finger with his tongue and curled the wisps of handlebar hair upwards. She could go to hell; he was growing the moustache for himself, not to please her. He’d given up trying to please Soledad long ago. Pablo left the room, pulling the door shut behind him. 

Louder snores drifted from behind the next door down the hall. His two teenage boys and their big sister, plus his favourite – ten-year-old Claudio – all still sharing the one room, still in bunk beds. This knowledge pricked at his pride. Three or four more jobs like this morning’s and perhaps they could think about moving to a bigger place. Still in Brochu – everyone who worked at the mine lived in the town – but maybe they could move to the other side. The houses were better there and they’d be a mile or two further from the dam instead of right in the shadow of the devilish thing. He would keep the next envelope of money Mr Jags gave him in his pocket, or give it to Francesca instead of taking it to the bar and spending it all in one go on himself and his fair-weather friends. Or even worse, his mistress. She could spend in a weekend what Francesca would make last a month. Pablo nodded his head vigorously. He was in complete agreement with this new plan of his. From now on he would save his money and focus on his family: his three boys, the girl and Francesca. He would forget about the other plan – the one that involved airline tickets and passports and the other woman. It wasn’t really a plan anyway. It was a foolish dream.

He made the coffee, pouring the oily film on the top of the boiled water down the plughole before adding the cleaner-looking water to a chipped mug with two spoons of coffee granules and three spoons of white sugar. His boots, black beanie hat and puffer jacket were by the front door, but even with all these on and a mug of hot coffee inside him, it felt bitterly cold out on the street. He stuck his hands in his pockets and trudged through the dark, past one breeze block and tin-roofed house after another, each almost identical to his own. 

Ten minutes of walking and he was on the outskirts of Brochu. Up on the hill, just about visible, thanks to the brightness of the moon, Pablo saw the familiar outline of a Chevrolet and, standing next to it, a hunched form. A man. His master and fellow murderer.




2 Revolution 2.0 

CENTRAL DISTRICT, HONG KONG 

If you loved cities then Hong Kong was heaven, if you didn’t it was a hellish place. Most of the time, Patrick belonged to the former group. But not today. He needed a cup of tea and another dose of painkillers. His blue eyes were bloodshot and his feet throbbed. His feet and his head; a hangover from last night’s session in the bar at the Headland Hotel. He’d started drinking during happy hour but continued long after with his reporter, John Brandon, egging him on. Several pints of beer, then dragon cocktails, then something else that he couldn’t even remember. Sambuca? He remembered it had an aniseed taste to it. Whatever it was, it had been a bad idea. Patrick winced at the memory before consoling himself with the thought that at least he hadn’t let this thumping hangover get in the way of his work. He’d spent the day with a thousand-strong crowd of pro-democracy demonstrators, who had gathered in a park on the edge of the city before marching here, to the Central business district. As they’d walked, their numbers had grown until eventually they had enough people to successfully block an eight-lane highway. In between swallowing paracetamol and getting rained on, Patrick had interviewed dozens of the protestors. One more interview and he’d be done. Just then an earnest-looking young man, a boy really, wearing a dark T-shirt and thick black-rimmed spectacles, shouted in Patrick’s direction.

‘Man from the BBC? Mr Reid? I have some time now if you are ready?’ The boy’s hair was plastered to his head by the rain. The humidity had steamed his glasses and he was squinting to see if Patrick had heard him and was coming. 

‘Yes, thanks. Just call me Patrick, Eric. I’ll be right with you.’

In the course of just a few days, Eric Fung had emerged as the de facto leader of a student-led protest group calling itself Scholastic. Patrick gathered up his stuff and walked over to where Eric and his young comrades were gathered. ‘I can stay here and speak to you, is that correct?’ 

Patrick nodded. The mizzling rain had eased a little and here was as good as anywhere.

‘Sure, I’ll just need to be a bit careful with the levels.’ Eric was standing at the very front of the demonstration, yards from a thick line of Hong Kong police. He was wearing what looked a lot like school trousers and his T-shirt had green fluorescent graffiti-style writing on it, calling for Freedom Now! The cops wore full riot gear and had their shields raised, although Patrick had the feeling that this was largely for show, at least for now. The atmosphere this side of the police line was more festive than threatening, but Patrick had learnt from experience how quickly that could change. Eric and his gang were standing behind a long waterproof canvas banner that read Occupy Central with Love and Peace in English and Cantonese. Patrick slipped his headphones on and asked Eric for his name and title and, while listening to the answer, adjusted the levels on his digital tape recorder. When that wasn’t quite enough, he asked the hardy perennial question about breakfast. Eric frowned. ‘It was an awfully long time ago, but I had a boiled egg for my breakfast.’

The levels looked fine.

‘Great, so here we go. Eric Fung, what makes you think that Hong Kong’s pro-democracy protest can succeed when so many other similar movements have failed?’ Listening to his own voice though the headphones, Patrick was aware that he sounded tired. More than tired in fact – cynical. Eric, by contrast, was upbeat.

‘I believe that we have learnt useful lessons from North Africa and the Middle East. We are resolute.’ As he spoke his fellow revolutionaries nodded and passed around the hand sanitiser. Patrick had noticed that the Hongkongers’ revolutionary fervour came coupled with a deep-seated fear of germs. Earlier, he’d watched as wave after wave of protestors – marching hand in hand – arrived at the gridlocked stretch of motorway and promptly reached into their backpacks for baby wipes and hand gel. The ever-entrepreneurial locals had noticed this too, and there were makeshift stalls selling hand sanitiser, a variety of snacks and, of course, plastic umbrellas of every conceivable colour; the brighter they were the better they sold. The umbrella had become the symbol of this new revolution and it was a powerful one. But it would take more than plastic umbrellas to defeat the Hong Kong authorities and, at their back, the Chinese state. Patrick pressed his young interviewee on this point.

‘The protestors I met in Tahrir Square were resolute too. The young Egyptians that we called Generation Revolution now refer to themselves as Generation Jail. Why will things be any different here?’

Eric nodded. ‘Hong Kong has a long history of protest. We are good at this. We know how to organise and we understand that success will take time. This is a process, not a moment. We understand that.’ 

Patrick could see why these kids had picked Eric to represent them. He was impressive.

‘I heard the same thing in Cairo and Istanbul, in Bahrain. I heard people saying similar things in Ukraine just the other week.’

Eric pushed the thick bottle-top glasses back up the bridge of his nose and smiled.

‘Perhaps you are an unlucky charm, Mr Reid? I hope you’re not here to bring us bad luck …’ He smiled at his colleagues. Patrick got the impression that Eric didn’t often crack jokes. ‘Maybe I should be asking you the questions. Why do you think all those other protests failed?’ Patrick shrugged. ‘If we can learn these lessons then we might have a better chance of success.’ 

Patrick shook his head.

‘I’m better at asking questions than answering them I’m sorry to say.’ He asked a few more and Eric did a good job of answering them. They had learnt lessons from other protest movements, a few at least, although Patrick still sensed a certain naivety, especially in the rather amateurish the way they were communicating with each other and organising themselves – text message and Facebook and so on. It reminded him of things he’d seen in Turkey and some of the mistakes the protestors had made there. Deadly mistakes as it had turned out. But he had the quotes he needed and he’d rained on these idealistic Hongkongers’ parade long enough. He thanked Eric, slipped his headphones down around his neck and switched off the digital recorder. Once it was off, Eric relaxed and his manner became less formal.

‘I meant what I said about being interested in what you have seen elsewhere. In Egypt and Turkey. Perhaps it would be possible to talk again?’

‘Sure.’ It would be useful to have a contact right at the front line of the protests; Patrick had tried to make similar connections in all the countries where he’d been working. He took a BBC business card from inside his wallet and handed it to Eric. Swapping business cards was a popular hobby in Hong Kong, even the students had them, but it seemed Eric Fung was the exception. He pocketed Patrick’s card but offered nothing in return. Patrick got a pen out instead. ‘Do you want to scribble your number down?’

Eric shook his head. ‘I’m in between phones at the moment, but I’ll contact you. I assume you’re staying at the Headland Hotel with all the other media people?’ Patrick acknowledged, slightly reluctantly, that yes, he was.

Hovering nearby and clearly hoping to talk to Eric next was a square-jawed American, a newspaper reporter by the look of him, in camo pants and a black flak jacket with PRESS printed on it in white capital letters. Patrick had seen this guy approach several of the same protestors that he’d been speaking to right after he’d finished talking to them. He’d found this more than a little irritating; going after all the same interviews was either lazy or, at the very least, poor form. If William Carver, his former boss and a journalist of the old school, had been here, he’d have flayed the bloke alive. Patrick checked himself; maybe he was just in a bad mood? Perhaps the guy was new, he had that look about him – all the gear, no idea – that would have been Carver’s verdict. Patrick pushed through the crowd, away from the heart of the demo and found a quieter spot next to a thick white water-filled crash barrier. As he moved, Patrick could feel the American’s eyes following him. He knelt down next to the barrier and studied the digital display on the front of his recording machine, flicking through the audio files and listening back to snatches of some. He had at least ten interviews and plenty of wild track: chanting, the pounding sound of rain on umbrellas, police announcements on a tinny-sounding tannoy, traffic noise. It was more than enough to make a decent radio package. He just needed to dig John Brandon out of bed or prise him away from the bar long enough to write and record his script and he’d be done. Then a hot bath and an early night. Sleep was what he really needed. He packed his kit up, tucked it away carefully at the bottom of his shoulder bag and stood. His own, slightly battered, navy blue flak jacket felt heavy – the thing seemed to absorb water like a sponge – the white cotton shirt he had on underneath was sodden and cold. He walked back down the hard shoulder, past streams of predom-inantly young people, lots of them still wearing school uniforms and carrying umbrellas, striding towards the heart of the demonstration. Eventually the crowds began to thin. Patrick removed his flak jacket and put that in his bag too, then set off in the direction of the harbour and his hotel. 

Hong Kong was unlike any other city he had been to. Every buildable bit of land was built on, every pavement filled with quickstepping pedestrians, every road filled with traffic – long lines of battered Toyotas and flashy Mercedes jostling for space alongside the double-decker buses, red and white taxis and the Hong Kong police weaving between the chaos on flatulent-sounding motorcycles. A labyrinth of flyovers, underpasses, tunnels and towering skyscrapers. It was the evening rush hour now and the streets were a chaos of commuters, food and tea stalls. Patrick smiled, recalling something Carver had told him on a previous visit, the only other time that he’d been to the city, but one of William’s many visits: ‘Fragrant Harbour my arse.’ As different as Hong Kong was from the rest of China – as different as it believed itself to be – as far as Carver was concerned, it still smelt the same. ‘Duck shit, fried food and petrol.’ 

As well as this bouquet, which William had identified, there was also the simple smell of people. Too many people living too close together. Patrick didn’t have a great memory for statistics but he remembered this one … more than seventeen thousand people were squeezed into every square mile of Hong Kong. For a while he just followed the crowd, his face inches from the person in front, more people pushing at his back. A dizzying mix of sweat, bad breath, aftershave and cheap perfume. There was a commotion on the pavement up ahead and a loose knot of Englishmen came crashing through the crowd, stolen beer glasses still in hand. They were mad drunk and drenched with rain, blue shirts stuck to their flabby bellies. Patrick moved to one side and let them pass, staring down at his feet. 

Above the sound of the rain and the traffic he heard the deep basso call of a foghorn from the harbour. He made his way in that direction, up Connaught Road, past the Hing Yip Centre and on. Then he stopped, unsure at first exactly why or rather what had brought him to such a sudden halt. He looked around. In a city where almost everything was strange, something here was familiar. He glanced up and saw that he was standing underneath the sign for Mrs Wang’s – Carver’s favourite Hong Kong café. Last time he was here, William had brought Patrick to Mrs Wang’s for a corned beef bun and milk tea – the best on the island in Carver’s opinion. William had been greeted like the prodigal son. 

Patrick received no such welcome this time, but waiting in line he recognised the owner, an elegant, white-haired woman who was standing at the counter taking orders. William had introduced them. When his turn came, he ordered his food in clunky Cantonese then switched to English.

‘I have been here before.’ 

Mrs Wang didn’t look up from her note making. ‘We are a popular restaurant.’

‘Yes, but not just me. I was here with William Carver.’ Now she looked.

‘You’re here with Car-ver-ah?’ She pronounced every letter in the name, adding syllables. ‘I guessed he would come. Any time there is trouble here in Hong Kong – he comes. Where is he?’ She gazed past Patrick at the rows of plastic tables, scanning the faces. While she looked for William, Patrick studied her. You could still see the young, very beautiful woman in the older woman’s face. If you took the time to look. Patrick wondered how long Carver had been coming here. How long he’d known her. ‘I cannot see him.’

‘No, I’m sorry, it’s just me this time.’

‘Just you? Why is he not here?’ 

Patrick paused, looking for a proper explanation. He paused too long. 

‘Car-ver-ah is dead?’

‘What? No, he isn’t dead. He’s just taking some time off. He’s having a rest.’

The woman tried this idea out for size.

‘Car-ver-ah is having a rest?’ She seemed unconvinced. ‘Why would he want a rest?’ She shook her head. Much more likely that he was dead. A sweaty-faced cook, wearing a hairnet, appeared at the service hatch behind the woman and palmed a hotel reception bell, yelling something that sounded vaguely like Patrick’s order. She went and collected Patrick’s corned beef roll and tea, plated up and steaming hot. She put the food down on a red plastic tray and pushed it across the metal counter.

‘That looks amazing, thank you.’ There was an awkward pause. ‘So, I’ll tell William I was here. I’ll tell him I saw you and that you said hi.’ Mrs Wang shrugged. If this lanky, blond English boy believed that he could commune with the dead then so be it. She nodded politely and turned her attention to the next customer in line.
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