
[image: Image]


            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

    
[image: Image]


My heartfelt thanks to

John D. Reagh III, Peggy Williams, Stephen N. Roberts, Dr. K. Rainer Massarsch, to my editor, Michael Korda, and to my wonderful wife, Patricia W. Thayer.


For my brother, Jay McMillan Thayer, and his wife, Laurie Dinnison Thayer, and their sons, Joseph Greenough Thayer and Ulysses Jay Thayer.


Part One

We shape our buildings: thereafter they shape us.

WINSTON CHURCHILL
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I had just become an orphan, just that moment. Made an orphan in a terrible way, though I didn’t know it yet, walking along Hollywood Road, passing a shop that sold gilt birdcages and dozen-armed Buddhas, and making my way toward my apartment in the Mid-Levels. So I had a few more minutes of peace.

“You are thinking of moving back to the States?” my friend Jay Lee asked, stepping along beside me on the sidewalk.

“I was only hired for the Swan’s construction,” I replied. “And I don’t have any plans here after it’s done.”

“Maybe we can hire you,” he suggested. “We’ve got a great need for your skills. You could stay here.”

“Nah. I’m sick of kimchi. I can’t even stand the smell. I’ve got to get away from it.”

“Kimchi is Korean food, not Chinese. Get it right, will you?”

Lee was a head shorter than me. His hair was in a military cut, and so black it was blue in the gray light. His nose was flat against his face, and his eyes were slanted. Of course, almost all eyes in Hong Kong are slanted. Lee was wearing a dove-gray suit and a red and blue club tie. The suit was well tailored and didn’t show the holster under his left shoulder. He was chief of the Hong Kong Police Force’s Organized Crime and Triad Bureau. His name was Lee Yik-kee, but he asked that his gweilo friends call him Jay.

“Besides, now that your police department reports to Beijing, I’d never get a job with you. They don’t like me in the Forbidden City.”

I was sticking him, and he knew it. Still, he couldn’t help himself. “Our force does not—I repeat, does not—report to Beijing. How many times do I have to tell you that?”

I started to breathe heavily as we walked up the hill. All around us, buildings rose in even formation. Hong Kong is known for daring architecture, but not here, partway up Victoria Peak, where apartment buildings, dozens upon dozens of them, looked as if they had rolled out of a factory on a conveyor belt. Young Filipino women passed us as they walked downhill toward the Star Ferry. They worked as nannies in the Mid-Levels. The sun was behind the hills, and day was quickly fading to darkness.

Faint echoes from a siren came from all directions. I turned to look downhill, using it as an excuse for a breather. My back was already damp. I had been in Hong Kong ten years. Most of that time I was either sweating from the heat and humidity or shivering from the over air-conditioned offices and shops. That and the smells. I had never become accustomed to Hong Kong’s ripeness, and still, after a decade here, a scent will rise up from some hole in the ground or reach out some window and fairly grab me by the head and turn me around. I’m from Medford, Oregon. Nothing smells bad in Medford.

“Here he comes again,” Jay Lee said. “Where does he get the stamina, I wonder?”

I followed Lee’s gaze. The shrill sound of a siren echoed off the buildings, seeming to come from everywhere. I spotted the flashing lights, several banks of them, coming our way.

Lee laughed. “He’s got motorcycles trailing his car this time, not just in front. It looks like the arrival of the German general staff.”

Every fifth car in Hong Kong was a Mercedes, but few were like this. The black sedan was stretched to a car-and-a-half and had medallions on the front bumper and two small pennants mounted above the front fenders. Lee laughed again.

I asked, “Where does he find time to do his work?”

“He’s got a staff of a hundred, I heard. Maybe they do all the work. Maybe he uses a pencil to scratch out something on a napkin and then passes it to them.”

The procession worked its way up the hill, the motorcycles flashing red and blue, other cars and pedestrians not in a particular hurry to get out of the way. Lee and I crossed the street at an intersection. The Mercedes caught up with us and pulled into the curved drive in front of the building on the opposite side of the street. Several photographers were waiting, and a TV camera crew.

“I wonder who he is visiting tonight,” I said. “Who lives in that building?”

Lee replied, “Wu Jintau, one of the East Asia Shipping Wus. And Quin Jemin, who owns the forty Quick Copy shops here and in Macau. Those’re the only ones I know offhand.”

“Must be nice, never having to buy your own meals,” I said.

“There’s Wu Jintau and his wife, coming out from under the portico to greet him.”

The policemen left their motorcycles to form a loose cordon on the entrance walkway. The Mercedes driver emerged from the car and rushed to a rear door to open it. The policemen left their motorcycles to escort John Llewellyn as he rose from the car, his silver hair like a beacon in the failing light. Llewellyn was slender, with narrow shoulders and a long neck. He was wearing a blue suit, and he stepped quickly toward Wu, his hand extended. Cameras flashed. A reporter called out a question, and Llewellyn appeared to ask his host for permission to pause for a moment to meet the press. When passersby began to gather, the policemen gently held them back.

“He’s like Ben Franklin in Paris,” I said. “Crowds gather everywhere he goes.”

“Who is Ben Franklin?” Lee asked.

I glanced at him. “Are you asking that just to kill me dead?”

After pausing a moment for the photographers, and carefully including the Wus in most of the poses, John Llewellyn allowed Wu and his wife to escort him under the overhanging roof and into the building. The onlookers began to go their own ways.

Lee said, “After what Llewellyn has accomplished, he deserves the acclaim. Let him have his crowds and press conferences and motorcades. He has earned them. Every single person in Hong Kong believes that, and you do, too.”

“You like the thing?” I asked. We resumed our walk up the sidewalk.

“Now you are trying to kill me dead, Clay.”

“I mean, you’ve never mentioned if you even like the damned thing, you’re always talking about police work. You like it?”

“It’s the loveliest and most dramatic man-made structure on earth. Pure and simple, no arguments. You bet I like it.”

Lee deliberately larded his English with Americanisms when speaking with me. Had he been conversing with my Australian counterpart, Lee would have said, “Too right I like it.” When he talked with the Aussie and me at the same time, it was an entertaining performance.

“Well, I haven’t made up my mind about it,” I said. “It’s just not very Hong Kong, is all.”

“The trouble with you, Clay, is that your image of Hong Kong is of junks and coolie hats.”

We reached the level of the next intersection, then turned for a view toward the harbor. Pedestrians flowed around us.

The tower was framed between the buildings, and again, for the thousandth time, it astonished me. At 2,500 feet high, the Fifth Millennium China Tower was the tallest man-made structure on earth, two-and-a-half times higher than the Eiffel Tower, more than two Statues of Liberty taller than any other man-made structure in the world. It rose from an island in Victoria Bay north of the Hong Kong Convention and Exhibition Center, far enough out into the bay so that it would remain an island once the reclaimed land projects off the Wan Chai coastline were completed. The tower’s island was man-made.

Few folks in Hong Kong called it the Fifth Millennium China Tower, a phrase that Jay Lee had said was as much a mouthful in Cantonese as in English. The tower was known in Hong Kong and around the world as the Gold Swan, and for good reason. It resembled no other structure in the world. It wasn’t a needle, like the CN Tower in Toronto, nor was it an obelisk, like the Washington Monument. Rather, the tower was in the form of the moon in its first quarter, a grand swoop. The structure’s midpoint, which was 1,250 feet above grade, was fully 500 feet off of the vertical alignment between top and bottom.

The tower had razor-sharp convex and concave edges. Like the Seagram Building in New York City, it was clad in bronze from top to bottom. The structure resembled a dragon’s neck, or the Communist sickle, or an Arabian scimitar, and these nicknames were traded back and forth in the press during much of the tower’s construction.

With viewing platforms and restaurants on top of the giant curve, and with the bronze glowing in the sun, a consensus developed that the tower most closely resembled a long and graceful gold swan’s neck and head. So while the official name of the tower is still the Fifth Millennium China Tower, Hong Kong citizens took to calling it the Gold Swan. It had been under construction four years, and it was scheduled to open to the public in one month. Hong Kong and all of China were preparing for the event, which organizers promised would rival an Olympics opening ceremony.

“Come on, admit it,” Lee said, standing at my shoulder. “It’s breathtaking.”

“I heard John Llewellyn and his firm generated ten thousand architectural drawings for the tower.”

“And five thousand people have worked on it for four years,” Lee said. “Those are big numbers.”

“They going to finish it on time?” I asked. “It looks like it’s going to be close.”

“Beijing will make it happen. They are betting heavily on the Gold Swan and its inaugural week.”

Two construction derricks were still attached to the viewing deck’s roof, and a number of the bronze plates near the top had yet to be put into place. The temporary elevator, used to take workers and smaller supplies up the tower, was still in place, and it was also curved, following the flow of the swan’s neck, an ingenious design in its own right. The construction elevator was scheduled to come down within two weeks.

John Llewellyn had insisted that the man-made island on which the tower sat be as free of “disastrous eye clutter”—his term—as possible. So the only other permanent structure on the concrete pad at the tower’s base was a one-story terminal, where sightseers from Hong Kong and Kowloon would disembark from the ferries. The terminal was deliberately plain, as close to invisible as architecture could make it, and it was a hundred yards from the tower. Also on the island, but to be removed prior to the opening celebrations, were ten construction shacks, forklifts, construction supplies, portable lavatories, Dumpsters for waste, and piles of this and that. A temporary wooden dock that had been used for early arrivals of crew and material via construction launches and barges was being dismantled. A floating crane, two barges, and a tug were near the wooden dock.

I asked, “How long will it be before a freighter loses its way in a fog and plows into the island, do you think?”

“Every port has similar inconveniences.”

“When did you become such a defender of the thing?”

Lee gazed at the tower. “It took me a while, but now I’m a convert. The Gold Swan has become China’s new icon, just as it was meant to be. It has already replaced the Great Wall as the symbol of China. The tower is our Sydney Opera House and our Eiffel Tower and our Brandenburg Gate.”

“I didn’t think the Great Wall needed to be replaced,” I said. I wondered why I sounded so sour.

“The Great Wall looks backward in time,” Lee replied. “The Gold Swan looks forward. The twentieth century was America’s. The twenty-first will be China’s.”

“You believe that?”

“The people in Beijing who commissioned the Gold Swan believe it,” Lee said, “and that tower is their announcement of it to the world.”

I studied the tower for a moment. John Llewellyn had created a monument that was filled with contradictions. It was the tallest structure ever created by man, and made of steel and bronze, those metals that are the very embodiment of solidity, and it was a massive thing. Yet it was also slender, with delicate edges, and was one long, elegant curve that some architecture critics were calling feminine. It was solid and inert, planted out there in the middle of the harbor, yet it was also soaring, more than seven hundred feet higher than the Peak, reaching skyward in a fluid, rounded motion, touching the clouds. And it was a chameleon, its bronze casing throwing back the gold of the sun, and also reflecting images of passing clouds and the restless water of the harbor, endlessly changing as the day unfolded.

“It seems alive, doesn’t it?” Lee asked.

I nodded. “Maybe that’s it. I can’t get a fix on the tower, as if it’s alive, moving out ahead of judgments I might make about it.”

The peal of another siren worked its way between the buildings. After a moment an ambulance rounded a corner below us and came up the hill. It was a white van with a broad red stripe along the body.

We started up the sidewalk again. The ambulance passed us.

“That’s the trouble with you Americans,” Lee announced. “You don’t think big enough.”

“Yeah?”

He said, “You’ve only got the Empire State Building and the Gateway Arch and—what?—the Space Needle. Midgets, all of them.”

I lived on Kennedy Road near the Junior School, in an apartment tower called the New Horizon. The building is undistinguished in every respect except that I can afford it. My apartment has one bedroom, a small kitchen, a living room and a bathroom, and I can give anyone a tour of the apartment by just having them turn a circle. San Francisco, which I’ve always viewed as densely populated, has thirty thousand people per square mile. By comparison, some parts of Hong Kong have five-hundred thousand. It’s a crowded place, and I don’t complain about my small quarters.

“What are you doing with your old man tonight?” Lee asked.

“Going out for Chinese food, like we do every night. Luckily this city has a lot of it. My dad loves the stuff.”

“It irks me when gweilos call our cuisine Chinese food. There’s Chiu-chow, Sichuan, Pekingese, Yangzhou, and a dozen others.”

“Then why can’t I tell the difference?”

Lee smiled. “It’s a deliberate act of maintaining ignorance on your part.”

“I don’t like to argue with a fellow carrying a pistol.”

“I suspect you take your father to the first noodle bar you come to and eat the same thing every night. Noodle this and rice that, night after night. Am I right?”

My father had visited me four times a year in Hong Kong since I arrived here. Three days in advance, he would call and tell me when he was going to show up. His name is Alan Williams, and he is a retired orchardist, who owned seven thousand acres of trees—mostly pears, but some other fruit, too—near Medford, Oregon. His orchard was a huge spread, an operation employing forty people year-round and another four-hundred during the harvest. My father had built it up, acquiring smaller orchards one after another all his life, sometimes taking big risks with the bankers. I believe it broke his heart when I decided I didn’t want to be a farmer, though he never let on. I just never took to standing out among rows of fruit trees. He sold the farm a few years ago to Harry & David, the Medford-based fruit-packer and gift-box–shipper, which already owned thousands of acres of producing trees. My father was suddenly a wealthy retiree, and he realized that he had been almost nowhere in his life, and I mean I don’t think he had left Oregon more than two or three times before he retired, except for his time in the navy; so when he visited me the first time in Hong Kong, the fact that there was some world beyond the Medford Valley hit him with the force of revelation. He has been coming back since, and I try to show him a good time. He won’t let me pay for anything during his visits.

My mother died when I was twelve, is why I haven’t mentioned her. Liver cancer got her, and quickly. She was there and then she was gone. That was the first thing to break my father’s heart. My not wanting to grow pears was another. I wish I had more memories of my mother.

“I tell you what,” Jay Lee said. “Tonight let me take you and your father to a place I know. You and he will get some real Hong Kong food, not this touristy stuff I’m sure you are feeding your dad.”

“I was going to take him to an American-style steakhouse tonight. Give us a break from soy sauce.”

“My cousin owns a small restaurant near the Man Mo Temple. He’ll treat us like emperors.” Lee had met my father several times.

“Tell him that as a matter of principle I don’t eat eyeballs, tentacle suckers, or hair from any species. And an American would say ‘treat us like kings,’ not ‘treat us like emperors.’ It’s a subtle thing, but you need to know it.”

I was teasing him, but he worked on his American English so diligently that I could see concentration on his face as he registered my correction, tucking it away to use later. He would never make the mistake again.

Three pajama-clad amahs passed us, chatting gaily, sounding like caged birds at a tea house. One of them had blazing gold front teeth.

I asked, “Did your cousin come here doing the breast stroke, two strokes ahead of the sharks, like you?”

“We weren’t swimming. We had a raft made of tied-together inner tubes. How many times do I have to tell you? At least, we weren’t swimming when we started out. And no, his family came over five years later.”

During the Cultural Revolution, Jay Lee’s parents had paddled to Hong Kong across Mirs Bay, bringing their three children with them. Five of their six inner tubes leaked—they had been manufactured by the Red Star People’s Tire Plant in Canton, so little more could have been expected, Lee’s father would say later—and by the time the family reached Hong Kong’s shore, both parents and the oldest children were in the water, clinging to the last inner tube, on which sat the baby. Almost as soon as his clothes were dry, Lee’s father opened a dai pai dong—a market stand, which was a two-foot-square folding table—that sold deep-fried pig’s intestines. He quickly determined that more profit could be made from selling pirated Rolling Stones cassettes. After a few years passed, he rented three parking spots from a chemical company in Sham Shui on the Kowloon side and began selling used cars—some stolen, some not. Then he rented eight parking spots. When the chemical company moved to the New Territories, Lee’s father purchased its warehouse and parking lot, and inveigled the Bavarian Motor Works to grant him a distributorship, BMW hoping to find the same Hong Kong reception that its archrival Mercedes-Benz had received.

By the time Jay Lee was eighteen, his father could send him to the prestigious Hong Kong University, and then to the University of Michigan for a master’s degree in police science. I had asked Lee once if he had ever thought about going into his father’s car business, and he replied that he had given it “about as much thought as you gave to growing pears.”

Lee’s father was now a member of the Hong Kong Jockey Club—that singular mark of having arrived in Hong Kong society—and owned a home—a compound, really, with two houses and water gardens—just off Peak Road. He had retired, but Lee’s two brothers ran the BMW business, and the Ferrari and Jaguar dealerships the father had picked up along the way.

Lee’s place was two streets west, and we often walked home together. The exterior of my apartment building is concrete made to resemble sandstone. Each unit has a balcony, so the sides of the building look like waffle irons. Chinese architecture traditionally avoids the stiff and the rectilinear, but in the Mid-Levels this tradition could not compete with the demands of efficiency caused by limited space. My building was one big block. From my deck on the twentieth floor I have a view of the decks of a similar building across the street. I once counted the buildings that would have to be removed for me to be able to look at the harbor, and it came to six. The top two floors of my building have harbor views, and cost four times more than I pay for the same square footage.

I have never believed in premonitions, which assume the ability to know the future or to communicate by telepathy. Such nonsense was at odds with the mental rigor of my police training. But as Lee and I crossed Caine Road, I saw the ambulance’s flashing lights splashing against the sandstone wall of my building and I was abruptly invaded by a sense of fear, as if a cold brand had been applied to my back.

“Jay?” I said, more a gasp.

He looked at me. “Yeah?” After a moment he added, “You okay?”

“That ambulance.” I pointed, as if he might not see it otherwise. I discovered that I had stopped on the sidewalk. Lee had pulled up next to me. The ambulance that was parked next to my apartment building was frightening me, for no good reason. That’s what I mean by a premonition. Two police cars were parked a few yards down the street, their rotating bubble lights sending out blue and red beams.

“Something is wrong,” I said dully.

“That’s usually the case when an ambulance shows up,” he said lightly.

I started toward the ambulance. Attendants were pulling a collapsible litter from its cargo bay. I sidestepped a palm planter and walked under a wrought-iron arbor along which bougainvillea grew, then passed between two concrete benches. Jay Lee followed me.

Three policemen were standing around a body, which was splayed out near the base of the building. The body’s legs were bent at unnatural angles. The concrete patio and the benches and policemen and the body were washed repeatedly in red and yellow lights from the ambulance. The ambulance attendants rolled the litter up to the body.

I stepped nearer. The ugly premonition wouldn’t go away. A policeman walked in my direction to turn me away, but Lee showed him his badge and he allowed us to approach the body.

I knelt near the fractured corpse. The skull had cracked open on impact, and gray brains were visible under strands of white hair.

Jay Lee put his hand on my shoulder. It was my father.
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Police headquarters are in Caine House on Arsenal Street in Wan Chai. Jay Lee and I were shown into the commissioner’s office. The commissioner rose from behind his massive mahogany desk to shake my hand. I had met Kwok Kan-yan several times, always on business. I held him in high regard, as did most everyone in his force. He gestured toward a chair in front of his desk. He nodded at his subordinate, Jay Lee, who took the chair next to mine. The desk rested on a thick blue rug adorned with impressions of the Hong Kong police seal.

When I glanced at a large table globe next to his desk, the commissioner asked, “Can you tell me when this globe was manufactured?”

“A long while ago,” I ventured. Metal time dials were on both the north and south poles. The twenty-inch orb was mounted on a bass-wood stand.

He turned the globe several degrees and pointed at the United States. “The Colorado Territory in your country is not labeled here. The territory was organized in 1861.” He spoke English with a clipped British accent. He turned the globe and pointed again. “But the town of Nicholaievsk in Russia, just north of Manchuria, is on the globe. Nicholaievsk was founded in 1851. So, this globe was manufactured sometime in that ten-year period.”

“Detective work.” I smiled at him. “Once again you live up to your reputation, Commissioner.”

He returned the grin. “A hollow globe, a hollow compliment. A fine symmetry. Hong Kong is teaching you well.”

I might not have gotten this far into the commissioner of police’s office without Jay Lee’s help. Lee was rising quickly in the force, and had Kwok’s eye, I had heard.

Commissioner Kwok had a smooth, usually expressionless face, except for an occasional lift of the corners of his mouth that passed for his smile. His forehead was high and unlined. He was in his sixties but looked two decades younger, and his eyes were lively, reflecting his energy. He was wearing a suit and tie, not a uniform. His office was paneled in oak, and heavy red curtains framed the windows. A computer monitor was on the cabinet behind him.

He said, “You have come to inquire about the investigation into your father’s death.”

“It’s been a week. If you could give me an update . . .”

“We have completed the investigation.” Kwok spread his palms on his desk, as if flattening a manuscript. “It was a simple matter, really.”

“Simple because you have concluded it was suicide?”

“We have found no evidence your father’s death was anything but suicide.”

I bit down, trying not to angrily blurt out something I would regret. After a few seconds I managed, “My father would never commit suicide.”

Jay Lee nodded in agreement. He had some courage, siding against his superior.

The commissioner pressed a button on an intercom box on his desk and said something in Cantonese. A uniformed sergeant immediately entered the room from a side door and handed Kwok an expandable file folder. As the sergeant returned through the door, the commissioner stood to lean over the desk to hand me the file.

I was startled. The results of investigations were usually pried from a police force only by subpoena, yet I had just been given the file. On it in English was my father’s name, Alan Williams, and then Chinese script, presumably his name in Cantonese.

“Mr. Williams, look through the file. Take your time. You will find that because of your reputation, and the regard which the Hong Kong Police Force holds you in, our investigation of your father’s death was particularly thorough.”

I opened the file, averting my eyes from the first items, large photographs of my father’s shattered body. I found the Preliminary Scene Assessment and read through it. Then I found the Scene Walkthrough, the Initial Documentation, and the Scene Security Report. The documents were in English and Cantonese.

“Note that we fingerprinted every surface in your apartment,” Kwok said.

I nodded. “You left some dust behind.”

“You must have no friends,” the commissioner said, not unkindly. “We found only your and your father’s fingerprints.”

I lifted the fingerprint file out of the accordion file to leaf through it.

The commissioner said: “Whenever something comes in contact with another item, it either takes or leaves a portion of itself or picks up a portion of the other, as you know. So we flew in Shin Wing-kai from Singapore to look for footprints on your rug.”

I wasn’t in the mood to be impressed, but I was. I knew of Shin, and I also knew how difficult footwear impressions were to obtain from a carpet. Most investigations wouldn’t have bothered.

“Your apartment was secured by the first officer on the scene, so there wasn’t a lot of unaccounted traffic through your rooms before Shin arrived. He spent an entire day in your place, using an electrostatic dust lifter and lifting film. He found shoe imprints, but they appear to be yours and your father’s, though we can’t be absolutely certain of this. Lifting prints from carpets isn’t an accurate science. You have big feet, and so did your father.”

He may have been trying to lighten my mood, or he may have been telling me that it was unlikely a person of Chinese descent—with smaller shoes, most likely—had been in my apartment to murder my father.

When I lifted a folder labeled “Elimination Sample,” Jay Lee said, “Your father forgot to flush the toilet.”

“Perpetrators often use the bathroom at the scene of their crime,” Kwok explained unnecessarily. “The urine we found was your father’s, however.”

Kwok and Lee said nothing while I spent five more minutes with the file. Evidence collection had been thorough.

Then the commissioner said: “Investigators have spoken with sixteen residents of your apartment building who live on your floor. No one saw a stranger on your floor anytime near your father’s death. The doormen and two maintenance men have also been interviewed, as have the woman who owns the flower stall near the building’s front door and the taxi drivers who frequent the stand half a block west of your building. Nothing unusual was discovered.”

“Commissioner, I appreciate your department’s attention to this.” My anger had abated.

Police often give slight attention to suicides, not when there are perpetrators to catch in other crimes, but Commissioner Kwok had seen that a thorough investigation had been undertaken.

Still, I said, “But my father would never kill himself. I will never be convinced otherwise.”

“You have overlooked two items in the file, Mr. Williams,” Kwok said. “Small but significant facts.”

“Look closely at the clothing inventory, the clothes your father was wearing when he died.”

I dug around in the file and pulled it out.

“Do you see anything unusual?” Kwok asked.

“Afraid I don’t.”

“Your father’s spectacles were in his pants pocket.”

It took a moment for the information to register, and then I felt as if I were being made smaller by it. Ah, hell.

“As you know, Mr. Williams, suicides usually do not commit their final act while wearing their eyeglasses. They almost always put them into a pocket. As he lay there on the sidewalk under your balcony, his glasses were in his pocket.”

“Well . . .” I had nothing to say.

“And please, Mr. Williams, examine the inventory of items found in your father’s shaving kit.”

I had glanced at it, without paying it much attention. I pulled it out of the folder again.

The commissioner said, “Among the items found in the kit was a prescription bottle containing Effexor.”

I shook my head. I’d never heard of it.

“It’s a brand name for venlafaxine, a medicine that corrects an imbalance of neurotransmitters.”

“What’s the medicine used for?”

“Clinical depression.”

I hesitated. “My father wasn’t depressed.”

The commissioner didn’t say anything.

“I mean, he wasn’t.”

Kwok puckered his mouth slightly.

“I was his son, his only family. I would’ve known.”

Lee said, “We’ve taken enough of the commissioner’s time, Clay.”

“I mean, I would’ve known if my father was depressed.” Wouldn’t I?

The commissioner rose from his chair, stepped around the desk, and guided me toward the door. Jay Lee followed us.

“The file is still open,” Kwok said. “If we turn up anything, you’ll be informed immediately.”

Which meant that the investigation was already history, and the file would soon be forgotten, stored at the police annex on Jaffe Road for five years, and then it would be microfilmed, with the originals destroyed, and placed even deeper in the annex. I thanked the commissioner for his time and his efforts, said goodbye to Lee, who returned to his office in the building, and then I crossed into Harcourt Garden. I had much to think about. And I had my sorrow, which I wasn’t handling well.

*  *  *

I am senior security consultant for the Fifth Millennium China Tower, a title I share with an Australian and a German. We are all retired agents from our countries’ national police services. Our task is to work with the Hong Kong police and China’s Ministry of State Security to prevent a terrorist attack on the tower or its workers. The authorities in Beijing and Hong Kong knew how easy it would be to gain access to and to damage such a structure. Because of the World Trade Center disaster, our team had been given broad powers.

I sat on a bench in the park, near a bauhinia tree, with its pink and white orchidlike blossoms, each of them raised up to the sun. Long-tail magpies picked at the grass near a bank of bamboo. The bamboo stems clicked together in the soft wind. It was still early in the morning, and two dozen people were nearby, going through their tai chi forms. They moved slowly, and in unison, flowing from one ancient form—snake, tiger, mantis—to another, seeking harmony in body and spirit. Visible behind them was the triangular, ultramodern, seventy-two-story Bank of China Tower. Maybe a third of the people crossing the park had cell phones to their ears.

I had been working hard. All of the security consultants had. I say this somewhat defensively because, truth be told, we hadn’t turned up one scintilla of evidence that any organization from anywhere was planning an attack on the tower. The Australian, Jack Rainey, says the terrorists are fully aware that we—heavy-hitting police specialists—are on the job, and that’s why there are no impending attacks, though he can’t get it out without chuckling.

Prior to this job I had the same title at Hong Kong’s new Chek Lap Kok airport. And before that I spent twenty years in the FBI, ending my career as deputy assistant director (DAD) in the Counterterrorism Division. I was thinking of retiring from the FBI after those two decades, tired of it, and wondering what I might do, maybe teaching police science at some university, or maybe working at Boeing in Seattle, in their security office, when the Chek Lap Kok Construction Security Agency contacted me. My first instinct was that I had no interest in working for the Hong Kong authorities, especially after the 1997 handover. But the CLKCSA recruiting officer (pronounced click-sa; the Chinese police are as addicted to acronyms as are United States police forces) told me, “We are extremely serious about security at the new airport.” I asked, “How serious?” And he named a figure that was precisely twice my highest FBI salary, and said a living allowance would also be included. I thought about it for five seconds, then accepted.

I was married once. At the time, I was a special agent in the San Francisco office. When I was promoted to special agent in charge of the Wichita Falls, Texas, office—big title, little office—my wife chose San Francisco. There was more to it than that, but I am entirely done examining that failed relationship. She has since remarried, to a cardiologist, and she and I exchange newsy Christmas cards, the amount of news diminishing as the years pass. She has three children now, the oldest in high school. I’m at an age, mid-forties, when I’m beginning to wish I had children. I mentioned this to my father two weeks ago, and he advised that I first find a wife. Now I can’t mention anything to my father.

I had to work to unclench my fists. I knew, sitting there on that park bench, that my father did not commit suicide. I didn’t care about his eyeglasses being found in his pocket and a prescription antidepressant in his shaving kit. Suicide was counter to everything I knew about him, and to his own vigorously held religious beliefs. For most of his adult life he had been a deacon at the Medford First Presbyterian Church. Committing suicide was out of the question. It was forbidden by God. And he was a man in love with his retirement, in love with the idea of coming over to Hong Kong as often as he could to pal around with his son. Alan J. Williams would never do it, never jump from a twenty-story balcony.

Several elderly ladies paused at the corner of the park, where a wayside shrine had been erected, a small concrete structure not larger than a birdbath. The ladies burned joss sticks, arranging their thoughts and deeds to the spiritual force that courses through all the environment, which Cantonese call hey and Mandarins call qi. Thin strands of smoke rose from the shrine.

I never took to my father’s churchgoing, by the way. Once I got to be fifteen, he became tired of wrestling me to Sunday school, so he would go off in his late-model Oldsmobile by himself every Sunday. He was good enough not to hector me about it, and he said God speaks to people in different ways. So I’m a backsliding Presbyterian, which makes me a Methodist by default, maybe. I still don’t go to church. I might start someday, though.

The Hong Kong police weren’t the only ones investigating my father’s death. I had made dozens of telephone calls to the States. It made sense that if someone threw my father from the twentieth-floor deck, my father must have had an enemy. I had to relay the news of his death to many old friends in Oregon, but I also quizzed them about my father. Were there aspects about him I didn’t know, any dark secrets, maybe a shadow life he was living, as improbable as that was? Could he have picked up a mortal enemy along the way? My notion that my father might have an enemy who would kill him was scoffed at by those who knew him back in Medford, as I suspected it would be, and the idea he might have committed suicide was also heartily ridiculed.

Three young ladies passed the bench, all talking boisterously at once. Cantonese is the only language that cannot be spoken in a whisper, it is said.

So I had been presented a ghastly puzzle. A man who would never kill himself and would never be murdered was nevertheless dead from a two-hundred-foot fall from a balcony that had a high rail around it. Hong Kong police investigators were at a dead end, and so was I.

“Mr. Williams?” A voice to my left, startling me.

I turned to a young man, maybe twenty years old, who was wearing slacks and a tan and green Nordstrom shirt. He had a shy grin and was nodding, as if that might prompt me to identify myself.

“May I please ask, are you Mr. Clay Williams?” His English was American, with long syllables, not the clipped, language-school British English so common in Hong Kong. His dark hair was closely cropped, and his eyes were alert. He maintained a smile.

“I am. Who are you?”

An elderly man carrying a black mynah bird in a cage passed us, the mynah whistling and clacking, then raking the cage’s bars with its beak, sounding like a playing card flicked by bicycle spokes.

“My uncle would like to speak with you. He doesn’t know English, and he has asked that I interpret. May I introduce you to him?”

“Who are you, and who is your uncle?”

The young man half turned toward the west and nodded. I followed his gaze but didn’t see anybody who stood out from the steady stream of folks walking through the park to their jobs.

“My name is Zhu Jintau.” He tentatively extended his hand toward mine, and I shook it.

“You’re a professional interpreter?” I asked.

He shook his head. “Only when called upon by my uncle. Here he is.”

I looked west again, and didn’t see anybody coming toward me, but Zhu made a slight motion with his hand toward police headquarters, and I turned that way to see that an elderly gentleman was four steps away from the bench and closing. His head was almost bald, with only a few strands of white hair floating above it, hovering like insects. His spectacles flashed on and off in the light. Behind the eyeglasses his eyes were small and bright with intelligence and cunning. He had a fixed half-grin. White hair grew from his ears. An old scar, a wound poorly knitted together, paralleled his jawbone on his right cheek.

“I would like to introduce my uncle. Mr. Clay Williams, this is Mr. Wen Quichin.”

Only by an act of will did I not leap up from the bench. There were probably thirty thousand Wens in Hong Kong. And Quichin wasn’t too uncommon. But still, Wen Quichin?

I took a quick breath, then managed, “Pardon me?”

“This is Wen Quichin,” the interpreter said again. The second name sounded like a cash register closing.

I stood to shake Wen’s hand, and I studied his face closely, wondering if this was the fabled man who carried that name.

Then the young man tipped me off by saying, “You may have heard of him.”

Yes, I had, as had every policeman in Asia. How many gweilos had ever seen this face? How many police officials? Only two photographs of Wen Quichin were known to exist, and they were from his much younger days, and were both grainy, as Wen had been moving quickly when they were taken. He had always moved quickly.

“Mr. Wen, I’m. . . .” I was about to say honored. But should I be honored to be meeting a man with a hundred deaths on his hands? Maybe two hundred? No one really knew the number, except Wen, if he bothered to count. “How do you do, sir?” I shouldn’t have added sir, either, I suppose.

I scooted along the bench so that Zhu Jintau and the old man could sit down. Zhu placed himself in the middle. Wen was wearing a pair of loose cotton slacks held up by suspenders and an old-fashioned collarless white shirt with black buttons. Heavy brown brogans were on his feet. He sat quickly, with more energy than his slight, aged appearance would suggest.

He stared at me. I wondered how many men had seen this face as their last earthly sight. Then he spoke, in a quiet, oddly gargling voice, as if his vocal cords had taken on most of the burden of age.

His words stopped after a few seconds, and his nephew translated, speaking in the first person, as if the words came directly from the old man. “ ‘My grandson has disappeared. I cannot find him.’ ”

Wen Quichin apparently didn’t subscribe to the Chinese custom of investing time in building quanxi—a relationship—between people, rather than immediately bringing up the topic. Hong Kong police estimated that four thousand people reported to Wen Quichin, working a vast enterprise in Hong Kong and Kowloon and the New Territories. Perhaps he didn’t have the time to develop quanxi.

“I’m sorry your grandson is missing,” I replied. “I am unclear how I might help you.”

He spoke again, rapidly and in a soft voice, words not meant for passersby. Cantonese consists of sounds that I find hard to believe the human mouth can manufacture. I’ve been in Hong Kong for a decade, and I haven’t been able to pick up much of it. Wen Quichin was a small man, five feet two is my guess, and slender. Other than wearing a Patek Philippe wristwatch, he offered no evidence of his reputed vast wealth. His hands were long-boned and delicate, not hands easy to imagine savagely wielding an ax, which they did expertly, if you believed the stories.

But he offered sure evidence of himself, by sitting here with me on a park bench. I had often discussed Wen with Jay Lee—Lee being head of the police’s Organized Crime and Triad Bureau—and Lee had speculated that Wen Quichin might be a myth. Turncoats were few in Wen’s organization, but those few informants available to Lee had never seen the old man. Orders the informants had received from the organization were filtered through many layers. Lee said that many Hong Kong citizens thought that Wen may never have existed, or might be long-dead, and the organization used his name and reputation to keep its own members and competitors in line. The Hong Kong police knew otherwise, that Wen was alive and prospering. And here he sat, talking to me as if at tea. I spotted a heavily built man standing near the bamboo grove who studied pedestrians passing the bench, undoubtedly a bodyguard. There would be others in the park. Wen had spent a lifetime making blood enemies.

The nephew translated. “ ‘We can help each other, Mr. Williams.’ ”

“What do you have in mind, Mr. Wen?”

Wen Quichin was the leader of 88K, a Hong Kong-based triad that was the largest criminal organization in Asia. The triad specialized in extortion, murder, kidnapping, illegal gambling, prostitution, blackmail, arson, loan sharking, drug trafficking, and human smuggling. If it was illegal, 88K was good at it. When he was fifteen years old, Wen became an 88K recruit; recruits are called blue lanterns. He progressed up the ranks, moving from white paper fan (administrator) to red pole (enforcer) to straw sandal (recruiter), and finally to dragon head, the leader, a position he had held for twenty years. The Hong Kong Police Force’s profile of Wen was filled with rumor, contradictions, undoubtedly planted information, and perhaps much truth. It was said that his nickname was Concrete because of his manner of collecting his loan-sharking accounts early in his career, which was to toss the delinquent customer into an empty concrete mixing truck, and roll the drum around and around until the customer called for mercy.

Of the estimated sixty triads in Hong Kong, only about a third are engaged in criminal endeavors. The word triad comes from the societies’ sacred symbol, a triangle of which each side represents an elemental power: earth, man, and heaven.

All triads—criminal and otherwise—are social clubs with elaborate rituals and long traditions. The Hong Kong police believe 88K was formed in the year 1674 to overthrow the Manchurians and restore the Ming Dynasty. Over the years, the triad’s ambitions have become considerably less noble.

Lately, finding less profit in gambling and its other businesses, 88K had become a smuggler of people from China to North America, usually sealed inside steel cargo containers, maybe twenty people locked inside with no plumbing and no ventilation on a journey across the ocean that might take fourteen days. The fatality rate was unknown, but the Royal Canadian Mounted Police have estimated that one in ten Chinese died during the crossing.

“ ‘Do you have children, Mr. Williams?’ ” Wen asked through the interpreter.

I shook my head. “I’ve never had the good fortune.” What did the dragon head want?

The nephew interpreted. “ ‘Yes, they are good fortune.’ ”

An unexpected encounter with a notorious criminal would set off alarms in any policeman. A man who made his living entombing people in a shipping container, certain death awaiting some of them, would be up to no good. Perhaps an attempted bribe, perhaps blackmail. I would never willingly meet with Wen or anyone like him without wearing a wire, without heavy surveillance, and without armed backup. Yet here I was, on my own, chatting away with a notorious gangster.

“ ‘It has been a week since your father died,’ ” the young man said, relaying Wen’s words.

I was astonished Wen would know anything about my father. How would the dragon head of 88K, one of the most fearsome criminal entities in the world, be aware of a retired Medford pear-grower? I remained silent.

The nephew continued, “ ‘It is unlikely your father jumped to his death.’ ”

But now I had to ask, “How do you know about my father, and the manner of his death?”

After the translation and response, the nephew answered, “ ‘We made inquiries about your father.’ ”

I felt fear beginning to rise in me. “What business do you have asking around about my father? And how do you know whether he was murdered or committed suicide?”

After the quick rendering to Chinese, Wen held up his hand in a placatory gesture. Zhu Jintau translated, “ ‘You and I are linked by events that evening, Mr. Williams.’ ”

“I’m only aware of one event that night, my father dying from a twenty-story fall. What does it have to do with you?”

“ ‘We Cantonese favor large families with many sons,’ ” the gangster’s nephew interpreted. “ ‘Perhaps you know that about our culture.’ ”

I didn’t say anything. When I looked off to my right, toward the United Centre and Queensway, I saw another man I thought to be a bodyguard, sitting on a nearby bench. He was carrying a rolled-up newspaper in one hand and a hiker’s two-way radio in the other. He smiled pleasantly at me.

The translator continued, “ ‘My two sons were killed nine years ago. I have one daughter. She has one son. I am the subject of some ridicule among my enemies for lack of’ ”—the nephew hesitated, searching for the word, then added—” ‘progeny.’ ”

I sat there listening, not even nodding as he spoke, unwilling to commit to anything with even the smallest movement.

“ ‘My grandson is fifteen years old,’ ” the nephew translated. “ ‘He is the only direct male heir that I have. I hope that he follows in my path, though he has shown an unfortunate bent for education, and may attend a university.’ ”

This may have been the gangster’s idea of a joke, though he didn’t smile when he said it.

The nephew translated. “ ‘My grandson disappeared the same night your father fell to his death, perhaps within the same ten minutes.’ ”

“Missing from where?”

The nephew might have been able to answer the question on his own, but he dutifully rendered it into Cantonese, listened for a moment, then said, “ ‘My grandson lives with his parents in your building, on the twentieth floor, the same floor as you.’ ”

“You think his disappearance and my father’s death are related?” I asked.

The old man spoke with the first emotion I had seen, clenching a hand and chopping the air with his chin. “ ‘I do not believe in coincidences such as this, Mr. Williams. Yes, something happened that night that killed your father and took my grandson.’ ”

“Is there any chance your grandson ran away from home?”

Zhu translated my question, and Wen spoke to him angrily, which his nephew didn’t render into English. A few more words were exchanged between them.

Zhu nodded meekly, then turned back to me. “ ‘Hong Kong children are not like American children. My grandson would never run away, and the suggestion is silly. He was kidnapped.’ ”

“How is it possible my father’s death has anything to do with your missing grandson?”

The 88K’s dragon head didn’t answer my question directly. “ ‘All my life I have worked in the alleys and back streets, in the docklands, and in the factories and mills.’ ”

He meant, of course, that people in the alleys and back streets and the other places paid him protection money, not that he actually had been, say, a laborer in a metal-stamping plant.

“ ‘If a diamond merchant on Nathan Road closes his shop thirty minutes early to visit his mistress, I learn about it before the merchant later gets home to his wife.’ ” Wen’s voice was rising, and he was now speaking through clenched teeth. “ ‘If a bettor at Happy Valley has his pocket picked, I learn about it almost before the bettor does. If an old woman in Kowloon Park falls and breaks her hip, I know about it before she reaches the hospital, and . . .’ ”

The nephew carefully put a hand on Wen’s arm, and this gesture was apparently so unusual and startling that Wen immediately stopped speaking. He breathed deeply, and the struggle to compose himself was evident on his face.

He began again, and Zhu translated, “ ‘I have many, many people here who are anxious to do me services, and who are eager to give me information.’ ”

An elderly woman using a walker neared the bench, scooting along slowly. Her gray hair was pulled back into a tight bun. She pulled crumbs from a pocket, and sprinkled them on the walkway, and was quickly surrounded by pigeons.

“ ‘And yet I have been unable to find out anything about my grandson’s disappearance. Not one thing, not a grain of evidence about it.’ ”

I tried again. “How could my father and your grandson be somehow connected?”

The nephew translated my question and then Wen’s response: “ ‘That’s what you and I will discover. You have many contacts, many, many contacts in places I cannot reach into. So we will discover the connection, you and I.’ ”

“You and I?” I blurted. “You are proposing a partnership, you and me?”

After translation the gangster waved away my suggestion, smiling. “ ‘I never take on partners. I have no use for them. They are nothing but trouble.’ ”

“Then what?” I asked.

Still smiling, Wen held out his little hand, and his nephew translated. “ ‘Welcome to the 88K.’ ”
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My father taught me justice. Alan Williams was a big man in the Medford Valley, though I didn’t know it when I was a kid. I began to suspect as much when one day he and I were driving along a dirt road alongside a sixty-acre pear orchard we called the Porcupine Place. All Dad’s orchards had names, such as Larry’s Twenty and Old Well Valley. Some of them were five acres, some a hundred, in a patchwork west of Medford, around Jacksonville. This was during the harvest, and the orchards were filled with pickers, mostly Mexicans who followed the harvests, beginning in May in Texas and California, and ending up in British Columbia in October. Local high school and college students also worked the pear trees.

My father was driving his pickup, and I was sitting next to him, bouncing along the rutted road. I was twelve years old, and he was hoping I would absorb some of the orchard business. My father was six and a half feet tall, with enormous arms and hands, made even larger by my memories. I never saw him outside without a straw cowboy hat. His face was tanned to the color of beef jerky. He had quit Copenhagen a year or two before, and he sucked on Pep-O-Mint Lifesavers morning to night, so he always smelled of mint.

We came to the crossroads at the county road, and Dad asked, “What’s going on, you think?”

I peered through the windshield. A woman and two children, maybe five and three years old, were standing at the intersection. The woman was bent over a fourth person, a man who was hunched over the drainage ditch, his hands on his knees. Their old, rusted-out Buick was parked alongside the dirt road. The three-year-old, a little girl in a tattered dress, was crying and hugging her mother’s leg. The man sank down to the road, and held his head in his hands. Late summer heat lay over the orchards, without a trace of a breeze, and yellow dust that had been kicked up by passing trucks was suspended in thick curtains over the dirt road.

Dad pulled the pickup over, then yanked back on the parking brake. I followed him out of the cab. He spoke Spanish, not well, but enough to get by with the picking crews. He knelt down next to the man and asked him a few questions in Spanish. The man at first shook his head, not wanting to tell what happened, but Dad persisted. The man’s forehead was purple and green, and knobby with swollen skin, and his nose was bleeding. His cheek was split open, and blood ran down his chin onto his blue denim shirt.

My father spoke a few words to the man, who repeatedly shook his head, so then Dad talked with the man’s wife. She spoke quickly. Dad nodded his understanding. He told me to get the canvas water bag from the truck. The bag was hung from the hood latch and was suspended over the grille so that it was cooled by the radiator fan. I lugged it over to Dad, who pulled a handkerchief from his pocket, poured water over it, then passed it to the woman, who dabbed it at her husband’s face, trying to clean him up. Then Dad held the bag for the Mexican while he took several huge pulls of water.

Then Dad led me back to the truck. We got in, and he turned the engine over and we pulled away. Dad’s mouth was set in a grim, uncompromising line. He said, “That lady says Danny Barger was short-weighting them. When he complained to Barger, Barger’s two sons beat the hell out of him.”

Danny Barger owned a small orchard west of my father’s fields. Barger had a short temper and a cussed disposition, and spent his life looking for reasons to get angry. Barger was “too stupid to pour piss from a boot,” as my father liked to say.

We drove to one of Dad’s weighing stations. Workers were paid by weight, and a line of four or five pickers was in front of the big scale, each worker carrying a gunny sack of pears hung from his shoulders by a sling. Dad’s scale man was weighing the sacks and making notes on a pad. Dad lifted a fifty-pound lead weight—certified by the Oregon Agricultural Commission as being precisely fifty pounds—from a rack next to the scale, and he told me to get another one and follow him. I wrestled with it and managed to lug it over to the truck and roll it onto the bed. The weights were used twice a day to calibrate the scale.

Then we drove over to Danny Barger’s spread. Barger was at the scale, making notes on a clipboard. Three pickers were there, waiting to weigh their loads, and so were Barger’s two sons, whose idea of work was to hang out by the soda cooler. Pear trees were all around, their heavy, fruit-laden boughs held up by wood poles. Without a word, my father lifted both fifty-pound weights from the truck, one in each hand, walked over to Barger—who was about to bark out something, but saw the look on my father’s face, and wisely remained silent—and placed the weights on Barger’s scale. The red indicator rose to eighty-five pounds.

Dad turned to Barger. “You’ve been short-weighting your pickers.”

“The hell you talking about?” Barger was a squat man, with no neck and a pinched, angry face.

His two sons—they were in their early twenties—ambled over, their thumbs hooked onto their jeans pockets. Both were wearing grimy white T-shirts.

Dad turned to them. “You two idiots stay out of this, or I’ll slap you both silly and dump you into the irrigation canal. You understand me?”

The Barger boys stopped cold, and the bullying scowls vanished from their faces.

My father said, “Barger, you owe Arturo Mendez—who I just found out by my westerly orchard—another thirty dollars. That’s what I figure you short-weighting him all week adds up to. Thirty dollars. Give me the money. I’ll see that he gets it.”

Barger puffed himself up and was about to let loose with a string of invective, but my father stepped close, and he locked his gaze on Barger, and he balled his fists, and Barger knew it was pay up or get mostly killed, so he reached for his wallet.

My father took the bills, then announced in Spanish that Barger had his thumb on the scales, but that Williams Farms was shy of hands, and that he had work for anybody who wanted it. Dad waited while the pickers cashed out for their load. Barger scowled mightily but was afraid to object. His sons stood on the dirt, welded to the spot by Dad’s threat. Barger’s pickers climbed into the back of Dad’s truck.

We drove the crew to our mess hall, as it was lunchtime, and on the way we picked up Arturo Mendez and his family, my father handing him the thirty dollars and giving his children a handful of Pep-O-Mints. During lunch Dad telephoned the Jackson County sheriff, who arrested Barger’s sons later that day. They served two months in jail for assault and battery.

So my father had started out that day intending to give me a lesson on pear farming but instead instructed me on justice. My father was a man of integrity, I learned then, and I learned again and again as he guided me from being a boy to being a man.

My father deserved justice, and I was going to see that he received it. I didn’t care how long it took or what I had to do. I was going to find his killer and deal with him.

*  *  *

My office was in a construction trailer on Heroes of the Revolution Island, the man-made island in Victoria Harbor that is the platform for the Gold Swan. Citizens of Hong Kong howled when Beijing announced the island’s name, but there was nothing to be done.

Because I share the office with the others on the security team, the place is cramped, and I’m always glad to leave it, even if it means stepping out into Hong Kong’s thick, humid air, which for those of us from northern climates has the feel of magma. I walked out into the sunshine and once again was astonished at the structure standing before me.

I had never become accustomed to it. The thing jolted me every time, and did so again. There it was, the western edge with the sharp angle of a ship’s prow, filling my vision. I lifted my head back so I could look up at the golden, curving tower, which was so large it created its own vertical horizon, often giving me a brief touch of vertigo. In the bright light, the curved gold shaft was iridescent, reflecting the light like water, throwing darts of rippling color across the flat platform. I gazed at it, stupefied again by the brazenness of the thing. After I could finally break my gaze, I walked across the island toward the cafeteria trailers.

Once a week I had lunch with the architecture project manager, Anne Iverson, who reported to John Llewellyn. Our first meeting had been a routine introduction, exchanging information about our jobs, but then she called me a week later to suggest lunch again, and since then we had been meeting once a week for lunch, seldom talking about business. I might’ve asked her for dinner at some point, had I not known that she was involved with John Llewellyn, something few people were aware of. As a security consultant, I heard things. She didn’t hide the relationship from me, occasionally laughing and saying she was “girlfriend number twenty-four,” or saying Llewellyn was old enough to be her father’s older brother. She and Llewellyn kept it out of the papers.

I walked between two spools of wire rope. Heroes of the Revolution Island still resembled a construction site. Some of the finish work remained to be completed on the tower, and electrical and plumbing installations continued. The ferry terminal on the island’s east side was behind schedule. Klieg lights had been set up around it so that work could be carried on into the night. So now, only a few weeks before the inauguration, much equipment remained on the island.

Though I did not know it, half a mile away, a young man had just begun paddling toward the island on an inner tube. His short journey would have a profound consequence for me. He sailed in perilous waters, filled with shipping, and he and his tube were lost among the whitecaps. He paddled steadily with his hands, fighting the current, aiming for the island, and for me.

I worked my way between construction equipment toward the cafeteria. Temporary vehicle lanes had been painted on the island’s concrete surface, which was a flat expanse that resembled an aircraft carrier’s deck. The island itself—apart from the tower—was a master-work of engineering and construction. At one time the largest dredging fleet in the world was assembled here, including cutter suction dredgers, trailing suction hopper dredgers, and dozens of barges. First, the marine mud on the bay floor was removed, then a circular rock seawall was built—some of the boulders weighing three tons—and then the area inside the wall was filled with marine fill and rock fill, 35 million cubic yards in all. Then a forty-foot cap of concrete, reinforcing steel, and tensioning cables was laid over the fill and the seawall. The island—that part of it that ranged out from the tower’s base, more than a hundred yards in all directions—was an unusual Hong Kong item: open space. It was purposely left flat and unobstructed to further dramatize the tower that rose from its center. Marine-green tile was being laid over some of the platform, in a pattern I hadn’t figured out yet. The tile contractor was also behind in its work, and had crews on-site around the clock.

I passed the vehicle yard, containing mostly forklifts and flatbed trucks, which were behind a chain-link fence. That morning I had reported to the FBI Wen Quichin’s approach to me. Though the agency no longer employed me, it would have been foolish not to have informed them, to leave myself exposed to blackmail. I went to the FBI’s office in the New Asia Bank Building on Hennessy Road, rather than emailing or phoning the agent there, because my office’s phone conversations and email and faxes were almost surely fed through the Security Service in Beijing. And I made sure I wasn’t followed on my way there.

The agent in the office, Fred Allison, had worked with me in Washington, D.C. He was suitably astonished at the dragon head’s appearing in front of me at the park, and agreed with me that Wen’s quip, “Welcome to 88K,” was an attempt at humor. No gweilo ever joined a triad. Still, the offer from Wen to work together was real enough, it seemed. My doing so was quickly cleared with Washington. The Hong Kong police were not to be told.

I entered one of the seven cafeteria trailers on the island. This one served western food, and most of the folks inside were from the United States, Australia, and Canada, with a few New Zealanders thrown in. Most were contractor crews, suppliers’ representatives, project managers, and engineers. I picked up a sub sandwich and a bottle of water at the counter, and walked to the corner table where Anne Iverson was eating a salad and waiting for me.

“How’re you doing?” she asked, tapping the table by way of an invitation to sit, as she always did.

“Better.”

“Any luck figuring it out?”

I told her the few things I knew, those pieces of information revealed by the Hong Kong police, including the antidepressant medications my father was taking, and that his eyeglasses were in his pants pocket when he fell. I also said I was still convinced my father would never kill himself.

She reached over and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m sorry for you, Clay.”

Anne Iverson’s eyes were a peculiar blue, so light as to be almost gray. I mentioned to her once, by way of being witty, that many sled dogs, such as the Siberian husky and the Alaskan malamute, have her color eyes, and I think she was pleased with the comparison. Her hair had been lighter, almost flax white, when she was a child, she had said, but had darkened over the years, and now was gold, with darker caramel streaks through it. She kept it fairly short, down to her shoulders, and often wore a ponytail, as she was doing today. She was slender and fine-boned. Her nose was small, and there were a few light freckles across the bridge. Her lips were full, and she had a wide smile, one that hung from her cheekbones, an irresistible invitation to return a grin. Her chin was a touch outsized, but only a touch. It lent her face a pleasingly willful cast.
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