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It is either the beginning or the end

of the world, and the choice is ourselves

or nothing.

– Carolyn Forché




REUTERS … COP 21 – PREVIEW 

With the 2015 United Nations Climate Change Conference just three months away, the organising committee has made its objectives clear. Executive Secretary Christiana Figueres says the Paris summit will deliver a binding and universal agreement on climate, the first in over twenty years of UN negotiations. It is a lofty ambition, but with President Obama and General Secretary Xi Jinping recently agreeing to limit greenhouse gas emissions and Pope Francis’ encyclical letter demanding immediate action to tackle climate change, campaigners believe the political wind is blowing in their direction and hopes are high.




Prologue

MONTSERRAT, THE LEEWARD ISLANDS, 2 SEPTEMBER 2015

‘I’ve got good news and bad news, which d’you want first?’

‘Er …’ 

Christopher placed his coffee cup down on its saucer and considered the question. He glanced around the empty dining room, he and Collins were the Grand View’s only guests and Christopher’s landlady was in the back, frying up some eggs for Collins’ breakfast. ‘… I guess, the good news?’

‘Right you are.’ Collins took his phone from his jeans pocket and put it down on the Formica table. ‘I got an email overnight …’ He pointed at the phone. ‘… telling me that Christopher Baylor’s proposal is green-lit and good to go.’ 

‘They’ve agreed the funding?’

‘They have.’

‘All of it?’

‘Yep.’

‘That’s … incredible. Awesome. I don’t know what to say.’

‘You could kick-off with a thank you.’ 

Christopher’s face flushed red. ‘Yes, of course, I’m sorry.’ He looked across the table at Collins. Met his gaze. Or tried to.

‘Boss-eyed’ – that’s how the Brit described his disability, if it was a disability. Christopher wasn’t sure. He’d googled the term, read about it, learned its medical name, and tried to work out the best, most sensitive way to deal with it. Christopher focussed on the eye that appeared to be looking at him and tried to ignore the other, misaligned eye, which was doing its own thing, dancing up and down in its socket while looking in the general direction of the kitchen. Christopher wished that Collins would put his fancy-looking sunglasses back on; he wore them most of the time. Just not this morning. Collins acknowledged the young American’s obvious discomfort with a smile.

‘You don’t really need to thank me. The big bosses wouldn’t be saying yes if they didn’t think the work you’re doing here had potential. They don’t do charity.’

‘It has got potential. Huge potential. Once we scale it up, I can get ten times the gigawatts anyone else gets. More.’

‘I don’t doubt it. But listen, you haven’t had the bad news yet …’ 

‘Oh, yeah, right.’

‘You’re going to have to put up with a Brummie hanger-on for another day or so.’ Christopher shook his head and shrugged apologetically. He was still having trouble with the Brit’s accent. ‘The company have asked me to stay on a day – take another look at the set-up, more photos. They also want the very latest numbers – what the heat readings are and what you’re harvesting.’

‘That’s okay. We can get all that up at the observatory.’

‘Think of me as a glorified electricity meter reader.’ Christopher saw the hint of a smile on Collins’ face. He smiled too.

‘No, you’re doing yourself down. You know a bunch of stuff about the science.’

‘I know a lot more about volcanoes now than I did the day before yesterday; I’ll give you that.’

‘Yeah, I’m sorry. I’ve probably bored you; I bore most people.’

Once Christopher got going, he could talk about vulcanology and geothermal energy for as long as the person sitting opposite him was willing to listen. His favourite facts usually went down well … the earth is just a big lump of burning rock, floating around in space and it’s trying to cool down. Volcanoes are part of how it does that. The tectonic plates beneath us are always on the move, but slow. They move at the same speed that our fingernails grow – people seemed to like that fact. It was after that, once he got into the detail of how much geothermal power a volcano could produce and how much energy we were wasting by not doing it more effectively – that was when he tended to lose his audience. Not Collins, he had stayed focussed, interested, asked the right questions. He’d soaked up every piece of information that Christopher had given him like a sponge. And he’d obviously presented it to the company effectively as well because they’d agreed to fund him. Five hundred thousand dollars to start scaling up the whole Montserrat project.

‘I should call my mom and dad. I need to tell my supervisor back in Oregon too, she’ll be stoked.’

Collins nodded.

‘Sure, but how about we go up to the observatory and get the boys with the big chequebook what they need, then you can make those calls later?’

‘Sure, of course. Let’s go.’

Christopher Baylor’s office was not neat. He had too many machines for the space that the observatory had allocated him, that was the problem. He liked the old-fashioned equipment just as much as the new digital kit and had rescued and repaired an ancient-looking seismograph soon after arriving on the island. This machine with its pendulum, pen and drum of yellowing paper had pride of place in his office and Christopher studied it first, crouching close to the paper and studying the wiggles and waves.

‘Looks like she’s been pretty quiet the last twenty-four hours.’ 

Collins nodded but said nothing, just watching while Christopher worked, checking the other, more accurate digital seismometers and seismographs before moving to his computer. Logging in, he went to the piece of software he’d written that would compare heat readings across the half-dozen different well heads that he’d drilled as close as possible to Soufrière’s many domes.

‘That’s weird.’

‘What?’

‘I’m not getting any readings from two of these drill sites.’

‘Which ones?’

‘Epsilon and Zeta. The two closest to the crown.’

‘Turn it off and on again?’

Christopher shot Collins a look.

‘That won’t work.’

‘What then?’

‘I’ll need to go up there and see what’s going on …’ He went to check the monitoring machines once more. ‘Hazard level’s only at one. You want to come?’

‘Why not? What was it you said … the volcano’s effusive?’

‘She’s effusive, not explosive. We’ll be fine.’

They drove down the hill from the observatory then up, through some stretches of lush, green tropical forest and on into the exclusion zone. They went past several signs warning of pyroclastic flows and threatening hefty fines but there were no police around and the Montserrat Observatory sticker in the front of the yellow jeep meant they were legit anyway. They parked as far up into Gages as they could before the terrain got too rough to drive and got out to hike the rest. The crown of the volcano was clearly visible, a halo of cloud and ash hovering above it. Montserrat and the rest of the Leewards were experiencing an unusually hot and humid late summer and it wasn’t long before Collins was dripping in sweat. This close to the crown, it felt as though you were being ironed. He was uncomplaining and kept pace with Christopher well enough, the young American only having to stop once or twice to allow the Brit to catch up. He found it much easier to talk to Collins now that he had his Ray-Bans back on.

‘We’re nearly there. I’m sorry about this.’ He smiled. ‘At least you can get some good pictures I guess? Proper close-ups of the well heads. And maybe some of Soufrière too?’

‘Good idea.’

Collins had no intention of taking more pictures. He’d taken plenty when he’d been up here earlier that morning. He looked around to get his bearings. Almost exactly here in fact. The kid was right. They were getting close. 

Christopher reshouldered his bag and began walking again.

‘I’ll fix the kit super-quick and then we can find some shade? I brought enough iced water for the both of us.’

‘Great.’

Collins followed the kid up the mountain, keeping no more than ten feet between them. The rock beneath their feet was mainly pumice, hard to walk on and not what he needed. As they got closer to the well head – as it became increasingly obvious that the site had been vandalised – Collins saw what he was looking for. A chunk of hard black rock, the size of his fist and with a nice sharp edge to it. He picked it up and moved closer. The young American had stopped, he was crouching next to the broken equipment, attempting to understand what had happened and working out how to fix it. Collins adjusted his grip on the blunt end of the rock and raised his arm.




PART ONE

CIRROSTRATUS

cirrus – lock or tuft of hair
stratus – flattened or spread out

Cirrostratus are transparent high clouds composed of ice crystals. They form a veil that covers all or part of the sky. The movement of cirrostratus clouds can help predict subsequent weather patterns.
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LA BARROSA, ANDALUSIA, SPAIN

A quick detour wouldn’t do any harm, screw the company if they thought otherwise. She was an hour ahead of schedule and so close to the sea that she could smell it – that briny Atlantic air swirling around the cockpit, mixed in with the more powerful stink of aviation fuel. Alma pushed the control stick left, taking the old crop-duster across a field of giant white wind turbines and west – towards the ocean and a slow-setting sun. The Costa de la Luz was fully deserving of its name this early September evening. The ocean catching and casting light, painting the whitewashed seaside town of La Barrosa a rose gold. At the stone-built Torre del Puerco, she turned a lazy loop, slowed the plane right down and headed north, with the sun on her left, tracing the coast. She slowed some more, not much above stalling speed and brought the yellow and white Air Tractor low enough that she could see the faces of the people on the playa. Her beach. Down on the broad white sands, brightly coloured kites were snapping and somersaulting in the wind, small children were running around pulling those crudely cut, white polystyrene planes that the beach-sellers sold for a euro a piece. Alma realised she was flying at the same speed, altitude, and distance from the shore that she used to back when she was doing her old job – her first gig as a qualified pilot and still her favourite – pulling advertising messages up and down the beach. Carlos used to help her attach the supermarket ads and birthday greetings to the back of the ‘flying fried egg’ as he called it and wave whenever she flew past the beachfront bar where he worked. She used to start work at noon, be finished by six and the rest of the evening and mornings were hers. All summer long. Maybe she’d go back to doing that? 

The money she’d made working for the crazy Australian these last couple of years meant that the plane belonged to her; she could go back to doing beach work or crop-dusting. She’d had other offers too. She could do whatever she liked. The resignation letter she’d written, translated, and typed up so carefully was in the inside pocket of her denim jacket. She just needed to pluck up the courage to give it to her boss. Maybe she’d do it after this flight, at the debrief – if everything went well. And if he was there. Alma wanted to leave on good terms, but she needed to leave. Her relationship with the company had become too complicated. Her relationship with its owner, even more so. This latest mission was the loco Australiano’s silliest project yet and another good example of why it was time to quit. Alma’s instructions were to fly the crop-duster over a four-hectare area of Spanish military land, going back and forth half-a-dozen times, dumping not fertiliser, or insecticide – but four kilos of diamond dust.

‘Loco.’
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