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For Toy




THE PRISONER LAY IN the damp grass and watched the building. It was in complete darkness. To his left was a line of small planes, standing like soldiers on parade, their noses pointing towards the distant runway. Two of the planes were four-seater Cessnas and he memorised their numbers. A police car sped down the road that ran parallel to the airfield, its siren on and lights flashing. The prisoner flattened himself into the grass, spread-eagled like a skydiver. He closed his eyes and breathed in the fragrance of the wet grass. Dew had coated his beard and he wiped his face with his sleeve. The siren sounded closer and closer and then began to recede. The prisoner lifted his head. It wouldn’t be long before they searched the airfield.


He got to his feet and ran towards the single-storey building. There was a main entrance and a fire exit, and a window that overlooked the parked planes. Two locks secured the main door: a Yale and a deadbolt. The Yale he could pick but he’d need a drill for the deadbolt. He scuttled around the side of the building and checked the emergency exit. There was no lock to pick, but the wooden door didn’t look too strong. A couple of hard kicks would probably do it. The moon emerged from behind a cloud, making the thick yellow stripes that ran down both sides of his blue denim uniform glow.


A truck rattled down the road. The prisoner took a step back from the door, then waited until the truck was close to the entrance to the airfield. When the truck’s engine noise was at its loudest, he kicked the door hard, putting all of his weight behind the blow. The wood splintered, and it gave way on the second kick. He pushed the door open and ducked inside. The keys were in a cabinet mounted on the far wall of the office.


He dashed over to the planes. The fuel tanks of the first Cessna he tried were almost empty. He said a silent prayer and went over to the second four-seater, a blue and white Cessna 172. He fumbled for the keys, then unlocked the door on the pilot’s side and switched on the electronics. Both tanks were half-full. The prisoner smiled to himself. More than enough to get him well away from the island. He untied the chains that kept the plane tethered to the metal rings embedded in the concrete parking area.


In the distance a dog barked. The prisoner stopped dead and listened intently. There was another bark, closer to the airfield. A big dog, a German Shepherd maybe, the sort of dog that the police would use. He walked quickly to the front of the plane and climbed into the pilot’s seat. He let his hands play over the control wheel for a few seconds. There was so much to remember. He closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. Carburettor heat in, throttle in a quarter of an inch, just enough to get the engine turning over. He turned the key. The engine burst into life. He pushed the throttle further in and the engine roared.


The noise was deafening. He hadn’t realised how loud it would be. It was the first time the prisoner had ever been in a small plane. He shook his head. He was wasting time, and the dogs were getting closer. He put his feet on the rudder pedals and released the handbrake. The plane lurched forward.


He wrenched the control wheel to the right but the plane kept going straight ahead. Only then did he remember what Ronnie had told him: on the ground, you steered with your feet. The control wheel was only effective in the air. The prisoner took a hand off the wheel and wiped his forehead. He had to stay calm; he had to remember everything that Ronnie had taught him.


He pushed his right foot forward and immediately the plane veered to the right. He overcompensated and tried to use the control wheel to get the plane back on course. ‘Rudder,’ he muttered to himself.


He jiggled the pedals and manoeuvred the plane to the end of the runway. The windsock down the runway was blowing towards him, so he’d be flying straight into the wind. He pushed the top of both pedals forward to operate the brakes, and held the plane steady. The gyroscopic compass was about twenty degrees adrift, according to the magnetic compass, so he reset it. A heading of 340 Ronnie had said. North-north-west. He pushed in the throttle as far as it would go and let his feet slide off the pedals. The plane rolled forward, accelerating quickly. He used the pedals to keep the nose heading down the middle of the runway, resisting the urge to turn the control wheel.


His eyes flicked from the windscreen to the airspeed indicator. Thirty, thirty-five, forty. The runway slid by, faster and faster until it was a grey blur. He waited until the airspeed hit sixty-five and then pulled back on the control wheel. The plane leaped into the air. His stomach lurched and he eased back on the wheel, levelling the plane off. A gust of wind made the plane veer to the left and he pulled back on the wheel again and started to climb.


Below, houses and gardens flashed by, then a road. He began to laugh. He was doing it. He was actually doing it. He was flying.


He looked at the altimeter. Five hundred feet and climbing. Wisps of cloud hit the windscreen and then were gone. Ahead of him were grey clouds, but he could see large areas of clear sky between them.


The control wheel kicked in his hands as he hit an air pocket and he gripped it tightly. He scanned the instruments. Everything seemed to be okay. He looked down at his feet and realised he’d left the fuel selector switch in the ‘off’ position. He reached down and turned it to ‘both’, freeing up the fuel in both tanks. That had been a stupid mistake. Running out of fuel wouldn’t have been smart.


He took the plane up to a thousand feet and levelled it off, pulling back on the throttle as Ronnie had told him. He looked out of the window to his right. There was a beach below, and then he was flying over the Solent, towards the town of Lymington. The muscles in his neck were locked tight with the tension and he rolled his neck. Taking off was the easy part, Ronnie had warned. Getting the plane back on the ground would be a lot harder.


He flew through a patch of cloud and for a moment he began to panic as everything went white, then just as quickly he was back in clear sky. Ahead of him were more clouds. They were grey and forbidding, and the prisoner was suddenly scared. He pushed the control wheel forward and took the plane down a few hundred feet but all he could see ahead of him were the slate-grey clouds. Far off to his right was a flash of lightning. The clouds seemed to rush towards him and he turned the control wheel to the left, figuring he’d try to fly around the storm, but he was too late.


Before he could react, he was inside the storm, the plane buffeted by the turbulent air. He could see nothing but impenetrable cloud. It was totally white, as if he were surrounded by a thick, cloying mist. There was no way of telling whether his wings were level or not, no sense of which was up and which was down.


The engine began to roar and he pulled back on the throttle. It didn’t make any difference. He scanned the instrument panel and saw that his airspeed was rising rapidly. He was diving. Diving towards the sea. He yanked the control wheel back and his stomach went into freefall. His compass was whirling around but nothing he did stopped the spin.


He began to panic. He’d been crazy even to think that he could fly. Crazy. The engine was screaming now, screaming like a tortured animal, and the plane was shaking and juddering like a car being driven over rough ground.


He yelled as the plane dropped out of the clouds and he saw that he was only fifty feet above the waves. His left wing had dipped so far down that he was almost inverted. He wrenched the control wheel to the right and kicked his right rudder pedal, his cries merging with the roar of the engine.


 


WRECKAGE FROM THE SMALL plane was found floating in the Solent two days later. After a week police divers discovered the bulk of the plane scattered over the sea bed. There was blood on the windshield where the prisoner’s head had slammed into the Plexiglas. Of the body there was no sign, but one of the doors had sprung open on impact and the tides in the area were strong, and the Hampshire police knew that it wasn’t true that the sea always gave up its dead. The file on prisoner E563228 was closed and his belongings sent to his ex-wife, who was listed on his files as his next of kin.


 


THE FARMER KNELT DOWN, took a handful of reddish soil, and held it up to his lips. He sniffed, inhaling its fragrance like a wine connoisseur sampling the bouquet of an expensive claret. He took a mouthful and chewed slowly, then he nodded, satisfied. He had worked the land for more than three decades, and could taste the quality of the soil, could tell from its sweetness whether it was rich enough in alkaline limestone to produce a good crop of opium poppies.


It was important to choose the right land to grow the poppies, because if the crop was bad, the farmer would be blamed, and with blame came punishment. So the farmer chewed carefully, mixing the soil with his saliva and allowing it to roll around his mouth. It was good. It was very good. He nodded.


‘Yes?’ said the man on the white horse.


‘Yes,’ said the farmer. He stood up and surveyed the hillside. ‘This will be a good place.’


The man on the horse wore a shirt of green and brown camouflage material, with matching pants. Black boots that stopped just below his knees were thrust deep into the stirrups and he had a riding crop tucked under his left arm. The horse stood up straight, its ears pricked as it too looked at the hillside. They were more than three thousand feet above sea level, in a mountain hollow which would protect the crop against high winds, but high enough that the plants would be nurtured by the night fogs. The ground sloped away gently, providing good drainage, but not so steeply as to make planting and harvesting difficult.


‘How long will it take to clear the land?’ asked the man on the horse. He watched the farmer through impenetrable sunglasses.


The farmer ran a hand through his hair. If he over-estimated, Zhou Yuanyi would think he was being slothful. If he under-estimated, he might not be able to finish the work in time. He thought it would take eight days, if all the men and women in the village helped. ‘Nine days to cut,’ he said.


Zhou Yuanyi nodded. ‘I think eight,’ he said.


The farmer shrugged. ‘Maybe eight,’ he agreed.


‘Start tomorrow.’


The trees and bushes would have to be slashed down with machetes. It would be hard work, back breaking, and they’d have to toil from first light until dark, but the farmer knew he would be well rewarded. Zhou Yuanyi was a hard taskmaster, brutal at times, but he paid well for the opium the farmer grew. He paid well, and he offered protection: protection from the other opium kings in the Golden Triangle, and protection from the Burmese troops who wanted to smash the poppy-growers of the region.


Once the area had been cleared, the cut vegetation would be left to dry on the ground for four weeks, then it would be burned, the ashes providing essential calcium, potassium and phosphate, a natural fertiliser. The land would be ruined, of course, good for only three years, maybe four, but by then the farmer would have cleared new fields and be ready to move on.


‘How many rais?’ asked Zhou Yuanyi. A rai was just over a third of an acre.


‘Twenty. Maybe twenty-one.’


Zhou Yuanyi sniffed. He cleared his throat and spat at the ground. ‘Not enough,’ he said. ‘Find me another field as well. Soon.’


 


THE IRISHMAN SHADED HIS eyes with the flat of his hand and peered down the crowded street. Both sides were lined with stalls selling dried fish, counterfeit cassette tapes and cheap clothes. The smell of spices, fried food and sewage was overpowering. ‘Bloody hell, Park, how much further?’ he asked.


His Thai companion flashed a broad smile. ‘There,’ he nodded. ‘The big building.’


The Irishman squinted at a four-storey concrete block with iron bars over its windows. There were several signs affixed to the side of the building, all of them in Thai, but he recognised a red and white Coca-Cola symbol and a sign advertising Kodak film.


He shuddered. He didn’t like being among crowds, and the street was packed with sweating bodies: old women huddled over trays of cigarettes; men sleeping on sunloungers while their wives stood guard over their stalls; bare-chested and shoeless children running between the shoppers, giggling and pointing at the sweating foreigner. A three-wheeled tuk-tuk sped down the narrow street, narrowly missing a teenage boy, its two-stroke engine belching out black fumes.


‘Come on,’ said Park. ‘We said three o’clock.’


The Irishman looked at his watch. ‘Shit, if we’re late we’re late,’ he said. ‘This is Thailand, right? No one’s ever on time here.’ Rivulets of sweat trickled down his back and his shirt was practically glued to his skin. According to Park, it would get even hotter in the weeks to come, but by then the Irishman would be back in Dublin, drinking Guinness and chatting up the local talent. The Thai girls were pretty enough with their soft brown skin and glossy black hair, but the Irishman preferred blue-eyed blondes.


Park walked down the street with an easy, relaxed stride, covering the maximum amount of distance with the minimum of effort. He scratched his right cheek as he walked. The skin there was rough and ridged with scar tissue. Park had told the Irishman that he used to be a kickboxer, but this wasn’t the sort of scarring that a man would get from fighting with fists or feet. The Irishman hurried after Park, sweat pouring down his face.


They were followed by two Thai men, friends of Park with virtually unpronounceable names who’d met them at Chiang Mai airport. They smiled a lot but the Irishman didn’t trust them. But then he didn’t trust anybody in Thailand, not since he’d given money to a beggar with no arms as he’d left his hotel in Bangkok. The beggar had been sitting cross-legged at the bottom of a footbridge over one of the city’s perpetually congested roads. He had been in his early twenties, dirty and dishevelled and holding a polystyrene cup in his teeth, the empty sleeves of his T-shirt dangling at his sides. The Irishman had dropped two ten-baht coins into the cup and Park had roared with laughter. It was only then that the Irishman had noticed the bulges and realised that the beggar had his arms folded behind his back. He had reached towards the cup to take back his money, but Park had restrained him, laughing and explaining that the beggar was simply like everyone else in the city, trying to make a living. Since then, he had taken nothing at face value.


He stepped aside to allow three saffron-robed monks to walk by. The monk bringing up the rear was a young boy who smiled up at the Irishman. It was a guileless smile and the boy’s eyes were bright and friendly. The Irishman grinned back. It seemed as though everyone he met in Thailand smiled, no matter what their circumstances.


Park took them around the side of the building to a loading ramp. The four men walked up the ramp to a steel shutter which Park banged on with the flat of his hand, three short raps followed by two more in quick succession. A door set into the shutter opened a couple of inches and someone inside muttered a few words in Thai. Park replied and the door opened wide. He motioned for the Irishman to go in first.


It was dark inside and the Irishman blinked as his eyes became accustomed to the gloom. The warehouse was hot and airless. The area around the door was bare except for a small steel table and two wooden stools, but the rest of the building was packed with wooden crates and cardboard boxes which reached almost to the ceiling. A line of bare lightbulbs provided the only illumination in the warehouse, but there were so many crates and boxes that much of the interior was in shadow, adding to the Irishman’s feeling of claustrophobia. He wiped his damp forehead with his sleeve.


Park smiled sympathetically. ‘We check, then we go,’ he said.


The Irishman nodded. ‘Let’s get on with it, then.’


The man who’d opened the door was short and squat with a tattoo of a tiger on his left forearm and a handgun stuck into the belt of his pants. He had a frog-like face with bulging eyes, and around his neck was a thick gold chain from which dangled a small circular piece of jade. He grinned at Park and nodded towards the far end of the warehouse. Three more Thais in T-shirts and jeans with guns in their belts materialised from the shadows. The Irishman looked at Park, and the Thai gave him a reassuring smile. Together they walked down an aisle between the towering boxes, following the man with the tiger tattoo. They turned to the left down another aisle where a large space had been cleared. A cardboard box had been opened and half a dozen Panasonic video recorders taken out. The man with the tattoo spoke to Park in rapid Thai.


‘He wants you to choose one,’ Park explained.


The Irishman shrugged carelessly. ‘You choose,’ he said.


Park squatted down and tapped one of the machines with his finger. The man with the tiger tattoo picked up a screwdriver and quickly removed a panel from the bottom of the video recorder. He pulled out three polythene-covered packages containing white powder and handed one to the Irishman.


The Irishman walked over to a stack of boxes. He indicated the cardboard box at the bottom of the stack. ‘That one,’ he said.


The man with the tiger tattoo began to talk quickly but Park silenced him with a wave of his hand. Park said something in Thai but the man continued to protest. ‘He says it’s too much work,’ Park translated. ‘He says they’re all the same.’


The Irishman’s eyes hardened. ‘Tell him I want to see one from that box.’


Park turned to the man with the tattoo and spoke to him again. There was something pleading about Park’s voice, as if he didn’t want to cause offence. Eventually the man with the tattoo shrugged and smiled at the Irishman. He waved his two colleagues over and they helped him take down the upper boxes until they had uncovered the one on the bottom. They dragged it into the centre of the space. The man with the tattoo handed a crowbar to the Irishman and pointed at the box.


‘He wants you to—’


‘I know what he wants,’ said the Irishman, weighing the crowbar in his hand. The metal was warm and his palms were damp with sweat. He stared at the man with the tattoo as if daring him to argue, but the Thai just smiled good-naturedly as if his earlier protests had never occurred. The Irishman inserted the end of the crowbar into the top of the box and pushed down. There was a crashing sound from the far end of the warehouse followed by shouts. He looked across at Park.


The man with the tiger tattoo pulled his gun from his belt and ran towards the entrance to the warehouse. His two companions followed. Park yelled at his own two men to go with them.


‘What’s happening?’ shouted the Irishman.


‘Maybe nothing,’ said Park.


‘Maybe nothing, my arse,’ the Irishman shouted. ‘This is a fucking set-up.’ He jumped as a gun went off, the sound deafening in the confines of the building. There were more shots, louder than the first. The Irishman glared at Park. ‘Maybe nothing?’ he yelled.


Park looked left and right, then grabbed the Irishman by the arm. ‘This way,’ he said, pulling him down the aisle. They ran between the stacks of boxes.


‘Is it the cops?’ asked the Irishman, gasping for breath.


‘Maybe,’ said Park. ‘I don’t know.’


A bullet thwacked into a cardboard box above the Irishman’s head and he ducked down. ‘The cops wouldn’t just shoot, would they?’ he asked.


‘This is Thailand,’ said Park. ‘The police can do anything they want.’ He kicked an emergency door and it crashed open. Sunlight streamed in, so bright that the Irishman flinched. Park seized him by the belt of his jeans and pulled him across the threshold, then stopped dead.


It took the Irishman a second or two to realise that the once noisy street was now totally silent. He blinked and shielded his eyes from the blinding sun. The stall-owners had gone, and so had the crowds. Khaki Land-Rovers had been arranged haphazardly around the building and red and white barriers had been erected across the alley. Behind the vehicles and the barriers crouched men with rifles, in dark brown uniforms and sunglasses. The Irishman whirled around but immediately knew that there was no escape. They were surrounded. Three rugged Thais with assault rifles stood at the emergency exit, their fingers on the triggers of their weapons.


A megaphone-amplified Thai voice echoed off the walls of the alley.


‘Drop the crowbar,’ said Park calmly. ‘Drop the crowbar and put your hands above your head. Very slowly.’


The Irishman did as he was told.


 


THE PANELS PROTECTING THE CD player swished open as the young man brought his hand close to the controls. He slotted in the CD and pressed the select button until he got the track he wanted. A few seconds later the mournful tones of Leonard Cohen filled the apartment: ‘Hey, That’s No Way To Say Goodbye’. The smoked glass panels whispered shut again. He stood with his eyes closed and let the music flow over him, swaying backwards and forwards like a sailor trying to maintain his equilibrium on a gently rocking boat, breathing softly through his nose.


He didn’t open his eyes until the track had finished, and then he went over to a low coffee table and picked up the remote control unit. He aimed it at the stereo as if it were a loaded gun and selected the same track again.


The sliding glass door leading to the balcony was open and the night breeze blew in, chilled by the East River. The young man was wearing only a white T-shirt and blue jeans but he showed no sign of noticing the cold. He stood looking over the water, its glistening black surface speckled by moonlight. He stretched his arms out in front of himself and breathed deeply, like a high diver preparing to leave his board. He closed his eyes, then after a few seconds opened them again.


‘Damn you, Charlie,’ he whispered. ‘Get the hell out of my mind.’


He went back into the lounge and grabbed the telephone off the sideboard. He tapped out her number and paced up and down in front of the stereo as he waited for her to answer. Her machine kicked in. The young man didn’t wait for the beeps. He cut the connection. She was there, he was sure she was there. It was three o’clock in the morning, where else would she be? He pressed the redial button again and got the engaged tone. For a second his heart leaped as he thought that maybe she was calling him, but then he realised that it was probably her answering machine resetting itself.


The stereo went quiet but before the CD player could move on to the next track, he pressed the replay button. There was only one song on the album that he wanted to hear. He hit the phone’s redial button again. ‘Hi, this is Charlotte …’ He clicked the phone off. The answer machine was by her bed and he knew that Charlie was a light sleeper. How dare she ignore him like this? It wasn’t fair, he thought angrily. She had no right to do this to him.


He took the phone out on to the balcony. He wondered if there was somebody with her, somebody else lying under the thick feather-filled duvet. He stabbed savagely at the redial button. ‘Hi, this is Charlotte …’


He glared at the phone and for a moment considered throwing it away. He pictured it arcing over the river, twisting in the night air like the bone thrown by the ape in 2001 just before it turned into the spaceship. He smiled at the image. It was a great movie, he thought. Maybe he’d put Charlotte in a screenplay, have her be the victim of a knife-wielding maniac, stalked and terrified and eventually butchered. That was the great thing about being a writer: nothing was wasted. Every experience, every emotion, it could all be put to use. Even being dumped.


His word processor sat on a desk by the kitchen door, stuck in the corner so that he wouldn’t be distracted by the view from his window. He switched it on, but immediately realised that he wouldn’t be able to write. He’d barely written anything since Charlie had told him that she needed time alone. Space, she said. She needed space. That had been two weeks ago, and now he was behind on two assignments and his tutor was breathing down his neck wanting to see his work in progress. It was all Charlie’s fault, he thought. She’d given him writer’s block.


He opened the bottom drawer of his desk and took out a small leather bag that had once contained a shoeshine kit. He weighed the bag in his hand, then tapped it against his cheek. The leather was soft and supple and he could still smell shoe polish. He thought about ringing her one last time, but he couldn’t face listening to her perky message again. He dropped down on to the sofa, unzipped the bag and laid out the contents on the coffee table, then took a small polythene bag of white powder from the back pocket of his jeans. He’d bought the drug the previous day from his regular supplier, a small, weaselly thirty-something man who lived on 77th Street and who delivered as promptly as a pizza company, promising a twenty per cent discount if he didn’t arrive within an hour.


The young man hummed along with the CD as he prepared the heroin. It was one of the reasons that Charlie had said she wanted some time on her own. She’d said that he was crazy using the stuff and that only addicts injected. He’d told her that it was safe, that he never, ever shared his needles or syringes, and that it was more cost-effective to inject. And when he’d said that she didn’t appear to have any reservations about smoking pot or sniffing cocaine she’d lost her temper and accused him of being obtuse. He smiled to himself as he drew the heroin up into the syringe. Obtuse, he thought. She didn’t get it and she thought he was obtuse.


He took the leather belt from around his waist, deftly wound it around his left upper arm and tightened it. He’d only been injecting for two weeks or so but he had no trouble in raising a vein and injecting the contents of the syringe. His supplier had shown him how to do it, had even thrown in the first few hits free of charge. Not that he couldn’t afford to buy his own: the drug was cheaper than it had ever been. As he’d told Charlie, it was almost cheaper getting high on heroin than it was getting a buzz from beer. And without the calories. He put the empty syringe down on the coffee table and loosened the belt, then settled back on the sofa, his eyes closed, a lazy smile on his face as he waited for the rush. The telephone began to ring, but to the young man it sounded as if it was a million miles away. He tried to open his eyes but the effort was too much for him; it was as if his eyelids had been sewn shut. Something felt wrong, but he couldn’t work out what it was, then the feeling passed and his jaw dropped open and a thin dribble of frothy spittle oozed from between his lips. His breathing grew slower and slower and then stopped altogether.


The telephone continued to ring out, then it too stopped and the only sound in the apartment was the humming of the word processor.


 


THE YOUNG GIRL KNELT down and pulled a spinach plant out of the ground. She shook the reddish soil from its roots and put it in the large wicker basket with the ones she’d already picked. She hated gathering vegetables from among the poppy plants. It was back-breaking work, made all the harder because she had to take care not to damage any of the poppy plants as she moved across the field. Her father had explained to her how important the vegetables were, how the beans and spinach helped keep the field clear of weeds, and how they added nutrients to the soil, nutrients that would enhance the poppy crop. The better the crop, the more opium the poppies produced, the more money her father would make. The girl stood up and arched her back. Something clicked, like a small twig snapping. She wiped her hands on her black trousers then rubbed the base of her spine with her knuckles.


It would be almost two months yet before the opium plants would be ready. The red and white flowers had yet to appear, though the girl could see already that it was going to be a good crop. The plants were over a foot tall, strong and healthy, and the majority had five stems per plant. Her father had said that was a good sign. In a bad year, there would be only three stems on a plant. Four was good, five was reason for celebration. She picked up the basket and carried it a few steps forward. Her mother wanted a full basket of spinach, enough to feed the men in the compound. The men paid well for fresh vegetables. They were soldiers, not farmers, and didn’t like getting their hands dirty. She bent down and pulled up another plant.


She jumped as she heard a loud snort from behind her. She dropped the plant in surprise and whirled around. A large white horse stood at the edge of the field, its rider wearing a camouflage uniform and dark sunglasses watching her. He had a peaked cap on his head, also of camouflage material, and strapped to his back was a rifle. The man kicked the horse with his heels and the animal moved forward.


The girl opened her mouth to tell the man to be careful, that his horse was trampling the poppies, but something about his demeanour warned her that he would not take kindly to being told what to do. She put her hand over her mouth. The horse snorted again. It was a huge animal, the top of the girl’s head barely reaching its shoulder. She had to bend her neck back to look up at the man’s face. He was middle aged, smooth shaven with a round face that might have been pleasant if it weren’t for the sunglasses. They were so black that she couldn’t see his eyes.


The man smiled for the first time showing white, even teeth. ‘Ga-la had-you dumnya,’ he said.


The girl was suddenly embarrassed at the unexpected greeting and she averted her eyes.


‘Chum ya-ah you con-tee?’ he asked.


The girl blushed furiously. Why did he want to know her name?


‘Can’t speak?’ said the man, amused by her silence.


‘No, sir. I mean, yes, sir.’


‘How old are you, child?’


‘Fourteen, sir.’


She glanced up, saw that he was still smiling at her, and bowed her head again and clasped her hands. The man walked the horse slowly around her. She could smell its warm, sweet breath and she could hear the clink of its bridle and the thud of its hoofs on the soft earth, but she steadfastly refused to look up.


‘What is your name, child?’


‘Amiyo, sir.’


‘Do you know who I am?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Are you sure? Have you never heard of Zhou Yuanyi?’ She caught her breath. Everyone knew of Zhou. Zhou the warlord. Zhou the opium king. ‘Well?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Look at me, child.’ The girl looked up. The horse snorted as she did and she flinched. ‘There’s no need to be afraid,’ Zhou said. He looked enormous, sitting astride the animal. His riding boots shone, and there wasn’t a fleck of dirt on his uniform. In his right hand was a leather crop. The horse stamped its feet impatiently. Amiyo looked up at the man’s face. She could see her reflection in the sunglasses. ‘Have you been up to the compound?’ he asked.


She nodded. Her mother took her with her when she delivered vegetables to the kitchens there. It was where the soldiers were based, and where the opium was processed.


‘I want you to come along to see me tonight.’


‘But, sir, my father—’


‘Your father won’t mind,’ he interrupted. ‘Tell him you’ve spoken to me.’


‘Sir, I …’


Zhou slammed his riding crop against the horse’s neck. The horse jerked away but Zhou kept a tight grip on the reins and swiftly brought it under control. ‘Do not argue, child.’


Amiyo lowered her eyes and said nothing.


Zhou ran the tip of his crop along her left arm, down to her elbow. ‘That’s better,’ he soothed. ‘Tell your mother you are to wear something pretty.’ He kicked the horse and it broke into a trot.


Amiyo didn’t look up until the sound of the horse’s hoofs had faded away. There were tears in her eyes.


 


THE TWO MEN SAT together in the corner of the bar, their heads so close that they were almost touching, as if one was a priest hearing the other’s confession. The older and more priestly of the two had thick greying hair and he peered over the top of a pair of hornrimmed spectacles as he listened.


The confessor, at fifty-two years old a full decade younger than his companion, had florid cheeks as if he’d spent much of his life outdoors and had the stocky build of a labourer. His hair was grey but thinning and from time to time he ran a veined hand over the top of his head as if to reassure himself that his comb-over was still in place. ‘He’s just a boy, Mr McCormack,’ he said, his voice a low growl. ‘We can’t let him rot in that hellhole.’


Thomas McCormack nodded. ‘I know, Paddy.’


‘He did as he was told. He kept his mouth shut, he told them nothing.’


‘I know, Paddy, and we respect that.’ McCormack lifted his glass to his mouth and sipped his whiskey.


‘My own sister’s boy, Mr McCormack. Can you imagine what she’s been like these past few weeks? Fifty years. Fifty years without parole. Jesus, even the British don’t hand out sentences like that.’


McCormack put his glass down on the small circular wooden table. ‘Paddy, it’ll be taken care of.’


‘When?’ Paddy Dunne glared at McCormack with cold, hard eyes as if daring him to look away.


McCormack met the man’s stare. For several seconds their eyes remained locked, a mental trial of strength that neither man was prepared to lose. McCormack reached across and laid his hand on Dunne’s sleeve. ‘You’ve got to trust me. It’s going to take time.’


For a moment it looked as if Dunne was going to argue but then he slowly nodded. ‘Okay, Mr McCormack. I’m sorry. Okay.’ He pulled his arm away from the older man’s touch and cupped his large nail-bitten hands around his pint of Guinness. ‘Ray’s not taking it well, you know? It’s a hellhole, a cockroach-infested, AIDS-ridden hellhole. I’m not sure how long he can stand it.’


‘Soon,’ said McCormack. ‘You have my word.’


Dunne drank his Guinness, then wiped his upper lip with his jacket sleeve. ‘Is there anything I can do?’


McCormack shook his head. ‘Best you leave it with me, Paddy.’ Dunne drank again, draining his glass. McCormack caught a young barman’s eye and nodded at the two empty glasses.


‘Fifty years,’ muttered Dunne. ‘Fifty bloody years. That’s almost as long as I’ve lived. What sort of people are they, Mr McCormack?’


McCormack shrugged.


The barman came over, placed a glass of foaming Guinness and a double measure of whiskey on the table. ‘Compliments of Mr Delaney,’ he said, picking up their empty glasses. McCormack raised his glass in salute to a small, neat man in a tweed suit who was standing at the end of the bar. Jimmy Delaney was the owner of the establishment and an old friend of McCormack’s. Delaney lifted his own glass and nodded at McCormack but made no move to come over, realising that the two men didn’t want to be disturbed.


Dunne took a long pull at his Guinness. ‘What makes it worse is that we can’t even go and visit him.’


‘It has to be that way, Paddy. You can see that, surely.’


‘Aye, but that doesn’t make it any easier.’ Dunne slammed his glass down on the table. Several heads turned to look at the source of the noise, but they quickly looked away. Thomas McCormack was well known around Dublin and there weren’t many people prepared to openly stare at a member of the IRA Army Executive.


‘Easy, Paddy. He’ll be back here before you know it.’


Dunne slumped down in his chair. ‘I’m sorry, Mr McCormack. I’m sorry. But you don’t know what it’s been like. It’s all that Brit bastard’s fault.’


‘That’s going to be taken care of, too, Paddy.’


‘It’s all his fault and yet he’s still swanning around the city in his flash cars as if he owns the place. Something should be done about him.’


‘Something will be done, Paddy, but we have to get Ray out first.’ McCormack took off his spectacles and polished them with a large, red handkerchief. ‘Tell your sister not to worry. We’re sending money in so that he can buy himself a few luxuries. But tell her one thing more, Paddy.’ McCormack waited until Dunne looked up before continuing. ‘She’s starting to talk, Paddy, and we can’t have that. It’s local at the moment and I can keep a lid on it, so far. But if the Press gets to hear of it, if anyone makes the connection, the Organisation will have to embark on a damage limitation exercise. And that could get messy, Paddy. Very messy. Best we don’t let it get to that stage.’ McCormack looked at Dunne steadily. He looked a lot less like a man of the cloth without his hornrimmed spectacles.


‘Aye, Mr McCormack. I’ll talk to her,’ said Dunne.


McCormack held his look for several seconds, then replaced his glasses. The hardness slipped away from his eyes and he smiled avuncularly. ‘And don’t worry about the Brit. You’ll have your revenge, Paddy. We all will. But first things first.’


 


CABBAGES AND KINGS. THE phrase rattled around in Tim Carver’s head as he watched the photographers click away at the Thai farmer and his field of poppies. It came from a poem or something, something he’d studied at school, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember anything else, just the one phrase. One of the photographers, a balding Australian with a huge beer gut, growled at the female interpreter to tell the farmer to hold out his hands and to smile. The interpreter translated and the farmer did as he was asked, standing as if crucified among the flowers, grinning like a demented scarecrow. The cameras clicked like crickets on a hot night.


A lanky young man with a notebook appeared at Carver’s shoulder. ‘What do you think, Tim? Think this’ll make a difference?’ The accent was British, the tone sarcastic. His name was Richard Kay, a reporter from London, and he’d sat next to Carver on the helicopter that had taken them from Chiang Rai.


Carver smiled wearily. ‘Cabbages and kings,’ he said.


‘What?’


‘Just thinking out loud, Richard. Of course it’ll make a difference. These people just want to make a living, they don’t care what happens to the poppies. They don’t even know that the opium harvested here ends up on the streets of American cities. All they want to do is to earn enough to feed their families.’


Another journalist walked up and stood listening to them. ‘Lester Middlehurst, New York Times,’ he said, holding up a small tape recorder. ‘How many acres are we talking about here, Tim?’


‘Just over fifty.’


‘And the DEA is buying the land, is that how it works?’


‘Not exactly, no. For a start, this is a United Nations programme, not a DEA initiative. And secondly, the UN is paying the farmer not to grow poppies, and we teach him how to grow alternative crops.’


‘Cabbages, right?’


Carver nodded. ‘Cabbages. And potatoes.’


‘But effectively you’re buying the poppies, aren’t you?’ Middlehurst asked.


Carver looked across at a battered army truck where two Thai soldiers were being fitted with cumbersome flamethrowers. Carver’s sandy fringe fell over his eyes and he flicked it away with a jerk of his neck. ‘I’m with the DEA guys; you should be talking to the UN people,’ he said. ‘They’re the ones persuading them to change crops. It’s just a form of farming subsidy, but one that keeps drugs from getting to the United States.’


‘Yeah, but at the end of the day, the United States is buying opium, isn’t it? They’re putting up the bulk of the cash for this programme, right?’


Carver held up his hands in surrender. ‘Come on, Lester, stop putting words into my mouth. And remember, everything you get from me is totally off the record. If you want a quote, talk to Janis over there.’ He nodded at the pretty blonde Press officer from the United Nations office in Bangkok who was fielding questions from a trio of Australian journalists.


Kay slapped a mosquito on his neck and examined the splattered remains of the insect on his palm. ‘Okay, Tim, but off the record, we all know this is a complete and utter waste of time, don’t we?’


Middlehurst put his tape recorder close to Carver’s face to better record his answer to the British journalist’s question.


The flamethrowers burst into life and the two soldiers tested them gingerly. The photographers turned their attention away from the Thai farmer and concentrated on the soldiers and their equipment.


‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ said Carver.


‘For a start, most of the heroin comes from over the border, from the Golden Triangle,’ Kay pressed. ‘And how much heroin does fifty acres produce? A few kilos?’


‘More.’


‘Yeah? I was told it takes a third of an acre to produce a kilo of raw opium. Does that sound right to you?’


‘Ballpark, I guess.’


‘So fifty acres is a drop in the ocean.’


Carver grinned ruefully. ‘You know damn well that I’m not going to say that. On the record or off.’


Kay grinned back. ‘Wouldn’t expect you to, Tim.’ He nodded towards the field and its mass of red and white poppies. ‘The farmer says he’s been growing poppies here for three years. But the land is only good for four years, total. After that all the nutrients have been sucked out of the soil and it’s useless.’


Carver raised an eyebrow, impressed by the British journalist’s knowledge. ‘Fertiliser,’ he said.


Kay’s grin widened. ‘Is that another way of saying bullshit, Tim? Come on, you know I’m right. These farmers don’t know the first thing about land management. They slash and burn, grow what they can and then move on. That’s why this country’s jungle is disappearing at such an alarming rate. This guy was probably going to give up this land next year anyway. He can’t believe his luck.’


‘We’re making a start, Richard. We’re giving them a chance to grow other cash crops. Tea, coffee, cabbages, potatoes. We’re showing them how to use the land in other ways, to stop them being reliant on opium.’


The British journalist nodded sympathetically. ‘I’m sure you are, but that’s not what’s going on here. This is a public relations exercise, a photo opportunity. And that’s all it is.’


Carver nodded over at the pack of photographers who were clicking away at the soldiers and their flamethrowers. ‘Got you guys out here, didn’t it?’


‘Sure, we’ll play the game, the Press always does. They’ll use the picture and they’ll use a few sentences from me as a caption, but this is all shit, Tim. The bulk of the stuff is coming from across the border, and the heroin kingpins there aren’t going to stop growing poppies just because you throw a few hundred dollars at them. The market’s worth billions and they’re not going to give it up to grow cabbages.’


The two soldiers began to walk across the poppy field, away from the photographers. Janis shouted for the journalists to keep back. Middlehurst’s recorder clicked off as it came to the end of his tape. He took it away from Carver’s face and went over to join the photographers.


Carver and Kay watched the pack jostle for position to get the best shot. A sheet of fire exploded from the barrel of one of the flamethrowers. The soldier raked the flame across the field and the poppy plants burst into flames. The motor drives went crazy, whirring like angry bees. The second flamethrower burst into life.


‘What’s the drugs problem like back in Britain?’ asked Carver.


‘It’s getting pretty bad,’ said Kay. ‘It’s like cable TV, fast food, and American humour: eventually we get everything you get.’


Carver nodded. ‘Yeah, well, I hope this time it’s different,’ he said. He took a packet of Marlboro from his shirt pocket and offered one to the journalist. Kay took one and Carver lit it for him.


The two men stood in silence and watched the poppies crackle and burn under the onslaught of the flamethrowers. Kay exhaled deeply, blowing plumes of smoke through his nostrils. “‘The Walrus and the Carpenter,’” he said.


‘Huh?’ said Carver, confused.


‘Cabbages and kings. That’s where the phrase comes from. Lewis Carroll, I think. It’s time to talk of many things, of something, something, something something, and cabbages and kings. It’s a bit of nonsense.’


Carver stared out across the burning field. ‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘You’re right. It is.’


 


THE SMALL HELICOPTER BUZZED overhead, then hovered like a hawk preparing to sweep on its prey. The mourners standing around the grave tried to ignore the intrusion and to concentrate on the elderly priest and his words of comfort for a family stricken with grief. There were two dozen men and women and a scattering of children, all dressed in black, all with their heads bowed. Some distance away, parked on a ribbon of tarmac, was a line of black limousines, their engines running.


One of the mourners, a tall, thin man in a cashmere overcoat, lifted his head and glared at the helicopter. ‘Vultures,’ John Mallen muttered under his breath. Under normal circumstances Mallen was good looking, handsome even, with a squarish face and blond hair that was greying only slightly over his temples, but there were deep lines etched around his eyes and either side of his mouth, and the whites of his eyes were bloodshot as if it had been some time since he’d had a good night’s sleep.


His wife, her blonde hair tucked under a wide-brimmed black hat and her face hidden by a veil, squeezed his arm gently and he grimaced.


‘Sorry,’ he whispered. She smiled and slipped her hand into his.


Between the parked limousines and the funeral party stood two men, broad shouldered, with impassive faces. They wore dark suits but despite the cold they had no overcoats or gloves. One of the men put his hand up to his ear and lightly fingered an earpiece. He nodded as he listened and looked up at the helicopter. A few seconds later the helicopter banked and flew away, a man with a television camera on his shoulder leaning out of its open doorway, his feet on the skids.


The funeral service came to an end and the mourners began to drift over to the limousines. A pretty young brunette with tear-stained eyes walked hesitantly over to Mallen. She carried a small black handbag which she clutched to her stomach like a field dressing. He saw her coming and put his arm around his wife’s shoulders, steering her away from the brunette and towards the limousine parked on the road that wound through the cemetery. The driver already had the door open.


‘You should have spoken to her, John,’ Mallen’s wife said, her voice little more than a whisper.


‘Not yet,’ said Mallen, putting a hand on her shoulder. ‘I can’t. Not yet.’


‘It wasn’t her fault.’


‘I know that. I don’t blame her.’


The woman nodded slowly. ‘Yes, you do, John. You think you don’t, but you do.’ She stood up on tiptoe, raised her veil and kissed him softly on the cheek, close to his lips. ‘She loved him, too, you know.’


‘She had a strange way of showing it,’ said Mallen bitterly.


‘They’d have worked things out, if …’ She left the sentence unfinished.


‘Yes,’ said her husband. ‘If.’


The two men in dark suits came up behind Mallen, their eyes watchful. One got into the front passenger seat, the other stood slightly behind the couple.


‘Aren’t you coming?’ she asked.


Mallen shook his head. ‘Duty calls.’


‘Today of all days?’


Mallen shrugged. His wife shook her head sadly and climbed into the back of the limousine. Mallen turned and walked away as the limousine drove off.


Further down the road a short, stocky man in an overcoat a size too small for his massive shoulders stood waiting by another limousine.


‘Thanks for coming, Jake,’ said Mallen. They shook hands. Both men had firm grips but the handshake was no trial of strength; they knew each other too well to play games.


‘He was a good boy. He’ll be missed.’


‘There’s no need to patronise me, Jake. He was an arsehole,’ said Mallen, as he slid into the back of the limousine.


Jake Gregory followed him into the car and pulled the door shut. The soundproofed panel separating the passengers from the driver was closed and they were cocooned in silence. The car pulled smoothly away from the kerb. A dark blue saloon with three men in suits followed them.


Mallen looked around. ‘How come you don’t have babysitters?’ he asked. ‘I’d have thought the number two man in the Drug Enforcement Administration would be guarded like Fort Knox.’


Gregory shrugged his wrestler’s shoulders. ‘Low profile. When was the last time you saw me on the cover of Time magazine?’


Mallen smiled tightly as he settled back in his seat and unbuttoned his overcoat. ‘So, I’m listening.’


‘The heroin that killed Mark was part of a batch that came from an area of the Golden Triangle close to the border between Burma and Thailand under the control of a Chinese warlord called Zhou Yuanyi. He’s relatively new, up and coming you might say. He’s moved into the areas that Khun Sa used to control, and he’s trying to grab a bigger share of the market. He’s brought in a team of chemists from Russia and has started purifying his own opium before shipping it across the border into Thailand. As a result there’s been something of a price war, both out in the Far East and here at home. We’ve been aware of this for some time; on the streets heroin is now almost sixty-six per cent pure compared with six per cent in 1979. But as the quality has improved, the price has dropped, to about a third of its cost in the late seventies. In real terms, heroin is now about one-thirtieth of the cost it used to be, which is why it’s starting to become the drug of choice again.’


Mallen folded his arms across his chest and studied Gregory with unblinking eyes.


‘Your son isn’t the only one to have died,’ Gregory continued. ‘The stuff’s getting so pure now that it’s practically lethal. The pusher has to really know what he’s doing. If he doesn’t tell his customers what the purity is …’


‘I get the point, Jake,’ said Mallen. ‘Tell me about Zhou.’


‘Zhou was one of the warlords in the Golden Triangle we targeted in Operation Tiger Trap, but so far we’ve had no notable success,’ Gregory continued. ‘In fact we lost two Hong Kong Chinese agents just last month.’


‘Lost?’ Mallen repeated disdainfully. ‘Lost in what way, Jake?’


‘They were tortured and killed. Impaled on stakes at the entrance to Zhou’s camp as a warning to others. It’s a jungle out there. Literally and figuratively.’


Mallen tutted impatiently. ‘We spend fifteen billion dollars a year on the war against drugs and the best we can do is to send in two Chinese?’ he said.


‘The undercover operations are a small part of Operation Tiger Trap. The bulk goes on satellite and plane surveillance, intelligence gathering, Customs inspections, border controls.’


‘Maybe it’s about time we tried something else.’


‘These things take time,’ said Gregory. ‘We need the co-operation of the Thai and Burmese authorities, and they’re not the easiest people to deal with. It’s not just the politics involved, either. The big problem is that we have no way of knowing who we can trust and who’s on the take. For instance, it’s practically impossible for Zhou to be getting his stuff across the border without the assistance of the Thai army, so we know he has contacts there. That means mounting any sort of military operation is next to impossible. Sure, they’ve raided a few of his camps, closed down a refinery or two, but Zhou has always been long gone. He invariably knows exactly when and where we’re going to strike.’


‘So ignore the Thais.’


‘Difficult,’ said Gregory. ‘We pretty much do that already as regards intelligence gathering. We share with the Brits and the Australians, and a dozen or so other agencies through the Foreign Anti-Narcotic Community, meetings which take place in Bangkok every month, and the Thais are excluded from that, but we don’t have the authority to make arrests. For that we have to go through the Thai police.’


Mallen took a quick look at his slim gold wristwatch. He leaned forward, his eyes suddenly intense. ‘I’m not talking about arrests, Jake.’ Mallen’s voice dropped to a whisper. ‘I want him dead. I want the head of the man who killed my son. It doesn’t have to be on a plate, I don’t have to see the body, I just have to know that the bastard’s dead.’


Gregory swallowed. He wiped the palms of his hands on his trousers. ‘You know I can’t—’


Mallen didn’t even give him time to finish the sentence. ‘Look, I can’t very well ask the CIA, can I? They’re trying to be whiter than white after the Guatemala fiasco and they’ll just throw Executive Order 11905 in my face. Thou shalt not kill.’


‘That applies to my agency, too,’ said Gregory. ‘We’re not in the business of executing—’


‘You do as I tell you, Jake,’ interrupted Mallen. ‘You owe me, remember. You owe me big time.’


Gregory’s cheeks reddened as if he’d been slapped. ‘I’m just pointing out the jurisdictional—’


Mallen held up a hand to silence him. ‘Fuck jurisdiction. We didn’t worry about jurisdiction when we wanted Noriega. We just sent twenty-four thousand troops into Panama and brought him out. And Grenada wasn’t actually our turf, was it? This monster’s poisoning our streets, he’s crippling our economy, he’s killing our children, for God’s sake. He’s a cancer, and I want you to operate, Jake. I’ve made the diagnosis, now I want you to be the surgeon.’


‘But you can’t …’


Mallen snorted angrily. ‘I’m the Vice President of the United States. I can do pretty much anything I want. Within reason.’


Gregory wiped his hands again. ‘But that’s the point, isn’t it? What constitutes reasonable?’


‘I’m not asking for a discussion about morality, Jake. I don’t give a shit about the rights and wrongs of this, I just want the fucker dead. Do I have to spell it out for you? D-E-A-D. Don’t make me call in my markers, we go back too far for that.’


Gregory held up his hands in surrender. ‘I’m not arguing, I’m not saying no. I’m just pointing out the downside, that’s all.’


Mallen sighed impatiently. ‘There is no downside. You’ll be doing the world a favour.’


The two men rode in silence for a while. A small vein pulsed in Gregory’s temple. He massaged the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes.


Mallen’s voice became softer and he patted Gregory gently on the knee. ‘Look, Jake, I didn’t mean to snap at you. You know how rough it’s been, the last few days. Keeping the real cause of his death under wraps, dealing with the media. With Angela. Look, don’t think of this as taking out the man, think of it as hitting his operation, his headquarters. And if he happens to get caught in the crossfire, well, that’ll just be a bonus.’


Gregory’s eyes remained closed. He could feel the Vice President’s will enveloping him like a cloud, seeping through his pores, into his very soul. It was persistent. Insidious. Gregory could feel sweat beading on his forehead. The hand tightened on his knee.


‘I have the President’s approval on this, Jake,’ Mallen continued. ‘Nothing in writing, no medals for those involved, but he’s given me a green light. Whatever resources you need, whatever you feel is necessary. He wants this as much as I do. He wants to show the world that we’re doing something. A retaliatory strike. A lesson for the others.’


Gregory nodded. He opened his eyes. All resistance had gone. There was no point in protesting any more. ‘Financing?’ he asked.


‘Lose it in your budget. It’s big enough.’


‘And I have carte blanche?’


‘You and Frank Sinatra, Jake. Do it your way. Just get it done.’ The Vice President took his hand off Gregory’s knee. ‘I won’t forget this, Jake.’ He smiled at the DEA executive, a gleaming white smile that had no warmth in it. His eyes sparkled like ice freezing on the surface of a lake.


 


THE ONE THOUGHT THAT Billy Winter clung to as he rattled around in the boot of the big car was that they’d been wearing ski masks. If they’d felt it necessary to conceal their identities then they probably didn’t mean to kill him. Probably. Winter wasn’t sure just how much store he could put by his theory, but he clung to it nevertheless. Just then it was all he had.


He’d been sitting in his white bathrobe, drawing on a big cigar and watching two highly paid hookers do their stuff, when they’d come for him. Three men – not particularly big, but then size wasn’t important when sawn-off shotguns and semi-automatic pistols were involved – wearing leather bomber jackets, blue jeans and training shoes. And black ski masks. They hadn’t said anything, the men. They hadn’t needed to.


The two hookers, one blonde, one brunette, hadn’t been to Ireland before – Winter had flown them in from London on the recommendation of an old pal – but they knew what men in ski masks meant and they hadn’t said a word as Winter had been hustled out of the house. The girls were probably already at the airport. Money for old rope. They’d barely started on their lesbian show – guaranteed to get an erection from the dead, Winter’s pal had promised – before the men had burst in.


Winter had asked the men if they’d give him time to get dressed, and one of them had pistol-whipped him, hard enough to stun but not hard enough to knock him out. Winter could feel blood trickling down his cheek as he lay in the car boot, his knees up tight against his chin, his hands tied behind his back. If they were going to kill him, he thought, they’d have done it back at the house. His nearest neighbour lived half a mile away and it was farming country; no one would think twice about a shotgun blast, even late at night.


The car bucked and lurched and Winter’s head banged against the floor. They’d been driving for thirty minutes or so but Winter was finding it difficult to keep track of time. Besides, it made no difference where they were taking him, the only thing that mattered was what they planned to do with him.


The car braked and they came to a sudden halt. Winter heard the car doors open and close and then the boot was thrown open and hands dragged him roughly out. A bag was pulled down over his head and he was frogmarched away from the car. He stumbled and his bare feet scraped across rough concrete. They still hadn’t said a word, but the bag reassured him; it was another sign that they didn’t want to be recognised, which suggested that they were probably going to let him live. Probably.


The bathrobe flapped open but despite the cold night air Winter was sweating. He splashed through a puddle then he heard a metal door rattle. As he stumbled over a step the hands holding his arms gripped even tighter. They forced him to his knees and he felt the barrel of a gun press against the back of his neck. He took a deep breath and fought to stop himself shaking. It wasn’t the first time that Billy Winter had been at the wrong end of a loaded gun, but that didn’t make the experience any easier to handle.


‘Whatever they’re paying you, I’ll treble it,’ he said. There was no reply and Winter wondered if they’d heard him through the bag. ‘Whatever they’re paying …’ he began but the gun barrel clipped the side of his head and he realised it was pointless to continue. He heard muffled voices, and footsteps, and then the metal door clanged shut. The gun barrel was taken away and the hood was pulled off his head. A single light shone into his eyes and he squinted. There was a strong acrid smell that he realised was pig manure, and something sweeter. Straw, maybe. He was in a barn, or a shed, somewhere pigs were kept.


Tears pricked his eyes and he blinked them away. He didn’t want his captors to think that he was crying; it was the bright light that was making his eyes water. It had been a long, long time since Billy Winter had cried.


‘Who are you?’ he asked. ‘What do you want?’


He could just about make out a figure holding the torch. Blue jeans and white trainers, now flecked with mud. A second figure walked from behind Winter and stood next to the man with the torch. He was holding a sawn-off shotgun, a gloved finger hooked around the trigger. It was a pump-action Remington, Winter realised, five shells. Winter stared at the finger on the trigger.


‘If it’s money, I can give you all the money you want,’ said Winter quietly.


The finger tightened.


‘What is it, then? Political? Is this political? I’ve got friends …’


Winter flinched as the finger pulled back the trigger. He screamed with rage and turned his head away. There was no explosion, no hail of shot, just a hammer clicking down on an empty chamber. Winter’s bowels turned liquid and he felt urine stream down his leg. He began to gag and he retched but nothing came up, just a bitter taste at the back of his mouth. ‘You bastards,’ he mumbled.


Gloved hands grabbed his hair and forced him to look straight ahead, into the torch beam. A third figure appeared, a man wearing a long coat. Winter squinted up at the new arrival. He wasn’t wearing a ski mask and Winter recognised him.


‘Thomas?’ he said.


‘Hello, Billy,’ said Thomas McCormack. His hands were thrust deep into the pockets of his coat and he wore a red woollen scarf wrapped tightly around his neck as if he feared catching a chill.


‘What’s this about, Thomas?’


‘Ray Harrigan,’ said McCormack.


‘Harrigan? What about him?’


‘We want him back.’


Winter cleared his throat and swallowed. ‘So why didn’t you use the blower? Why the heavies?’


McCormack peered over the top of his spectacles. ‘I wanted you to know how serious this was, Billy. I wanted you to be in no doubt what will happen if you don’t bring the Harrigan boy home.’


‘I thought we were friends, Thomas. I thought we had an understanding.’


McCormack shrugged. ‘An understanding, perhaps, but not a friendship, Billy.’


‘It’s not my fault Harrigan got caught.’


‘So whose fault would it be? They were your contacts, you put the meeting together.’


‘Maybe someone talked.’


‘Not Ray Harrigan,’ insisted McCormack. ‘The boy went through the trial without saying a word. If anyone talked it was one of your people. That makes it your responsibility.’


Winter nodded slowly. ‘Okay. I’ll do what I can, Thomas.’


McCormack shook his head. ‘That’s not good enough, Billy. You bring him back, or next time the shotgun won’t be empty.’


As if to emphasise McCormack’s words, the man with the shotgun waved it menacingly in front of Winter’s face. McCormack turned and walked away. The bag was pulled down over Winter’s head and he was dragged to his feet.


Winter felt his confidence return. ‘Any chance of me riding in the front this time, lads?’ he said, and he laughed dryly. He was still chuckling when something hard slammed against his left temple and everything went red, then black.


 


THE CANADIAN HELD THE metal spoon over the candle flame and watched the colourless liquid sizzle on the hot metal. He coughed, a dry hacking sound that echoed around the cell. Ray Harrigan watched as the Canadian put the spoon on to the concrete floor and wiped the syringe needle on his sleeve. He dipped the end of the needle into the liquid and drew it up into the barrel of the syringe, holding his breath as it filled. He looked up and saw Harrigan watching him.


‘You want some?’ the Canadian asked.


Harrigan shook his head.


‘Fifty baht and you can have a hit.’ The Canadian used a shoelace as a tourniquet around his upper arm to raise a vein.


‘No,’ said Harrigan.


‘Suit yourself,’ he said, carefully inserting the needle into the vein. He withdrew blood into the syringe and allowed it to mix with the heroin. Harrigan watched, fascinated, as the Canadian injected the blood and heroin mixture back into the vein, then loosened the tourniquet and slumped back against the wall, a look of rapture on his face. ‘You’ve never taken drugs?’ he asked Harrigan.


‘No. I can’t stand needles.’


The Canadian smiled lazily. A dribble of blood ran down his arm like a tear. ‘It’s the only way out of this place,’ he said, and tapped the side of his forehead. ‘They can’t imprison your mind, man. They can fuck with your body, but they can’t keep my mind in here.’


Harrigan looked at the syringe lying on the floor. ‘Do you share your needle?’ he asked.


The Canadian’s eyes went wide. ‘Fuck, no. No one even touches my works. Do you think I’m stupid?’


A large cockroach scuttled past Harrigan’s feet. He pulled them back involuntarily. He’d never get used to the size of the insects, or the speed with which they moved. They didn’t bite or sting but he couldn’t bear being near them. Harrigan closed his eyes and ran his hands through his hair. It was greasy and he could feel that his scalp was covered in small scabs. His mattress was infected with fleas and mites and his whole body itched.


Harrigan fought to contain the panic that kept threatening to overwhelm him. Fifty years. Fifty godforsaken years. He could barely imagine that length of time. Fifty years ago there’d been no colour televisions, no portable telephones, no digital watches. Fifty years ago his parents were still at school. The war was only just over. The Second World War, for God’s sake. The panic grew like a living thing, making his heart beat faster and his breathing come in rapid gasps. He took deep breaths of the rancid air, forcing himself to stay calm. It was going to be all right, he kept repeating to himself. They’d get him out. They wouldn’t leave him to rot. He’d done as they’d asked, he’d kept his mouth shut, he’d followed orders. He’d done everything the Organisation had asked. So why was it taking them so long?


‘Hey, chill, man,’ said the Canadian. ‘You’re breathing like a train.’


Harrigan opened his eyes. ‘I’m okay,’ he said.


‘You’re burning up,’ said the Canadian.


‘Of course I’m burning up. It’s almost ninety in here.’


The Canadian started to giggle. He stretched out on his bed and rolled over, resting his head in the crook of his right arm, the one he hadn’t injected into. His eyes seemed to stare right through Harrigan, as if he wasn’t there. Harrigan envied the Canadian the fact that he could look forward to being released at some point. He was hoping to be repatriated to Canada to serve the remainder of his sentence, but even if that fell through he’d still be out in six years. He had something to aim for; he knew he had a life ahead of him, a life outside. But fifty years wasn’t a life sentence, it was a death sentence. Unless the Organisation got him out, he’d die within the walls of the prison. He banged the back of his head against the tiled wall. They had to get him out. He wouldn’t grow old and die in prison, he’d rather kill himself first. He banged his head again, harder this time. There was something cleansing about the pain, it helped him focus his thoughts, his anger. He did it again, so hard that the dull thud echoed around the cell. Harrigan began to cry. He bit down on his lower lip so that he didn’t sob out loud, but his body trembled and shook.


 


THE PORTABLE TELEPHONE BLEEPED and the Chinese teenager unclipped it from his belt and spoke into it. Down on the pitch the South Africans were warming up.


‘What a wanker,’ said Tim Metcalfe, pouring himself a tumbler of lager from a green and white Carlsberg jug. ‘Fancy bringing his phone to the rugby sevens. No class, no class at all.’


Warren Hastings grinned at Metcalfe. With his ripped and stained fake Lacoste polo shirt and baggy shorts, Metcalfe was hardly the epitome of good taste himself.


‘What? What are you grinning at?’ Metcalfe asked, wiping foam from his upper lip with the back of his arm.


‘Nothing, Tim.’


‘Well, come on, you’ve got to agree with me, right? We’re here to watch the rugby, not to talk on the phone. Well, am I right or am I right?’


‘You’re right,’ agreed Hastings. It paid not to argue with Metcalfe, who had the tenaciousness of a bulldog and would continue pressing his point home until he’d beaten down all opposition. It was a skill honed from years of selling life insurance.


Chris Davies, a burly bearded photographer, put a large hand into a McDonald’s bag and pulled out a cheeseburger.


Metcalfe reached over and plucked the burger from Davies’ hands. ‘Thanks, Digger,’ he said.


‘You’ve the manners of a pig, Tim,’ said Davies.


‘That’s an insult to pigs everywhere,’ said Hastings, pouring the last of the lager into his tumbler. He tossed the empty jug into Metcalfe’s lap. Metcalfe didn’t notice – his eyes were fixed on the far side of the pitch. Hastings turned to see what he was staring at. A female streaker had climbed on to the field and was running across the grass, chased by Gurkha security guards dressed in red tracksuits. The girl was in her twenties with long blonde hair and large pendulous breasts that swung to and fro as she ran.


‘Bloody hell,’ wailed Metcalfe. ‘Would you look at them buggers move.’


Hastings wasn’t sure whether his friend was referring to the girl’s breasts or the diminutive Gurkhas in pursuit. The stadium was filled with roars and catcalls and someone let off an airhorn high up in the stands. The referee blew his whistle and the players stopped to watch the girl run to the centre of the pitch, her hands raised above her head, waving to the crowd. The spectators in front of Hastings got to their feet to get a better look.


‘Come on, get her off the pitch!’ shouted Davies. ‘Get on with the game!’


‘Hey, give the girl a chance,’ said Metcalfe. He had a pair of binoculars around his neck and he raised them to his eyes. ‘Bloody hell,’ he repeated.


Hastings arched his back and rotated his neck. He’d been sitting for more than two hours, and although he was enjoying the rugby, the stadium seats were far from comfortable. He took off his steel-framed spectacles and polished them with the bottom of his shirt.


One of the Gurkhas lunged at the girl but she swerved and the man fell at her feet. The crowd roared with delight and the girl stopped and took a bow.


‘Shit, we could use her on our team,’ said Davies in admiration.


Hastings put his glasses back on. Suddenly the hairs on the back of his neck stood up as if someone had touched his spine with a piece of ice. He had a feeling of dread, as if something terrible was about to happen, but for the life of him he couldn’t imagine what it was. The streaker had started running again, but the Gurkhas had surrounded her and Hastings could see that it would only be a matter of time before they brought her down. He massaged the back of his neck, wondering if the feeling of unease was nothing more than the onset of flu. Around him spectators were cheering the girl and whistling at the security guards. Hastings shivered. He looked over to his left. All eyes were on the streaker, with one exception.


A grey-haired man in his late fifties was looking away from the pitch, towards where Hastings was sitting. He was about two hundred feet away, in the top tier of the stadium, five rows from the front, high up beyond the corporate boxes. He was wearing an off-white jacket and a dark shirt and smoking a large cigar. Hastings frowned. The man was too far away for Hastings to make out his features, but he was sure that the man was staring right at him, staring at him and grinning. It was an eerie sensation, as if something physical linked the two men, something that cut through the crowds and set them apart from everybody else.


The noise of the crowd swelled to a deafening roar. Metcalfe grabbed Hastings by the shoulder and shook him. Hastings looked at the pitch. Three Gurkhas had wrestled the naked girl to the ground but she was covered in perspiration and they were having difficulty holding on to her as she wriggled and shook like a stranded fish.


Hastings twisted around to look at the upper tier again but he couldn’t see the man with the cigar. The spectators at the front of the tier were waving a large South African flag and cheering. Hastings craned his neck but the flag blocked his view.


Down below, the Gurkhas carried the naked girl off the pitch and the spectators sat down, eager for the game to restart. On the upper tier, the South African supporters dropped back down into their seats. Hastings cupped his hands around his eyes to shield them from the sun. The seat where the man with the cigar had been sitting was empty. Hastings wracked his brains, trying to remember where he’d seen the man before.


‘What’s up, Warren?’ asked Davies.


‘Nothing,’ said Hastings, sitting down.


‘You look like somebody just walked over your grave.’


Hastings shivered again. Davies was right. That was exactly what it had felt like.


 


PADDY DUNNE USED HIS key to open the front door of his sister’s house. On previous visits he’d rung the doorbell, but she’d paid it no attention as if unwilling to allow anything to intrude on her grief. ‘Tess,’ he called. ‘It’s me, Tess.’


There were three letters on the carpet, an electricity bill and two circulars, and Dunne put them on the hall table. He went through to the kitchen where his sister was sitting at a wooden table, a cup of tea in front of her. The tea had long since gone cold and a brown scum had settled on to its surface. Tess was staring at the cup as if it were a crystal ball into which she was looking for some sign of what the future held for her.


‘How about a smile for your brother, then?’ said Dunne as cheerfully as possible.


Tess didn’t look up. Dunne was carrying a plastic bag of provisions which he took over to the refrigerator. He opened the door and put the carton of milk and the packets of cheese and butter on to the top shelf, then put a loaf of brown bread into the pine bread bin by the stove. He looked in the sink. There were no dirty dishes there, no sign that his sister had eaten breakfast.


‘Are you hungry, Tess, love?’ he asked. She didn’t even bother to shake her head. ‘How about a nice piece of toast? With some lemon curd, like we used to have when we were kids? How about that, Tess? Does that sound nice?’


Dunne sat down opposite her and took her hands in his. Her skin was cold and dry, the nails bitten to the quick. He held her hands gently as if afraid they might break. ‘It’s going to be all right,’ he said. ‘Mr McCormack phoned me this morning.’ He hunched forward over the table. He was twelve years older than his sister, but since her son had been arrested she’d aged dramatically, and the life seemed to be ebbing out of her. There were dark circles under her eyes and her hair was dull and lifeless, hanging in uncombed strands around her sunken cheeks. Her son’s arrest seemed to have hit her even harder than the death of her husband, five years earlier.


‘It won’t be long now, Tess. Mr McCormack said it’s being taken care of, they’re going to get Ray out.’


For the first time she looked at him. ‘I want my boy back,’ she said, her voice a cracked whisper.


‘He’s coming, Tess,’ promised Dunne.


‘I want my boy back,’ she repeated, as if she hadn’t heard him.


 


THE OLD WOMAN HELD the egg-shaped poppy pod between the first finger and thumb of her left hand and collected the congealed sap with her metal scraper. The scraper was the size of a small saucer with a crescent cut out of it, blackened from years of use. The old woman had been given the scraper when she was a child, when she’d worked the poppy fields of northern Thailand, long before she’d crossed the border into Burma with her family, chased out by the Thai army.


It was the second time the poppy field had been harvested. It was a good crop, one of the best she’d ever seen. It had rained only twice during the cold season and the plants were healthy and tall, with many of them producing five flowers. She scraped carefully and methodically, but quickly, her fingers nimble despite her years. There were three parallel lines of brown sap, and close by them were three scars where the pod had been cut the previous week. Each poppy pod could be cut three, maybe four times over a period of six weeks. Then she and the rest of the workers would collect the biggest and best of the pods to get seeds for next year’s crop.


The work was repetitive, but the old woman was lucky: she was small and the poppy pods came up to her chest so she could harvest the pea-sized balls of sticky latex without bending. She and the six other women working the field had to be finished before midday. In the morning the sap was moist and easily scraped. By early afternoon it would set and the work would be that much harder, so the opium collectors had gone into the field at first light and would be finished before the sun was high overhead.


The old woman wiped her resinous scrapings into the small brass cup hanging around her neck. The cup was old, too, older than the woman herself. It had belonged to her mother and she’d been given it on her twelfth birthday, the year she’d married.


She moved on to the next plant. The old woman preferred collecting sap to making the incisions on the poppy pods. The pods had to be cut from midday onwards, when the sun was at its hottest, so that the heat would force out the milky white sap. It was unbearably hot in the fields in the afternoon, even with a wide-brimmed straw hat, and the sun was merciless on any uncovered skin. The old woman’s skin had long ago turned to the colour and texture of leather, but she still burned if she didn’t take care.


The cutting was done with a three-bladed knife, and the making of the parallel incisions was the most skilful of the jobs involved in the opium harvest. Too deep and the sap would drip to the ground and be wasted; too shallow and not enough would trickle out. The cutting required more concentration than the collecting of the sap, and any lapse could result in sliced fingers. The old woman’s fingers were crisscrossed with thin white scars.


Another reason the old woman preferred collecting the opium to making the incisions was that workers had to walk backwards when they were cutting so that they didn’t smear the opium on their clothes as they moved through the field. It was slow, hard work, but it had to be done. She’d been working in opium fields for almost sixty years and had never complained. The opium paid for her food, her clothes, and had allowed her to raise a family.


She looked across at her grand-daughter who was using a small oblong scraper to collect sap from the plant next to hers. The old woman smiled down at the little girl in her white cotton dress, amused at the way her tongue was stuck between her teeth as she concentrated on her task. The girl knelt down and scraped the resin into a bowl which she kept on the soil by her feet, then grinned up as she realised that her grandmother was looking at her.


‘Not tired?’ the old woman asked.


The little girl shook her head. She wiped her forehead with her arm and sighed theatrically. ‘No. I’m fine.’


‘We’ll have a break soon. You can drink some water.’ A break would also give the old woman a chance to smoke some opium. Not the fresh sap that she’d just harvested but opium from the previous year’s crop which she kept in a horn box in the pocket of the black apron that she wore over her red embroidered jacket. Her opium lamp and spirit pipe were in a bag at the edge of the field.


‘Who’s that, Grandmother?’ the little girl asked, pointing up the hill.


The old woman narrowed her eyes and looked in the direction the girl was pointing. At the crest of a hill was a man on a horse. The horse was big, much bigger than the packhorses and mules that carried the opium through the jungle and which brought supplies to the village, and it was white, gleaming in the early morning sun. It stood proudly, as if aware of the attention it was attracting. One by one the women in the fields stopped what they were doing to look up the hill. The man in the saddle sat ramrod straight, as proudly as his horse. He scanned the fields with a pair of binoculars.


‘That’s Zhou Yuanyi,’ said the old woman. ‘Get back to work.’ She seized another oval pod.


‘Who’s Zhou Yuanyi?’ asked the little girl.


‘It’s his fields we’re working in,’ said the old woman. ‘These are his poppies.’


‘Wah!’ said the little girl. She looked around the field in amazement. ‘He owns all these flowers? All of them?’


The old woman grinned, showing the gap where her two top front teeth had once been. ‘Child, he owns the whole mountain. And those beyond.’


The little girl stared back at the man on the horse. ‘He must be very rich.’


The old woman scraped the opium sap from a large pod. ‘The richest man in the world,’ she said. ‘Now get back to work. Don’t let him see you staring at him. Zhou Yuanyi doesn’t like being stared at.’


The old woman took a quick look over her shoulder, up the hill. Zhou Yuanyi took the binoculars away from his eyes. He was wearing sunglasses, but from a distance it looked as if he had no eyes, just black, empty sockets. He kicked the white horse hard in the ribs, jerked on the reins and turned it around, riding down the far side of the hill, out of sight. The old woman watched him go, then turned back to her poppy plants. There was still much work to do.


 


WARREN HASTINGS PRESSED A yellow button on the dashboard of his Range Rover and the wrought-iron gates glided open. He nudged the car forward into the compound, its tyres crunching on the gravel drive. His two-storey house with its white walls and red-tiled Spanish-style roof was illuminated by his headlights, and long black shadows were thrown up against the tree-lined hillside behind the building.


He’d stayed on Hong Kong Island until late, knowing that both cross-harbour tunnels would be blocked solid by spectators returning to Kowloon and the New Territories. Two large Dobermanns came running around the side of the house, their stubby tails wagging and their long pink tongues lolling out of their mouths.


Hastings cut the engine and climbed out of the Range Rover. ‘Hiya Mickey, hiya Minnie,’ he said, greeting the dogs with pats on their heads.


Behind him the wrought-iron gates began to close, but as they did two headlight beams swept across the compound and a Mercedes saloon accelerated through the gap. It braked hard and skidded several yards across the gravelled drive. The dogs stared at the car, their ears up.


The engine of the Mercedes was switched off, but the headlights stayed on, blinding Hastings. He was as tense as the two dogs, aware of every sound in the night air: the metallic creaking of the two engines as they cooled, the Geiger-counter clicks of the crickets on the hillside and the far-off rumble of a minibus heading towards Sai Kung. Mickey looked up at Hastings, his eyes bright and inquisitive.
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