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PROLOGUE
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It had been a long night. Abdullah had spent most of it lying on the bed in the corner of the brick hut, in the dark, waiting. Occasionally the strip of hessian that hung over the window lifted slightly on a cold breeze, only to settle again. Abdullah would get out of bed to stand in the doorway, listening. The distant dull clunking of a goat’s bell somewhere down the mountain – one of his herd searching for thistles. Much further away, perhaps the pulsing thud of helicopter rotors, but Abdullah’s ears could have been playing tricks on him. There were nights when he was sure he had heard the deep thunderous crack of heavy artillery from the neighbouring province, but he could never be sure. So far, the fighting had been elsewhere. 

Abdullah would return to his bed, which was little more than a bundle of cloth. He would lie back and again put his hand behind his head to stare at the crooked beams that held the roof. It was all he could do to still his feverish mind. Closing his eyes only brought them closer. He would turn on his side, and without warning the tears would come, burning his eyes in the dark. He would sniffle and scrape at his top lip with the sleeve of his perahan. He would sit up again and stare out the door, waiting. 

Eventually, the 12-year-old shepherd boy stood up. He took the single-barrel rifle from the corner of the hut, slung the leather strap over one shoulder and stepped outside. The palest tinge of dark blue over the plains to the east was just beginning to rob the night sky of its depth. He set off along a well-trodden but seemingly invisible path down the side of the mountain, his sandals slapping softly against the jagged stones. He moved purposefully, questioning the darkness for signs of movement. Years of watching the surrounding hills had accustomed his eyes to the stillness of bandits and the stealth of grey wolves.

Within the hour he was making his way around the foot of the mountain to the west. It was still dark, but he could just see the now familiar glow of the British military base across the border into Helmand province. Beyond an uneven ridge, the ground fell away to form a vast hollow, where the British had set up a temporary outpost seventh months ago. It gave them a clear view over the plain that stretched out towards the city of Sangin. Abdullah followed the descending line of the ridge, as he had done so many times before, to the point where it petered out to level ground. Here it met the only road into the base. The same road which led back around the mountains to Ghorak, the Kandahar village where Abdullah had lived with his family his entire life. 

He slipped the rifle from his shoulder as he approached a tree. He leaned the weapon against the trunk, then continued walking unarmed along the edge of the road towards the blazing lights that marked the perimeter of the compound. He could now see the canvas walls of the mess hall, the barracks and prefabricated utility sheds. Further to the north large diesel trucks, six of them, parked neatly in a row. It was a village of sorts, all contained within a cyclone fence topped with razor wire. Through the fence he recognised several men from his village. They were up before the soldiers, moving between the sheds, carrying tins of fuel. These men were to be the new security forces for the region. When the British had arrived in the previous spring, they had announced through a translator that they had come to northern Helmand on the invitation of the tribal leaders to train the men, to give them the arms and the means to crush the Taliban. Abdullah had always thought it odd. He knew that at least three of the villagers working on the compound were former Taliban and one of them was still connected through his cousin. The British soldiers didn’t seem to care about this. It was more important that they were ‘seen’ to be helping the people of Afghanistan. 

Abdullah walked past the sentry’s post as he did most mornings. The soldier inside the wooden hut, a stocky young man with hair the colour of the desert and a broad flat face, called out to him in English, “Hey there, little man. Where do you think you’re going?”

Abdullah stopped and waited. The sentry emerged from his post, his movements stifled by his multi-terrain combat gear, helmet and body armour. An assault rifle was strapped over one shoulder. He could have tried to speak to the boy in Pashto or Dari but it was too early in the morning for that. The kid knew the routine. 

Abdullah lifted his arms as the soldier squatted down and patted the boy’s clothing for weapons. 

“Not selling anything today?” he asked. 

The boy stared past him into the compound. The sentry wasn’t bothered; the kids out here only ever got excited when there was something to be gained. 

“Must be here to collect then,” he muttered to himself. 

Satisfied, he ruffled the boy’s dark hair. “Go on, get on with it.”

The young soldier returned to his hut, to continue staring into the darkness of the desert.

Further along the fence one of the trucks roared to life, pulling out from the line. With a loud thunk the floodlights were shut down, and for a moment the base was a tangle of stretching shadows and sweeping headlights. Abdullah headed directly towards the second barracks from the mess hall. 

Inside the narrow canvas hut were two lines of low beds interspersed with lockers. The third platoon of a long-standing infantry brigade had just been given the call to get up. Sixteen young men, most of them no older than 19, were going through the motions of another day in Afghanistan. They sat on the edge of their bunks, wrestling their heels into combat boots and drawing in the belts on their trousers, their once-youthful faces hardened with fatigue. No one spoke. Lockers were opened and shut, beds were made. They were immersed in the muted noises of 16 individuals steeling themselves once again to think and operate as a collective. 

Abdullah moved among them unnoticed. He was just one of several kids from the surrounding villages who spent their days ingratiating themselves with the soldiers, offering to run small errands in the hope of receiving some Western snacks or, better still, US dollars they could exchange on the black market in Sangin. Officially, the British saw it as part of their dual aim to crush the Taliban and win hearts and minds, to work directly with the villagers, helping them to help themselves. Other bases were stricter, they had to be. But out here, they needed to let the villagers in, or they would be shut out from the local knowledge that was crucial to their operations. And for the most part, the kids were easier to deal with than their fathers and uncles. 

Three beds in from the entrance, a wiry young soldier with ginger hair and cold blue eyes was sitting in his combat pants and boots. Private Barnes’ chest and arms were mottled with scar tissue, burns from a roadside bomb on a previous tour. He was about to pull his t-shirt over his head when he stopped and looked up at the lanky blonde soldier who bunked beside him. 

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Barnes asked, his accent drawn from the damp back streets of Newcastle. 

Private Winstone stood over Barnes with a comb in his hand. He was a poster boy for the shortcomings of public education, well-bred and confident but essentially immature. He was already dressed in full fatigues and had been fixing his hair when Barnes had pulled him up. “What?” he asked, holding the comb in front of Barnes’s face. “This?”

Barnes went to grab it back, but Winstone was too quick. He whipped his hand away, grinning at the high-strung gunner who was now breathing heavily through his nose. Out there beyond the cyclone fence, they thought as one unit, their camaraderie keeping them sane, fluid and febrile, but in the barracks fissures appeared where the pent-up steam would threaten to rip them apart.

Barnes stood up, nose to nose with Winstone. The one thing he hated more than people touching his stuff, was entitled toffs taking the piss. “Don’t be touching my shit, Winstone. I’ve warned you.”

“For fuck’s sake, Barnes. It’s just a fucking comb, you Geordie lunatic.”

He tossed it on the bed, no longer entertained by the idea, but Barnes wouldn’t let him pass. “It’s my fucking comb,” Barnes said. “You got that, you dopey fucking cunt. My. Fucking. Comb.” He emphasised the last three words by poking his index finger into Winstone’s chest.

“Fuck you, Bell End,” Winstone spat back. 

The other soldiers were watching warily now. This had been brewing for days. Someone called out for the two of them to take it easy; it wasn’t worth fighting over, but Barnes wasn’t listening. He’d had a bad night and was struggling to hold it together. 

“I’ve told this cunt a thousand times not to touch my fucking stuff.”

Winstone may have been entitled, but he wasn’t one to take an insult lying down. “Call me a cunt one more time, Barnes.”

Barnes’s chest filled with air as he clenched his fists. “You’re not even a cunt. You’re worse than a...” before the words could escape from his lips, Winstone head-butted him in the nose, causing the soldier to fall down between the beds. 

“Oh crap,” someone said from a nearby locker, as everyone in the tent leapt over their bunks to reach the two soldiers before they could do anymore damage. But it was too late. Barnes had wrapped his scarred arms around Winstone’s legs, tipping him off balance. The two men sprawled on the floor, trying to land punches while grappling one another. Like pit bulls in a backyard match, they unleashed all their pent-up anger and frustration, wild eyed and growling. They had lived on the edge of their nerves for seven months, continually hardwired for combat but unable to engage the enemy. It had only been a matter of time before they turned on one another. Barnes bared his bloody teeth, pulling Winstone’s head close to his mouth in an attempt to bite his ear, as Winstone continually drove his fist into Barnes’ exposed kidneys – the scar tissue there reddened then split in several places. 

Without waiting for instructions, four other soldiers did their best to pull the men apart. Fists were thrown blindly, some connected, loosening teeth. At one moment the attempts to break up the fight threatened to descend into an all-in brawl.

“Enough!” barked First Lieutenant Peel from the entrance to the tent. The platoon leader had left the barracks not five minutes earlier to get the day’s orders only to return to find his highly trained soldiers behaving like animals. Hearing their immediate commander’s voice, the young soldiers stepped back, leaving Barnes and Winstone glaring at one another, both still seething with hatred. 

Peel, taller and wider than both men, stepped between them. “I’ve had just about enough of this shit from you two.” 

He was about to lay into them with a fury he usually reserved for new recruits when he noticed something odd past the shoulders of his men. Down at the other end of the tent Private Horace, the company mechanic, was standing stock still, staring straight ahead, oblivious to the fight that had consumed the rest of the platoon. Peel couldn’t see what Horace was looking at, but something wasn’t right. The private stood like a sentry on duty, but he was only wearing a towel around his waist and his head was still dripping with water. He’d obviously just come in from the shower block. Slowly the other soldiers turned to follow Peel’s gaze. 

Horace still didn’t move. He couldn’t. A few feet in front of him an Afghan shepherd boy stood with his arms raised in front of him. In the chaos of the fight, the child had managed to get a hold of a service revolver, and was aiming it at Horace’s stomach. 

Someone muttered, “Christ.” But nobody moved. Barnes was no longer aware of the blood dripping from his broken nose. The fight was already forgotten. They had lowered their guard and the horrors of the war outside had crept into their barracks unseen.

Horace stared at the boy with a look of contempt, a resentment in his eyes that his fellow soldiers had grown used to over their months together. The mechanic from the West Midlands was a difficult son of a bitch: cold, cynical, and reserved to the point of being unnerving. Some put it down to the fact he was several years older than everyone else. His pale, lean torso was scrawled with homemade tattoos that brought to mind a toilet wall, but no one would dare say as much to his face. He possessed a calculated diffidence that warned off any attempts at familiarity. But for all his faults no one for a moment felt that he deserved this.

Abdullah’s hands were now shaking and the sniffling had started again. He knew what he had wanted to say at this point but the few words he had learned in English couldn’t form through the sobs that were overwhelming him. He took a deep breath to compose himself.

“You no stop them. Why you no stop them?”

Horace made no attempt to respond. 

The boy fired the weapon twice. The private was thrown back against his locker and quickly slid to the floor clutching at his crotch. For a fleeting moment there was a flicker of relief in the boy’s eyes before the side of his face erupted in ragged flaps of torn skin and shattered skull fragments. One of the other soldiers stood in a well-rehearsed firing stance from 12 feet away, squeezing the trigger of his revolver two more times as the boy collapsed to the ground. The rest of the platoon moved towards Horace who was going into shock. 

A blonde soldier who was normally the joker among them, the type to diffuse heated situations with a loose comment, had finally had enough. He stepped over two beds and screamed at the boy on the ground, “What the fuck is wrong with you people?” His usually lilting voice came out as a petulant scream. “You fucking animals!” 

He slipped awkwardly in the boy’s blood, which only enraged him more. A mate grabbed him and pulled him away as he continued to scream, “We’re only trying to help you.” 

The tent quickly filled with armed soldiers from the adjoining barracks. By the time the medics could push their way through, Private Horace had turned grey and was on the point of passing out. His crotch continued bleeding profusely through his fingers as the First Lieutenant crouched beside him using the private’s towel as a compress. Peel told him everything was going to be okay, but Horace just stared at the dead boy with the same unmasked look of contempt. Then his eyes glazed over and he slipped into unconsciousness.
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The thin wire ran through the pulley, lifting the weights smoothly. The load rose up, hovered momentarily then descended with barely a sound. Seven metal bars of five kilograms each moving as one block, up and down. Thirty-five kilograms – the weight of a young child lifted to safety, or plummeting out of reach. 

Birgitte Vestergaard, Senior Detective with the Danish National Police, pulled the metal bar down towards her shoulders, the action causing the muscles within her back to burn steadily. She released the tension and took a deep breath as the bar lifted and the weights descended. Adjusting her grip, she pulled down again, an involuntary grunt escaping through her teeth.

Sunlight shone through floor-to-ceiling windows, bathing the small but well-equipped gym in natural light. Birgitte was straddling the bench of the universal machine, midway through an intentionally gruelling session. Her dark hair was tied back from her face. Her pale skin glistened and her chest was burning red. There was a bottle of water at her feet, but she had no intention of reaching for it until she had completed another six reps.

As her shoulders burned, her mind filled with the images that had plagued her sleep. The tortured face of an elderly man dragging himself up the bank of a dry creek bed in outback Australia, his legs torn off at the thigh. A young woman on a steel trolley, bloated grey-blue and littered with weed and mud, her skin bruised and split, her eyes staring with horror. The sun-charred skin of a student in his 20s, his corpse lifted from the emerald-green waters of Sydney Harbour. The images came faster now as she gritted her teeth and used all her mental strength to compel her arms to keep pulling the cold metal bar. Images of Detective Tony Kingsmill – standing up to greet her in the foyer of the East Wind Hotel in Sydney, crouching by the motel pool in Alice Springs, his lop-sided grin softening his features.

Birgitte arched her back and shuffled back on the bench-seat to keep her spine straight. Now her lower back was aching and she couldn’t feel her feet. Her fingers struggled to hold on to the steel as the sweat ran from her palms down her wrists. She tried with all her strength to push Tony from her mind but couldn’t. They lay in her hotel bed together, exhausted, spent, laughing. Him, standing naked by the window, looking down at the ferries in Circular Quay, the line of his broad shoulders, tapered waist, her fingers tracing the length of his thighs. The scent of his skin. 

What bothered her most was the inevitable associations that came with these memories. She couldn’t think of Tony without being reminded of Zachary de Graff – the sick sociopath whose willingness to execute innocent strangers had sent her to Australia in the first place. The case had only lasted three weeks, but the fallout had continued to linger like a stain beneath her skin.

As the anger welled within her, she began to breathe more heavily. She jerked at the bar and gave a low guttural scream until the metal touched the nape of her neck. She couldn’t clear her mind of de Graff’s fine South African features and cruel, soulless eyes. Nor could she stop his face slowly morphing into that of another monster from earlier in her career – Max Anders, the Danish child killer who was now serving multiple life sentences in Copenhagen. With him came the muffled cries of the Svedbo children as they slowly perished because of a choice that she had made. The bar slipped from her fingers and the weights behind her came down with a resounding crash. 

Birgitte looked around the gym, startled, desperately trying to catch her breath. Thankfully, the room was still empty. She slumped over her thighs, her lungs expanding and collapsing in her chest. Checking her watch, she realised she must have done several more reps than she’d intended. She was getting physically stronger with every session. But she couldn’t say the same for her mind. Most detectives could talk of a particular case that defined their career; Birgitte was on the lighter side of 40, still rising through the ranks, and had already experienced two such cases, both of which continued to haunt her. She stood up gingerly, grabbed her water bottle and draped her towel over her shoulders as she headed for the glass door onto the terrace.

The air outside was thick with humidity and the grating cacophony of distant city traffic. Hong Kong’s Victoria Harbour stretched out before her. She drank greedily from her bottle until it was drained. Forty four floors below, the tiny wharves of Kowloon were busy with mid-morning ferry traffic, shunting office workers and tourists back and forth between the mainland and Hong Kong Island. Shipping liners moved steadily between the smaller islands to the south-east, dwarfed by the skyscrapers that lined the far shore and the steep slope up to The Peak. 

Somewhere beyond the ramparts of glass-and-steel skyscrapers lining the shore was a narrow moving walkway, expediting local workers up and down the western face of Hong Kong Island. Halfway up the Mid-Levels Escalator, where the streets were narrow and winding and cut by steep stairways, was a popular pocket of restaurants and cafes known as Lan Kwai Fong. 

It was hard to believe that a year had passed since Birgitte had sat in the back of a crowded bar, waiting with grim determination to give the signal for the Hong Kong Police to burst in and take down Zachary de Graff. It was a textbook international arrest, a swift, professional denouement to a horrific case that had baffled the authorities in Australia. 

Her decision to pursue the killer to Hong Kong should have convinced her superiors back in Copenhagen of her restored capabilities as a senior homicide detective. Despite being cleared of any wrong-doing, the Anders Inquest had done much to undermine their faith in her. The arrest of de Graff, at the very least, should have provided her with a sense of redemption. Instead, it all went to hell minutes later with two shots fired in the back of a police van by a corrupt local officer. 

Birgitte had returned to her life in Denmark, her position tentatively restored. But she felt like an understudy for own position. The original lead was still disgraced; management were merely suffering the presence of her replacement only so long as it was deemed necessary. Sven had assured that was not the case, but she wasn’t convinced. In her usual fashion she responded to uncertainty by going on the front foot. When the Minister for Police had announced the plans for a comprehensive restructure of upper management, she applied for a promotion to the position of Vice Commissioner. Sven was guarded in his opinion of her decision but when he saw how committed she was, he promised her his full support. 

At the end of September, he had mentioned an international police conference taking place the following month in Hanoi. It would be a good opportunity for her to network with her potential equals, he said. The focus was to be on psychological profiling and lone-wolf terror attacks. She could tack on two weeks of annual leave. When she resisted the idea of the holiday, he reminded her the decision about her promotion would be finalised within those two weeks. “It’s going to be a stressful few days, Birgitte. I’ve been there. You’ll handle it better if you’re somewhere else.”

She hadn’t known how to take this but thanked him for the opportunity, then spent the rest of the afternoon weighing up whether she should just go to the conference or take Sven’s advice.

For the past 12 months she had handled a challenging case-load of domestic murders, gangland executions, questionable instances of manslaughter and one mercy killing that would hopefully end in an acquittal. During that time, she would occasionally find herself recalling random images of Hong Kong – sights she barely remembered seeing because she had been so consumed with catching de Graff. The neon lights of a street in Mong Kok, restaurant windows steaming with bamboo baskets laden with dumplings, the surrounding islands resting so peacefully beyond Victoria Harbour. It was as if the city had been sending subliminal messages for her to return. She didn’t believe in that sort of thing. But come the first week in October when she was standing in the torrential rain in Skovlunde, pointing a torchlight into a shallow grave where the bound and gagged corpse of a teenage girl had been unearthed by a curious Labrador, she knew it was time to get away. 

What she hadn’t banked on was her parents joining her. She had mentioned the conference in passing to her mother, Loll, who couldn’t believe their luck. Birgitte had forgotten her parents had already booked a 10-day trip to China at around the same time. Loll was adamant – they simply had to catch up with her for a day or two when she started her holiday. Birgitte feigned enthusiasm but inwardly kicked herself for opening her mouth. 

The complexities of Birgitte’s relationship with her father weren’t exactly a family secret. He was a brilliant but difficult man, more at ease in the company of government ministers than with his own child. Loll had always joked that it was Jan and Birgitte’s similarities that so often set them at odds with one another. It was all very well to be single-minded at work but there was no place for it in the home. Loll had spent the past 30 years playing the role of peacemaker when one or both of them was out of sorts. As Birgitte had matured she accepted more responsibility for her own reactions to her father’s attitudes, but there were still days when he could wound her pride with a little more than thinly veiled criticism. 

Birgitte knew she needed to rise above it, especially now that her father was in his 70s. Still, the thought of spending three days listening to him condescend to her mother in that oh-so-subtle way of his, and his continual remarks about Birgitte’s choice of career had been almost enough to make her cancel the trip. But she wanted to spend time with Loll. Since Birgitte had learned her estranged husband, Tomas, was due to have a child with a woman he barely knew, she felt in genuine need of her mother’s calming influence. She was also now in two minds about her decision to apply for the promotion. If she hadn’t had to deal with the Anders Inquest, then Zachary de Graff, she was right on schedule to be considered for a Vice Commissionership. She obviously had Sven’s support but sometimes wondered if his view of her as a detective was biased. Loll had always provided sound counsel when Birgitte needed it most. Putting up with her father for three days was just the price she would have to pay. 

Birgitte had flown into Lantau the day before, giving her enough time to settle into the city and get her bearings. It wasn’t as if she had to spend that much time with him – Loll and Jan were heading back to Denmark the day after next. They could do a bit of sight-seeing, some shopping and try a few restaurants. It might just provide Birgitte a momentary respite from her problems before she would be alone again. As she stepped back into the gym and made her way to the elevator, she did her best not to pre-empt the arguments she was going to have with Jan. Loll would simply have to do her usual job of keeping the peace between them. Birgitte took a deep breath and told herself it was going to be okay.

The lobby of the Conran Hotel was decidedly European in flavour, white marble flooring inlaid with bold black lines, polished stone columns and a vaulted ceiling with gold-gilt frescoes that drew the eye to three magnificent chandeliers. It was spacious and elegant, catering to the needs of high-net-worth Continental clients – a far cry from the budget hotel in Hanoi where she had stayed for the international policing conference. Jan had insisted on paying for Birgitte’s accommodation in Hong Kong before they had all left Denmark, otherwise she would have booked into a more affordable hotel elsewhere in Kowloon. It wasn’t worth the argument. If it made her mother happy for them to be all together at the Conran, Birgitte was willing to play along. 

She had showered quickly and changed into a pair of light pants and a cotton shirt she had bought in Vietnam. After seven days in Asia she was finally getting used to the humidity. She paused for a moment at the entrance to the elevator bay to collect herself, then stepped out into the lobby. 

Her father was standing to one side of the long reception desk, looking every bit the elder statesman in his dark suit pants and tailored shirt, his thick white hair combed back from his long face. He was a few inches taller than most and had always stooped slightly to lessen the impact of his own physical stature, which could be unintentionally intimidating. It was just one of the many methods, Birgitte had realised over the years, he used to ingratiate himself to people – to appear obsequious when in fact he was all too aware of his superior intelligence. Even as he stood there appearing to be not looking at anything in particular, Birgitte knew he was studying his surroundings, the state of the interior, the other guests as they moved past. He was making thousands of tiny judgements to continually ascertain his place at the centre of it all. During his career it had been a conscious choice, a skill he had honed to precision out of necessity. Now, in his retirement, it was as unconscious as breathing. 

Jan’s face softened when he recognised his daughter walking across the lobby. Birgitte managed to smile in return. 

He took her by the shoulders and kissed her forehead as he had done since she was 14 years old. “How was the conference?” he asked in Danish.

“It went well, thanks,” she said. “I’m glad I decided to go. How was your time in China?”

He shrugged and smiled. “It’s still China.”

Birgitte didn’t know what that meant. She peered around the lobby for her mother. “Has Loll already gone up to the room?”

“She couldn’t make it,” he said, his face giving no indication as to his thoughts on the matter.

Birgitte stepped back. “Is everything okay?”

“Your Aunt Carol had a fall. Nothing too serious but Loll felt obliged to fly home from Beijing.”

Birgitte stared at him in disbelief. “Why didn’t you go with her?”

He returned her gaze with a reassuring look. “She didn’t want to disappoint you by altering the arrangements last minute. You know what she’s like.”

Birgitte bit the inside of her cheek. If it was just the two of them, she couldn’t afford to clash with him from the outset. “Was it a bad fall?” she asked with genuine concern. “Will Carol be okay?”

“She’ll outlive us all,” he said in a tone designed to end the questions. “Now, I’ve checked in and I’m famished. If you’re hungry we can get something to eat, otherwise I can meet up with you later, if you’d prefer.”

“There’s a place I went to yesterday, in a laneway behind the hotel, that you might like.” 

“Lead the way.”

They walked in silence through the lobby and out into the street. The humidity and the noise hit them both. Leaving the air-conditioned confines of the Conran was like stepping into another country. Birgitte guided him around one side of the hotel. He kept pace with her but she could tell he was struggling with the heat so she slowed down. Within a matter of minutes they were behind the hotel in a shaded laneway lined with colourful restaurants. She pointed across the way to a non-descript shopfront where she had enjoyed a peaceful dinner of handmade noodles on her first night in Hong Kong. 

“I hope you brought your appetite, she said. “The food is exceptional.” 

He held the door open for her. Inside, the restaurant was more crowded, humid and frenetic than out on the street. The room felt narrow and was cluttered with too many settings, every one of them filled with local Chinese shouting at one another across platters of sizzling beef and steamed fish. Harried wait staff moved sideways between tables. If anyone stood up, several people had to move their seats. Birgitte suggested they try somewhere else, but Jan couldn’t hear her above the noise. A waiter waved to them from the back of the room. A setting had become free by the kitchen door. 

Birgitte negotiated her way between the tables. As soon as he sat down, Jan immersed himself in the menu. He ordered for both of them without consulting her then began to talk dismissively about the smog in China, the traffic and poor service in the hotels. She did her best to listen, but as she predicted, his criticisms merely served as a launching point for detailed reminiscences about his previous trips to Beijing when he worked as a diplomat for the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. It was not that his stories were boring by any means. His contribution to international relations was well documented in the media and academic circles back home. It was that he spoke as if the trip with Loll was of little consequence now that he was retired. It couldn’t be easy for him, she reasoned. Loll had warned her that he wasn’t coping so well with his newfound freedom. Every year out of the service of the state he talked more vociferously of the issues that he once had a hand in shaping. 

Several dishes came out of the kitchen one after the other and all of them were as she had hoped. Jan ate and spoke steadily but Birgitte noticed his concentration would occasionally waver. It might have been the chaos of the restaurant, she thought at first, or the trial of the flight from Beijing, the altered plans. But it was more than that, she realised. His train of thought drifted or stopped abruptly. She would wait for him to continue but he would suddenly raise an unrelated topic, then press on, expecting her to keep up. It became more overt as the meal went on, then it occurred to Birgitte that if Loll had been there, she would have covered for him. She wondered how long had this been going on. She thought back over the past 18 months to all the times her mother would bridge the gaps in Jan’s conversation or subtly correct facts crucial to a story. Sometimes she did this at her own peril. Jan could be scathing in his criticism if he thought his acumen was being questioned. But now, without his wife there to guide him, he faltered. At one point he brushed over the fact he couldn’t recall the name of his executive assistant of 13 years with a wave of his hand but Birgitte could tell he was confused, self-conscious. She wasn’t game to fill her mother’s absence. When the conversation fell flat, she attempted to bring him up to date on her career, but he suddenly showed more interest in the dumplings on the end of his chopsticks. She persisted a few more times then brought up a local trade deal she had seen being discussed on TV in the past few days. It worked. His face brightened, and he launched into a long a detailed history of agricultural development in Asia.

As he talked, she found herself thinking of the long lunches they had shared while holidaying in Skagen in the far north of Jutland when she was still a young teenager. They would sit for hours eating and chatting, debating world affairs and the state of the Danish economy, subjects on which Loll was more than capable of challenging her husband given her own academic qualifications. Birgitte would struggle to keep up with the depth of their knowledge but felt very mature just being included. Her attempts at contributing to the conversation usually ended with her petulantly yelling at her father for not listening to her point of view. He’d persist in lecturing her until Loll would interject to keep the peace. When it all got too much they would sit back and watch the light and colours change on the Skagerrak Sea until her mother would shiver with the cold and suggest it was time to go back inside. 

They were memories Birgitte held dear, perhaps because she had so few to draw upon. Jan had been an absent father to say the least. His commitments with the Ministry provided the perfect cover for a man who wasn’t entirely comfortable in the role of father. Birgitte had often wondered if he would have preferred a son, but she couldn’t picture him being any less involved in his career just because his child could play football. Still, as he reached across the table to top up their tea cups, Birgitte found herself wishing to relive more of those moments at Skagen. 

“What is it?” she asked him. He was staring intently at a stain on the table.

“Sorry?” he replied, startled by the interruption.

“What were you thinking about just then. You seemed deep in thought.”

“Did I?” He stared at his daughter, his eyes were a clear blue but slightly vacant, then with an involuntary blink, the depth returned. “Is the reshuffle going to affect you?”

“What?”

“The reshuffle. I saw the Minister plans to shake up the top order.”

Birgitte managed a bewildered smile. “I didn’t realise you were interested.”

“He’s a snivelling toad of a man,” he said almost bitterly. “Met him at some conference or other. He was much further down the chain of command back then, but you could see he was going to make his way eventually.”

“I haven’t actually met him,” she said. “But I am going for a promotion.”

Perhaps he’d pay attention this time, she hoped.

“Don’t give him an inch,” he said. “I’ve seen his type a thousand times over.”

“A Vice Commissionership.”

“It was some conference in Vesterbro...”

“For Christ’s sake, Jan,” she said firmly. “Will you just listen for once.”

His eyes darkened. “I know full well you are going for a promotion. Your mother hasn’t shut up about it for weeks.”

“Then why couldn’t you say something. Every time I bring it up you change the subject or pretend you didn’t hear me.”

He looked over her head as if something had caught his attention across the room. He took a deep breath, clearly trying to control his own temper. He waved to a waiter and motioned for the bill. “I’ll get this.”

He stood up, drew a wad of notes from his pocket, not bothering to check the amount before placing them on the table and walking out. Birgitte stared at the dirty plates and shook her head. It was Skagen all over again. 

She caught up to him further down the street but he didn’t slow down for her.

“I’m going back to my room,” he muttered, then said something about the heat she couldn’t catch. She slowed down and watched him walk away from her as if she didn’t exist. 

The face in the mirror was haggard, familiar but somehow strange, more aged than he remembered – mid 50s, maybe younger, his skin sagging slightly on his jowls, the complexion slightly jaundiced, but that could have been the fluorescent lighting. He pulled down on his cheeks and rolled his eyeballs in their sockets, momentarily transfixed by the broken blood vessels that splayed out from his irises. He could hear muffled conversations through the walls – foreign voices, TVs, radios – and the traffic outside on Nathan Road. 

He suddenly gripped the edge of the basin and began dry retching. Nothing. He gasped for breath and spat into the drain. He turned on the tap under the mirror and waited. With a deep chortle, a gush of rusty water shot out of the faucet then slowed to a steady dribble, which eventually ran clear. He splashed his face several times. 

When he was able to stand up properly, he began looking for his phone. It was later in the day than he realised. He slowly got dressed, pulling on a pair of brown trousers and a cream cotton shirt, his pale arms jutting through the sleeves. He slipped his shoes on, then swept his lank hair back from his face. Even upright his spine never entirely straightened. His posture had always been rounded, the pirate jibes of his childhood a dull memory, but of late it seemed his sunken chest was sinking beyond reprieve. He stepped out of the cramped, windowless hotel room onto the narrow walkway that lined the interior of the ‘courtyard’. Several young Indian men pushed past him to their own rooms further along. He placed a cigarette between his wet lips and leaned on the railing.

Hanjin Mansion was a crumbling office block in the heart of Kowloon that had once housed hundreds of artisan businesses – jewellers, watchmakers, seamstresses. Over the years Indian entrepreneurs saw the chance to convert some of the floors into budget accommodation for the thousands of itinerant workers and travellers who couldn’t afford even the mid-priced hotels. Each floor comprised several “Hotels”, each consisting of several rooms – porcelain lined coffins that could barely hold a bed. It was crowded, noisy and airless. The Blue Diamond was on the 15th floor. Merrick Cripps didn’t care where he stayed so long as it didn’t cost much and there was a lock on the door. He lit his cigarette and peered down the courtyard, exhaling smoke with a chesty cough. Below him were floor after floor of similar hotels. It smelt of damp earth and body odour. The concrete walls seeped water that would gather in corners to trickle out into the void over bare electrical wires. The only real colour came from tiny fishbone ferns which sprouted from gaps in the rendering, searching desperately for natural light.

There were mostly Indians on this floor: drivers, labourers, hawkers, a few Chinese. It was hard to tell if they were short-term or permanent residents. From the corner of his eye he could see through the crack in the door of the adjoining room. An Indian man on a bed was masturbating to American porn on a handheld DVD player. Cripps flicked his unfinished cigarette butt down into the void. He returned to his room, grabbed a small backpack then stepped back out onto the landing. It was 2pm. He still had time. He locked the door shut and made his way to the elevator. 

The subway train out to the northern suburbs of Kowloon was crowded. Cripps hung onto the handle from the ceiling. The Chinese passengers ignored him, but there was a white family in his carriage – a couple and their young teenage daughter. Cripps could tell they were British by the way they dressed and held themselves. The daughter stared at him, making no attempt to hide the physical disgust she felt. Cripps was not an attractive man. He never had been. It was as if each of his features were slightly out of alignment and didn’t comply with accepted measurements. His eyes were too far apart, his nose too long, even his teeth seemed to work against each other. They were subtle anomalies that amounted to an overall appearance of neglect and self-loathing. He stared back at the girl. There was a rawness to her pretty features that was more than just youth. She knew she was attractive to men. Eventually she looked away and refused to look at him again. 

He got off the train at Kowloon Tong and emerged from the underground in a tree-lined street, grateful to be able to light up another cigarette. He then pulled a map form his bag, got his bearings and headed south. A few minutes later he arrived outside an international primary school. He looked about to be sure that no one had noticed him. Satisfied he was alone, he rested his bag on the ground at his feet and pulled his cigarettes out of his top pocket again. He leaned against a tree and drew the acrid smoke into his lungs, staring across the street into the windows of the classrooms where scores of children were doing their final lessons for the day. He watched the empty playgrounds and waited. 

“Do you remember Albert Canningvale?” Jan asked. 

Birgitte shook her head, unsure what he might ask next. They were both looking out across the harbour that was glittering with the neon colours of the city. The evening lightshow had finished more than an hour before. The rooftop bar was quieter now. There was a stillness that Birgitte found soothing. It might have been the bottle of red they had shared.

Jan sat across from her. He was in a surprisingly effusive mood. He had called her room just after 6pm sounding refreshed, inviting her up to the bar to enjoy the lights. She almost yelled at him but realised he may have forgotten his earlier behaviour. There was no point bringing it up again, so she just sighed and told him that she’d love to. 

The man who had greeted her at the entrance to the bar was relaxed and well rested. He must have slept for most of the afternoon. He was dressed in a dark suit, with the collar of his shirt open at the neck. His hair was combed back from his face, still slightly wet from his shower. He could have passed for early 60s not mid 70s.

“Feel better?” she had asked, offering her cheek.

He kissed her warmly and squeezed her shoulders. “I thought we might skip dinner and order a couple of desserts with a bottle of your choosing.”

Was this his way of apologising, she wondered, or had he completely forgotten their awkward lunch? 

He spent the next hour sharing anecdotes about his courtship of her mother. It was as if he had suddenly become aware of Loll’s absence and wanted to relive the key aspects of their relationship from the very beginning. Birgitte was unsettled by his shift in behaviour but had to admit to herself that she was thoroughly enjoying his company.

When the wine was finished, they ordered coffees. Birgitte could sense the evening was drawing to a close and it saddened her a little. Surprisingly Jan seemed to pick up on this. 

“Did your mother tell you we were invited to a soiree tomorrow night at Government House?”

“I haven’t spoken to her yet,” she said.

“Do you remember a gentleman by the name of Albert Canningvale?” he asked again, “when we were living in London?”

She thought for a moment but nobody of that name came to mind.

Jan pressed on. “He worked for the UK Department of Trade and Industry – as it was known back then. Large man. Apparently, some of the kids of the other diplomats called him ‘Cunning Whale’ behind his back.”

She shook her head. She couldn’t recall spending much time with the kids of other diplomats.

“You were too young, I guess,” he said. “He was a former Lieutenant Colonel from memory, did some time in the Middle East.”

He peered out the window towards Hong Kong Island as he spoke. “He’s Sir Albert Canningvale now. Apparently, he’s been living out here for the past 20 years. Made quite a name for himself, and a mountain of money in the local property market. He’s seen as a bit of a bridge between the old world of Hong Kong as a British colony and the new world of Chinese capitalism. Anyway, the British Consulate General is throwing a party in his honour at Government House tomorrow night. And we’re invited.”

Birgitte wanted to remind him that Loll wasn’t there, but she let him continue without interruption. He nestled his shoulders back into his seat as if he was riding in a diplomatic convoy. “We got chatting to a former colleague of mine in Beijing. He was the one who suggested it when we told him we were coming to Hong Kong.” 

“Sounds fascinating,” Birgitte said to be polite.

“I mentioned that we were here to visit you, and he insisted you come along too.”

Birgitte suddenly realised he was inviting her to a diplomatic function. “Wouldn’t you rather catch up with your colleagues on your own?”

He looked at her almost expectantly. “I thought you might like to see Government House while you’re here. It’s been the residence of the Chief Executive of the Hong Kong SAR for some time now, which means it’s not open to the public as much as it once was.” 

Birgitte couldn’t come up with a convincing excuse so she agreed to go along. 

With that settled, Jan asked for the bill. 

As they walked through the bar to the elevators he recalled their time together in London. She was only eight at the time. He had been sent across for 18 months as part of The Trade Council, working on a deal that would have a significant impact on Denmark’s agricultural sector. Loll and Birgitte had joined him shortly after. 

Birgitte had only distant memories of that short chapter of her life: an apartment with high ceilings and cold floorboards, white houses on long streets, nasty girls who wouldn’t talk to her because she spoke differently to them. But try as she might, she couldn’t picture the distinguished Englishman her father had been talking about.

By midnight the main street of Wan Chai was bustling with drunken American sailors on R ‘n’ R, staggering from one bar to another. Loose groups of fresh-faced boys in their crisp whites, jostled one another, laughing hysterically as they were approached every few metres by heavy-set middle-aged Chinese women out the front of strip clubs promising hot young girls if they came inside. It only took one guy to succumb to his own curiosity before the others would follow, out of drunken bravado or animal need. The rest continued on up the street looking for the next watering hole. The popular bars on the corners were overflowing with ex-pats and tourists. It was bright, colourful, noisy – the forced joyousness and gaudy glamour of commercial sex and late-night humidity.

Merrick Cripps was in a basement bar filled with silver-haired white men who were dancing with young Filipino girls. He had taken a seat up the back where he could watch the girls dancing without drawing too much attention to himself. The music was blaring the latest American R ‘n’ B tracks. The girls danced to one another, almost ignoring the men. Tiny denim skirts were in, and shoe-string tops. They swayed seductively, admiring themselves in the dark mirrors that lined the walls as if they were each the star of their own music videos. The men ogled them, dancing with their hands. They were sweating profusely, waddling about out of beat to the music. They savoured the youthful flesh of the girls, groping bare thighs and slapping tight buttocks whenever they got the chance. The girls would slip out of their grasp then sidle back up to them and whisper in their ears. Eventually the men would shuffle off the dance floor and return to the bar for another round of drinks. That was the deal. 

A dark-skinned Filipino girl approached Cripps. Her tiny denim skirt had ridden high on her thighs. Her loose singlet top allowed her untethered breasts to move freely against the cloth. Cripps eyed her warily. It was customary for the guys to approach the girls, to offer them a drink before dancing. It wasn’t until she was up close that he noticed the long birthmark down one side of her face, which she tried to hide behind her hair. He muttered something into her ear. She nodded. He went to the bar and came back with two scotches. When he sat down she slipped onto his knee, put her arm around his neck and then pretended to be shy, turning her cheek away from him. The smell of her – lemongrass and damp cloth – was earthy and alluring. She ran her fingers through his thinning hair. The music was too loud for them to talk so she simply bobbed her head to the beat. He rested one hand on her bare hip and squeezed her flesh gently. 

Before he knew it she had finished her drink. She stood up and began to sway seductively, beckoning him on to the dance floor, which was now virtually empty. He shook his head and laughed, his teeth catching the swirling lights from the ceiling so that they glowed like broken gyprock. He motioned to her glass and she nodded. He stood and checked his wallet. It was empty. He shrugged at the girl, who was no longer swaying. She pulled her hair down to hide her cheek and made her way back into the crowd of girls on the edge of the dance floor to wait for a better option. 

Cripps sat back down and drank his scotch. He pulled out his hotel key and laughed bitterly to himself. It wasn’t like he could have taken her back there anyway. The last drink hit him hard. He was about to leave when he noticed an oafish German in shorts and thongs getting rough with one of the other girls. The girl was smiling nervously as she tried to pull her arm out the German’s grip. He lifted his other arm to show her the back of his hand. It was enough to settle the girl down, but it lit a fire inside Cripps. He struggled to get out of his seat but once he was up he was determined to show that Kraut a thing or two. On the way to the dance floor he grabbed an empty beer bottle by the neck. He tried to smash it on the base of a pylon but it just made a loud clanging sound and vibrated in his hand. He staggered towards his opponent, but before he could do anything a white bouncer gripped his shoulder so tightly he could feel his knees buckling. 

“I fucking warned you last time,” the bouncer yelled over the music. He picked Cripps up by the collar and the belt and dragged him up the stairs to the street. “If I see you in here again, the cops won’t get here fast enough to help you.”

The bouncer threw him against a car and watched as he slid down the duco, onto one knee, then collapse in the gutter. The last thing Cripps remembered seeing was the girl with the birth mark leaving the club with a guy half his age. She was laughing sweetly and it sounded like music. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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The limousine turned into the sweeping drive of Government House shortly after 7pm, joining a cavalcade of several other official vehicles dropping guests at the door. Birgitte stepped out into the warm night air, wearing a black dress she’d brought for the final night of the conference in Hanoi. She wore her hair up, two delicate earrings accentuating the fine line of her neck. From beyond the trees that surrounded the property, she could hear the warbling call of singing gibbons, a sweet reminder that the Hong Kong Zoo was just across the road. Jan closed the car door behind her.

On the drive across the harbour and up into the hills above Central, Birgitte had noticed once again her father was preoccupied. She had tried to engage him in conversation about the history of Government House, how it had served as the residence for several British governors dating back to the 1850s but beyond arching an eyebrow, he didn’t respond. She politely persisted with her one-way conversation, admitting she’d had no idea the Japanese had occupied Hong Kong during the war. Apparently, they’d pared back the architecture quite severely during their stay. Jan said nothing. She brought the conversation closer to home asking him, when was the last time he was there. He muttered that it was back in the 1990s for the close of a tech deal. He continued to peer out the window, deep in thought. Eventually, she had given up and they spent the rest of the ride in uncomfortable silence. 

Birgitte looked up at the Victorian facade which still commanded an air of imperial authority. As they walked through the uninviting portico, she suggested the Japanese had certainly made their presence felt. Jan looked up at the surrounding architecture but didn’t respond. 

They were greeted at the front door by an attractive British woman in her 30s, who introduced herself as Sir Albert Canningvale’s aide. She apologised for the need for a security check prior to entering the building but promised it would be painless. Once they had passed through the scanners they were to turn right and follow the staff through to the residence at the back of Government House. Poe-faced police ran hand scanners across their bodies prior to directing them past a check point. Birgitte had observed more security patrolling the grounds out front. The aide had mentioned that the Chief Executive was out of the country, but he was more than happy to provide his residence for the occasion. Apparently, the two men went back many years. 

The guests were ushered along several corridors, past office spaces where staff continued to work at their desks. The entrance to the Chief Executive’s residence was heralded by a string quartet of Chinese musicians in formal attire playing Sibelius. Attractive waiters presented the new arrivals with flutes of Champagne. Jan walked beside his daughter, nodding towards the Living Room. 

“It’s through there from memory,” he said. 
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