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I

False Flag

False flag (or black flag) describes covert military or paramilitary operations designed to deceive in such a way that the operations appear as though they are being carried out by other entities, groups or nations than those who actually planned and executed them.

Wikipedia







  
  
  Prologue

  
  




1991




Chiu Wah On smiled at his old friend; metallic black, compact and powerful. He felt the weight of the SIG Sauer P225 Pistol in his coarse hands and checked the recoil actions to ensure everything would work perfectly.

Lighting a cigarette, Chiu inhaled and blew out grey smoke that wafted upwards, dispersing against the whirring ceiling fan. His fingers ran over the long scar that went from his forehead and around his left cheekbone; a constant reminder of that bloody night, before settling on the solid form of the weapon again.

Chiu knew the weapon inside out, as if it were an extension of his body, and had handled it many times in training. It was a widely used handgun and not easy to trace or be attributed to any particular source.

The first time he had fired the pistol felt like it was only yesterday. The execution yard in Nanjing, capital of Jiangsu province, under a stark, grey sky. Two People’s Liberation Army guards escorted a shackled prisoner into the empty concrete yard, pulling off his cloth hood to reveal the broken face of a man aged around twenty, eyes wet with tears as they settled on Chiu in anguish.

His superior handed Chiu the loaded P225 and gave him a level stare. He took it and looked into the eyes of the prisoner for a moment, before swiftly raising his arm and firing point blank into the forehead. Every detail, every sound, was crisp in his mind. The shot, followed by the slump of the body on the hard concrete ground, and finally the words of praise from his superior. His first live kill gave Chiu a grim satisfaction, enabling him to move on from years of raw frustration.

The cheap Bangkok hotel room was low lit. Net curtains across the open window wafted in the breeze and the walls faded into a sickly brown from years of stale cigarette smoke. A television flickered silently in the corner and the occasional roar of a moped or tuk-tuk filled the room. He had not left the hotel for three days now and it felt like the walls were closing in on him. Thankfully, the killing would soon begin.

Chiu wrapped the pistol and cache of bullets in a cloth, tucked them into a red canvas bag and then placed it back into the bottom of the wardrobe. Patience, he kept telling himself, over and over. Patience.
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Two months earlier

A strong wind swept the rain across the dual carriageway and through the valley where Frank Bowen had killed time in his teens. There would soon be dozens of red brick houses built and he wanted to hold and embed that place in his memory before it changed forever. There was something comforting to him about the trash and old car tyres lying abandoned on the unused road.

“Here, boy!” Frank whistled to Scotty, who was sniffing around the ground and ignoring him, as he followed a scent trail. He was Jodie’s pet, but walking him made for a great excuse to get away from the flat.

Thick droplets of rain began to build and then within seconds, it came down as a torrent. A nearby derelict car garage offered shelter and Frank ran inside. The windows were now broken black holes that had not seen occupants for over a decade.

Further up the hill, the last solitary houses stood on the rain-washed road set against the grey shapes of two North London tower blocks. He had heard the developers were waiting for the owners to either move or die, so they could get on with their big project.

He considered going to look at the old house where he’d grown up with his parents before the accident, but the rain was coming down harder and it was getting late.

Scotty, bored with being soaked, finally scurried over to join Frank in the dry and shook himself off, spraying his trousers.

“Thanks for that,” Frank sighed. As the terrier investigated the inner corners of the garage, Frank stared out at the relentless downpour. The rain always had a therapeutic effect on him, almost like a comfort blanket for the soul.

Scotty came trotting back and looked up at Frank in anticipation. “Want to go home now?” The dog merely looked up at Frank, his tail wagging excitedly.

“Great. Let’s get out of here.”




***




The following morning the skies remained threatening as Frank jogged along the docks past the endless offices and suits making their way to work. His dark hair and heavy set appearance made him look older than his twenty-six years. A fact not lost on him when he was younger and looking to get served in the pubs. An old man in combats and a tweed jacket tossed pieces of bread to a group of swans in the water. They rushed at the surprise snacks, beaks pecking gratefully.

A sudden screeching noise pierced the peaceful calm. A sickening crash followed by painful screaming came from the main road that ran parallel to the docks. Frank slowed his jog down to a walk and moved towards the commotion. A man in his mid-twenties was lying on the cobbled street, his body contorted– along with his mountain bike – under a car. Several pedestrians stopped and gawped; some continued to walk by.

“Quick! Somebody! Get an ambulance!”

A woman had already jumped out of the driver’s seat, her hands on her head as she took in the scene in front of her.

“Oh Jesus, I didn’t see…”

A burly man in a grey suit stood transfixed as dark blood soaked the dusty, cobbled road. Frank knelt over the man, trying to comfort him, impossible though it was—his face white and contorted, shrill screams and moans, short quick gasps for breath, eyes wide with fear. Eyes that were transfixed onto Frank’s.

“It’s ok, mate … what’s your name? It’s ok. An ambulance will be here soon.” Frank turned to the crowd: “Has someone called a bloody ambulance?” He looked back at the man on the ground, eyes frozen, staring skywards.

“On its way!” shouted a voice. The driver of the car was weeping and being comforted by another cyclist. After an agonising wait, the ambulance eventually pulled up, quickly followed by other emergency services. A paramedic rushed over and immediately felt his pulse and for any sign of a heartbeat, but the young man’s life was already over.




***




Frank put down the keys on the kitchen bar and glanced at a pile of letters on the sideboard.

Jodie came in with a quizzical look from the living room where a home decoration programme blared out, exclaiming the delights of living room renovation.

“Hi, Frank. There’s some post for you.”

“Yeah I saw, thanks,” he said, ignoring the letters. “How was your day?”

“Oh you know, the usual. The excitement never starts,” she smiled at him thinly. “So, you’re home early?”

“Yeah. I skipped work after what I saw going in. Some poor guy got killed. A cyclist was hit by a car.”

Jodie’s face turned to shock.

“Oh God!”

“It was nasty, horrible. He really suffered. I don’t think he was much older than me.”

Jodie rubbed Frank’s arm in a rare show of affection. They embraced, her hands moving around him tentatively, as she patted his back. Frank bristled. She had been doing that a lot lately. He recently read in a body language book that it was a subconscious sign the person was not entirely comfortable with what they were doing.

“Makes you think doesn’t it?” he whispered.

She pulled away from him and tilted her head. “About what?”

Frank moved to the kitchen bar and grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl.

“Life … and its rich tapestry. It’s so bloody short.”

Jodie rolled her eyes.

“How many times have we had this conversation? I know you lost your parents, Frank, and then your grandad. I know how hard it’s been for you. I just don’t know what to say anymore.”

“What? I didn’t say anything about my parents or grandad.”

“But that’s what you meant! And what about me? What about us and a family?”

“What about..? Jodie, I’ve just seen a guy, lying in his own blood, die in front of me!”

The dog barked and disappeared into the living room.

“Don’t shout in front of Scotty.”

Frank shook his head while Jodie glared at him and snatched her keys off the kitchen bar.

“I’m taking him for a walk. Away from you.” The door slammed.

The death of Frank’s grandfather, Larry Bowen, a few months earlier had put a hold on the bickering, but now a return to past form seemed to be back on the agenda.

Frank took a bite from the apple and flicked through the letters. He didn’t recognise one as a bill and opened it. It was from his grandfather’s solicitor, entitled ‘Inheritance’.

He read the words slowly. It told him how he had inherited five thousand pounds from his grandfather’s estate. There was just the matter of signing a few forms at his convenience.

Five grand. It was a nice rounded amount, not life-changing, but handy nevertheless. He had expected to receive something but had no idea how much it was going to be. Larry Bowen had always scrimped and saved, despite not earning a great deal.

Frank did a quick calculation. He had around three or four thousand pounds of debt to pay off from the inheritance, which, on any other day would have irritated him. Today, however, he had seen a young man die and that experience had put all into perspective.

He carefully folded up the letter, went to the bedroom and placed it inside a book that lay on his bedside cabinet and then sat on the bed, staring at the wall.

The eyes of the young cyclist stared back at him as his life ebbed away. Frank supposed that at least someone had been there to comfort him at the end. Snuffed out, just like that. Going to work one minute and then…bang! Game over. It was life, but it was no easier to comprehend.

Then a thought came to him and he went to the wardrobe and took out a cardboard box. Inside was an assortment of his grandad’s possessions, including letters, photographs, a watch and a leather-bound book. Frank hadn’t really looked through all this stuff before and browsed through the items.

The images offered a very brief snapshot of his grandfather’s life. Larry as a young man in the boxing gym where he had been a keen fighter for a few years; Larry and his late wife, taken in the 1970s; Larry standing tall, with a group of other men, all proudly posing in their British army uniforms, smiling broadly at the camera—handwritten on the back in faded blue ink, read: 2nd Infantry Division June 1945.

Then Frank noticed one of his parents that he hadn’t seen before: young, happy, together. Frank found himself wondering what it would have been like if they had still been alive. Would he have taken them on a trip somewhere as they had aged? Visits on Sundays for a slap up roast, maybe? Helping his mum with the parsnips that she always forgot to do, even though they were his favourite … listening to Dad moan about his beloved West Ham United. Yes, he would have done all that. No doubt about it, he would have been there for them.

Frank realised he was tightly gripping the photograph, tears escaping his eyes. He was recycling memories again, memories that didn’t even exist. “What an idiot you are, Frank,” he whispered out loud. He could not remember feeling more alone.
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The Waterfront bar, nestled on the Thames, bustled with the after work milieu of white-collar workers spilling their work gossip of bad bosses and good bosses. Frank spotted his friend, Carl at the quieter end, gazing over at the boats that lined the dockside. He caught his eye and gestured with his hand as to whether he wanted another drink. Carl gave the thumbs up.

“Alright, Carl?” Frank planted down the drinks and slipped into a chair.

“Great, thanks. So, Mr Bond, how’s tricks?”

Both men clinked glasses. “I’m thinking of leaving Jodie, Carl.”

Carl’s face switched from a smile to shock in an instant. He stared at Frank, waiting for the punch line. None came. “Oh Shit.”

Frank nodded grimly. “I know she doesn’t love me anymore, Carl. And I’m seriously confused about how I feel, but one thing I do know; I’m not feeling good right now.”

Carl exhaled slowly and stared at nothing in particular on the plastic tabletop.

“Sorry to hear that mate. That is a shocker,” he said quietly.

He looked directly at Frank and added, “Most people who are unhappy can’t bring themselves to make that decision. They hide from it. But we’re only here once right? Anna and I are tight, but I’d be lying if I said we didn’t have our ups and downs.”

Frank sipped his pint and then looked out of the window at a couple strolling along the waterside. “I hear you. Part of me still wants it to work out, but I can’t see how it will.”

“How long have you been together?”

Frank sighed. “Four years, give or take.”

Carl nodded silently and took a sip of his ale.

“Listen, Carl, I know you have a lock up garage. I wanted to stash some of my things for a while.”

“Oh? Well, of course, you can. Going somewhere?”

“Yeah, to travel for a bit. I want to see some of this beautiful world before I pop my clogs. Also, I really should be getting some sun. This non-stop crap weather is getting me down.”

Carl smiled. “I’ll second that. Good for you. Whereabouts?”

“I’ll start with Goa in India. Then go to Thailand and then see what comes up.”

Carl gave a whistle, “Nice! I’m jealous. Just avoid the Middle East right now. There’s definitely going to be a war kicking off over there.”

“Oh right? Yes, I’d heard something about that. No chance of avoiding it then?” Frank hadn’t bothered too much with the news recently. He had other things on his mind and, although he worked at a newspaper, his department dealt with advertising rather than the stories of the day.

Carl leaned forward and lowered his voice. “Not likely. Saddam could basically dance a jig and sing the Star-Spangled Banner; it wouldn’t make a blind bit of difference. The Iraqi government somehow got the impression they had the green flag to invade Kuwait, but things have changed.”

“Well you can’t go around invading countries, no matter what,” replied Frank.

“No, you certainly can’t.”

Frank manoeuvred the ashtray and sparked a cigarette. “So, how is life in MI6?”

“Busy. Between you and me, you ain’t seen me, right?” Carl tapped his nose, winked and they both laughed. Carl had been an intelligence officer for six years and wasn’t able to speak about any aspect of his job to anyone. It had never bothered Frank. In fact, he didn’t want to know.

Frank took a large gulp of his Guinness and Carl looked serious again.

“I’m really sorry about Jodie. I’ll help out any way I can. Just think of it as a new beginning, mate,” assured Carl.

They clinked glasses. “A new beginning.”
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The sleek black W126 S-Class Mercedes travelled north alongside the Temple of Earth Gardens in Beijing. Years before, Zhang had regularly visited with his parents, running along the tree-lined paths that cut through gardens. The walkways converged on the central altar, Fang Ze Tan, where Emperors of the Ming – and later Qing dynasties – had made sacrifices to appease the gods and help the nation.

It had been so long since he had visited any of the Temples, the others being the Temple of the Sun and the Temple of the Moon, which had all played an important part in the city’s history. Zhang considered taking a walk there later that afternoon if only to offer credence to the sacrifices he himself was about to offer to the nation.

The Mercedes turned east onto Hepingli North Street, along the north border of the Gardens and into a quiet residential road, coming to a stop outside a restaurant. Zhang ordered his driver to stay put and climbed out of the car, walking up the steps to the glass doors, above which red lanterns hung, glowing in the dim light. He caught a reflection of himself in the glass – dark, swept back hair with his goatee beard, brown suit – and wondered if he would still be enjoying these privileges after the coming operation had played out.

The head waiter greeted Zhang as he came through the door and showed him into the empty restaurant, escorting him to his favourite table. He preferred it because it was near the window and more importantly, away from the ears of the kitchen. Three waitresses lined up to receive him, menus in hand; their uniforms immaculate, ironed and crisp. Zhang had earlier ordered the restaurant to be closed to the public.

The first waitress asked him what he would like.

“Green tea. With two cups. My associate will be here shortly. Also, please bring my Xiangqi board.”

The waitress nodded and the three of them scuttled off as Zhang removed his jacket and placed it on the back of his chair.

A tall, gangly, middle-aged man in a dark suit entered and shooed away the head waiter as he walked across the carpeted floor, weaving between the empty tables. Zhang looked up and nodded as Peng Quan, his strategic advisor, hung his jacket over the spare chair and sat down, his sharp breaths suggesting he had been running.

“Peng, have you been working out?”

Peng raised his sharp eyebrows in confusion as he looked at his superior for illumination.

Zhang sighed as he bounced one end of his unlit cigarette on the table top. “Maybe you need some exercise. You’re out of breath from walking from the car?”

Peng grinned sheepishly as he understood, “My driver parked down the road, I just jogged a bit. Sorry, I’m late.”

The waitress returned with a tray holding a pot of green tea and two small china cups, decorated with gold patterns, and placed it on the table. She arranged the cups in front of the men and poured tea into each one. Zhang nodded his thanks and a second waitress appeared, holding a wooden box.

Zhang took it and placed it to his side, opening the lid to reveal the board and game pieces within.

“Thank you. That is all. Please do not disturb us.”

The girl nodded and immediately disappeared.

Zhang opened the box and took out the lined game board and placed it in the middle of the table. He then carefully counted out the disked pieces that were engraved with a combination of red or black Chinese characters. The game, also known as Chinese Chess, was a popular strategy board game representing a battle between two armies and the object was to capture the General. In the middle of the board, a gap represented a river between the two opposing sides.

“I hope I can beat you this time, Peng,” Zhang smiled broadly. “But then, on the other hand, beating my best strategic advisor might not be a good omen.”

Peng laughed, taking his first sip of green tea. “We shall see, Ho Zhang.”

Zhang had worked with Peng Quan for over twelve years in the intelligence community and he was the first person he requested for his small team when setting up the fifth department—a department that did not exist in any official documents or paperwork.

The Chinese apparatus consisted of four main bureaus: the General Staff Department that included organised sub-departments for artillery, engineering, armoured units, operations, training and a host of others, through to the Second Department for military intelligence. The Third was for monitoring of foreign armies and, finally, the Fourth that held the electronic intelligence portfolio, responsible for electronic countermeasures.

It had been Zhang’s idea to form an elite unit specifically for ‘off the record’ black operations. The Fifth’s agenda was to enhance and forward China’s overseas influence without leaving footprints and, wherever possible, leave false trails to foreign agencies.

Zhang believed this was perfectly in keeping with the ministries’ charge by the General-Secretary. That was to ensure “the security of the state through effective measures against enemy agents, spies, and counter-revolutionary activities designed to sabotage or overthrow China’s socialist system.”

The risk, however, was significant and the buck was always going to stop at Zhang. Such were the sensitive circumstances of the bureau’s role, that there had even been a serious discussion about making it financially self-sufficient, even if that meant illegal activities like drug trafficking. Zhang was relieved when this idea was thrown out as it would have, no doubt, given him a myriad of headaches. He would rather leave that type of business to their Triad friends.

Peng Quan moved one of his soldier pieces forward one square, to start the game.

“We need to make a decision on our other game plan,” said Zhang as he studied the board and moved one of his own soldiers.

“Yes, yes, I know,” Quan replied.

“There are still two pieces missing,” Zhang continued.

“Everything else has been set up and is ready to go,” said Quan, his voice flat as if Zhang was chastising him. He moved another soldier forward on the board.

Zhang already knew this, having spent over two years involved in the planning. Every detail of the operation had been scrutinised and approved by him and yet there were still vital cogs that needed to be put in place. He scanned the board of play; wondering how he could get his cannon to control the middle of the board as soon as possible. He moved his piece, took a sip of tea and rested his eyes on the man opposite him.

“Without those two players, the game cannot commence and now is the time, Peng. All eyes are on the Gulf.”

Quan advanced his horse on the same flank to counter Zhang’s cannon.

“Has agent Bashe come up with anyone?”

“Not yet, but I’m hoping he will.” As he spoke, Zhang’s eyes moved over his opponent’s pieces on the far side of the river, which was represented by the middle of the board, trying to second guess him. He moved a soldier piece forward onto Quan’s side of the river.

“What about Orchid? Anything new come through?” Quan asked, casually, as he deployed one of his chariots one square forward. Zhang’s eyes narrowed. He figured Quan must be looking to get it into his left corner, ready to threaten his general—a possible déjà vu of a previous game, where a ‘Jiang si le,’ checkmate had occurred almost before the game had begun. He contemplated moving his right advisor diagonally for a moment as he lit another cigarette, inhaling and slowly blowing out a plume of grey smoke that snaked up to the high, dark red ceiling.

“No, Orchid is standing by and will be called upon. You did a good job recruiting our flower over there, by the way. They have been a great help working to an arrangement with our Triad friends for the handover.” Zhang moved his right advisor disk.

“Thanks,” Quan replied, but he was frowning at the board. He moved a long arm across the game of play and captured one of Zhang’s soldier pieces.

Zhang smiled and considered a move that would surely involve the sacrifice of his castle but could enable him to push his Cannon up his opponent’s right flank.

Sacrifices were always needed in war, he mused.
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Flight BA377 touched down at Goa airport at 4.20pm local time. Frank strained to see what he could out of the small window but gave up. The man next to him was just too large and had obscured his view for the whole journey. Reflecting on the difficult and emotional past few weeks Frank still wasn’t sure if he was doing the right thing.

Moving all his remaining possessions into storage and saying goodbye to Jodie after four years together was a sad time and their parting had been far from amicable.

Maybe he deserved every scream and shout that had been directed at him, followed by the tears. She had looked forward to some kind of future between them and being five years older had anticipated having a family with him. At twenty-six Frank just felt he was too young. There were things he wanted to do with his life. Experiences to be had. Maybe someday he’d be ready for kids but not yet. Jodie had screamed that he was refusing to grow up. Maybe he wasn’t ready to grow up. Had she considered that?

Frank felt drained and tired, mixed with a rising sense of excitement as he stared out at the deep blue sky through the windows opposite. He had been yearning to do this for so long. Every time he had walked past a travel agent, with their posters of beaches in paradise, he had stopped in his tracks and stared longingly at the flight prices.

The heat hit Frank like a wall as he stepped off the Boeing 757 and he immediately broke into a sweat. The air-conditioned arrivals hall provided some relief as well as a scene of chaos, as hordes of passengers stumbled around looking for their salvation. An Indian soldier chatted to customs officers, his weapon slung over his shoulder, plastic and shiny. The uniform he wore had a newly pressed and ironed look, reminding Frank of a life-sized action man.

His first destination was Anjuna beach. According to his hastily purchased travel book, it was a vibrant place to start. The plan was to find a beach and settle in for a month or so of relaxation and fun. Frank felt he deserved it. After all, he had been working non-stop for the last few years and it had felt like a hard slog. Pleasant in parts, but ultimately a humdrum period of his life.

As he stepped out of the airport doors, a posse of Indians, holding up pictures of their rental houses, swamped him and the other travellers. He felt like a monkey in the zoo and waved them away.

“No huts, thanks. I want a taxi.”

A small, skinny Indian man grinned at Frank with yellow teeth, “I have great bungalow, cheap prices.”

“No bungalows, thank you.” The man nodded his head from side to side. “OK, mister. Taxi is no problem; I have one just up there.”

Frank followed him across the dusty road to an old yellow Bristol car from the bygone British Empire. People were bustled into other vehicles, which kicked up clouds of dust as they drove off. Frank bundled into the back of the vehicle with three other travellers whom the driver had rounded up. He nodded a greeting to them.

“Where you from, mate?” asked a shabby haired, blond Australian man in the middle of the back seat. On the other side of the Aussie was a smart looking woman with a pierced nose. Her long, blonde, curly hair was pulled back into a ponytail; her face was soft and understated, yet classically beautiful. She turned and smiled at Frank.

“Just in from England; same as him,” Frank gestured to the large man who’d been next to him on the flight, now welded into the front seat. He tried to turn around to acknowledge Frank for the first time, but couldn’t quite manage it and gave up. The car occupants made small talk as the driver drove like a man possessed, swerving around potholes in the road, sometimes failing to avoid them at all. An occasional bump and shudder caused the passengers to grab onto anything remotely stable as they sped past Portuguese-style villas lining the roads.

Everyone in the car smiled despite the concern in their eyes and tried to talk over the noise. At last, the journey ended and Frank left the others to find a quiet spot, eventually finding what he wanted. It was a small beach house, set away from the crowded drop off point, yet close enough to the bars that adorned the beachfront.

He dumped his gear and immediately ventured out to his new surroundings. The air was sweet with the scent of jasmine and the deep blue sky opened up endlessly overhead. Closer to the beach, sun-kissed travellers milled around the bars, taking in the late afternoon sun and generally hanging out. There were characters that looked like they had been here for years, encrusted with the elements and destined never to leave. Everyone seemed to have beads hanging around their necks, sporting heavy tans, their movements slow in the heat.

An old Indian man in bright red football shorts played some kind of instrument that sounded like bagpipes and was paid to move on by a couple of sunbathing women. Dogs ran around wild, scavenging for food, and were consistently waved away.

Frank clocked a lively bamboo hub of activity called ‘The Brazil Bar’ and mooched up the wooden steps. Dub beats boomed from the stereo, spilling onto the beach. He ordered food and beer before sitting down to take in the scene.

“Hey, how’s it going?” an American voice interrupted his thoughts. A young guy with shoulder-length blond hair sat down, uninvited, and slurped his Kingfisher beer.

“I’m good, just came in today,” Frank said.

“Yeah, I thought so. You look a bit pasty if you don’t mind me saying. You’ll love it here though, this place really rocks. I’ve been here for two months. I was supposed to be headed to Thailand but haven’t managed to leave here just yet,” he gave Frank a broad smile.

“I could think of worse places to get stuck.”

The American saw someone he knew and called over: “Theo, hey! Over here!”

A tall, middle-aged, Indo-Chinese figure moved over towards them, dressed in a white, short sleeve shirt, slacks and leather sandals, his jet-black hair tied back into a ponytail, eyes razor sharp, blue and piercing. He made for an impressive figure. Frank shook hands with him.

“Hi, I’m Frank.”

“Theo.” The man fixed Frank with a direct look and smiled warmly.

The American grinned. “Yeah, I’m Claude by the way.” He shook hands with Frank as well, almost as an afterthought.

Theo talked slowly and deliberately, in direct contrast to Claude who seemed to race through his lines, as if speaking through a panicky oral exam.

“Here in Goa, life is about enjoying yourself and nothing else. You leave your worries at home and that’s it.”

Theo rolled up a joint as he spoke; piecing the papers together like it was the most natural thing in the world. Frank thought his accent was a strange mix of mid-Atlantic, but more British than American, and he reminded him of a Colombian villain from a T.V. series.

“If there is anything you want, I can get it for you. But be careful of the Takkas; the cops. They usually dress in plain clothes, but you will see them a mile off. You will learn this. I know some of them, so if you get into trouble, let me know.”

“Good guy to know, huh?” Claude thumbed towards Theo.

Frank nodded, “Great. I’m not planning to get into any trouble though.”

After a few minutes, Claude left to chat to a couple of women on another table and Frank talked with Theo for an hour or so. Theo told him he had been the only son of a Vietnamese mother and an Indian father. He hadn’t settled and took off at every opportunity, travelling widely in Asia, but he had not yet visited any Western countries.

They touched on their lives and aspirations and Frank decided he liked Theo. He had a calm demeanour about him as if he regretted nothing and rolled with life like a leaf on a wave.

Frank decided not to go wild that night and hit the sack about ten.

Early the next morning, he awoke to the sun beaming in through the window blinds. It felt fantastic to smell the first morning abroad. Frank found a place to get breakfast and then walked along the beach towards a quieter part and sat watching the waves crashing onto the golden shore for a while. He wondered why he had never appreciated it like this before on all those trips to the seaside in England.

England. It seemed a million miles away now and a new life beckoned.

A figure approached from the market end of the beach, stopping occasionally to gaze out to the blue horizon. Frank watched the figure move closer and realised it was a woman dressed in an Indian style one piece dress. She stared toward Frank and he saw it was the curly haired blonde woman from the taxi. They hadn’t really communicated in the cab, due to the Australian dude stuck between them.

She waved and walked over to Frank.

“Hello there. How are you finding it so far?’ she smiled, her hand playing with a seashell. Frank noticed she had a necklace around her neck made from small coloured stones and sported a native look of a red dot on her forehead, just above the middle of her eyebrows. The third eye.

“So far, so good!” Frank gestured to her to sit down. “I’m just enjoying the sea,” he said.

“It’s beautiful, I love watching it,” she agreed, parking in the sand next to him and brushing back her hair. Frank immediately noticed a delicate grace about her, as he had the day before.

“It’s very therapeutic. It concentrates the mind,” Frank said.

“A lot of the beauty is spoilt throughout India though. There’s crap dumped everywhere. People have no idea what they’re doing to the environment.”

She gestured towards a mound of plastic bottles that had congregated nearby. “This is exactly what I’m talking about,” she said, with contempt.

“Yeah, that is pretty bad. People are just here to party I guess. I’m Frank by the way,” he held out his hand.

“Nice to meet you, Frank. I’m Maria.”

They gazed out to sea and he noticed her painted toenails and jewellery. It suited her well, Frank thought.

“You’ve travelled around India quite a bit then?” he asked.

“Yes, I love it. I flew to Mumbai and went to Matheran and the Sahyadri hills. It’s much cooler there and a really great place to relax. Then I came down to Goa on the train.”

“That sounds great. I’m going to stay here for a while, and then I plan to move onto Thailand.”

“Yes, I have to go there at some point, I won’t stay long. I’d like to go to Indonesia then back to Hong Kong,” Maria said.

“You live in Hong Kong?”

“My Father is based there. He’s English and works for the Legislative Council of Hong Kong. They’re all very busy preparing for the 1997 handover to China at the moment. Although it’s still six years away you wouldn’t believe the panic behind the scenes.”

“Oh? What’s going on?” Frank was intrigued.

Maria momentarily held her hands above her eyes to shield them from a glare of sunlight as she looked at him.

“Well, you remember the killings on Tiananmen Square a few years ago?” He nodded. The footage of the student standing in front of a line of tanks had become a powerful iconic image the world over. “It certainly hasn’t helped put minds at rest,” she said. “Then there’s the power struggles as groups jostle for position. I also heard the triad gangs have done a deal with Beijing not to interfere.”

“Hmm, really? Yes, there’s probably a lot at stake,” he said.

She gave him a broad smile. “I hear all about it from my Dad. All the, what’s the English word? Gossip? I hear it all.”

She looked serious again. “But there are a lot of worried people in Hong Kong right now.”

“Do you think there’ll be trouble?” he asked.

She leaned back; her elbows wedged into the sand and narrowed her eyes at a distant ship on the horizon. Frank couldn’t help but cast his eyes over the contours of her body. She was beautiful and clearly relaxing into a favourite topic of hers.

“When there are governments fighting over land, with their agencies of limitless power, there’s bound to be trouble.”








  
  
  Chapter 5

  
  




Pulsating beats drifted across the beach and a cyclone of colourful rays belted out over the top of the dancing masses as the moon winked over the calm night waters behind them. Frank spotted Theo through the crowd and moved towards him.

Theo turned and grinned. “Hey Franky; you enjoy?”

“Fantastic! Happy as Larry.”

“Larry?”

“Oh! It’s just an English saying,” explained Frank.

Theo laughed and scanned his eyes through the dancing party-goers. “Hey, check out the beautiful girls over there!”

“There’s way too many for me, mate,” Frank said, smiling at Theo in the dim light.

Frank looked around for Maria but she had disappeared. After meeting on the beach they had walked to the flea market; a busy scene with snake charmers and old travellers flogging their junk. Then they had enjoyed some dinner together, some of the best fish Frank had ever tasted, before joining the beach party.

Theo motioned for him to move towards the edge of the crowd. Frank felt a cold sweat, his shirt sticking to his back. Theo began building a joint, but Frank suddenly craved water as he slowly became aware of his heart pumping hard.

“I’m going to find a toilet, Theo. I’ll catch you later.”

“Sure, Frank. See you later.”

After pushing through the heaving mass, Frank eventually found a vacant toilet at the back of a bar and, on returning, pondered whether to stick around or call it a night.

“Hey!”

He turned to see a scowling, stooped, man leaning heavily on the bar. His white hair straggled around his bony brown neck and shoulders which held a bunch of necklaces, adorned with shells and what looked like bone fragments.

“They call me the dawg!” he growled at no one in particular. It sounded to Frank like his voice was scarred by a forty a day habit and penchant for whiskey chasers. The man then peered at Frank from under bushy, untamed eyebrows.

“How’s it going, Dog?” Frank extended his hand for the Dog to shake, but he just stood staring over his shoulder at something behind him before walking off without another word. Frank shook his head in disbelief and turned around to be faced with a tall, blond, German man.

“Zat dog,” he stated,” is a legend around here!”

“I can tell he is,” Frank said, sarcastically, wearily moving away to the exit, suddenly deciding he would call it a night after all. He strolled along the path amongst the palm trees and huts and as he glanced toward the trees near the parallel road, noticed Maria walking along a path that converged with his.

“Hey, Maria.”

She turned her head at the sound of his voice. “Hey, Frank.” Even in the limited light, he could make out her full beautiful smile.

“Did you have a good time? I lost you.”

“Yes, it was busy. I went for a wander along the beach, and then went back, but I couldn’t see you,” she said.

They strolled through the moonlit palms. The beams from the beach party behind them continued to streak across their path like a myriad of beacons.

“Were you looking for answers in that view of the sea again?” he quipped.

Maria laughed, her hands still toying with a seashell, perhaps the same one she had earlier. “Yes, I didn’t find many there though. It was much too dark to see anything.”

They arrived at Frank’s hut. “This is my grand abode,” he said, catching her eye in the faint light before moving closer. He reached a hand to caress her cheek and their lips met hastily. Maria opened up to him, while Frank’s hand moved around her waist, pulling her into him until her breasts pressed against him.

They moved inside the small hut and into the bedroom. Frank scrambled around for his lighter and lit his oil lamp, regretting his decision to go for a cheap hut without electricity. Maria took off her long, Indian style gown and unclipped her bra as Frank opened the mosquito net.

“Quick! Hop in!” he urged, smiling at her as he removed his shirt and shorts before diving in behind the safety of the net.

“I wouldn’t want to share you with any mosquitoes,” he whispered.

Frank felt her heart beat against his chest. Her skin felt smooth and warm against his and he welcomed it. She smelled sweet and it reminded him of something; a smell from the distant past.




***




An hour later, Frank ran his hand over Maria’s slender curves as she lay on her stomach with her face turned towards him. He moved his hand up the small of her back to where the end of her curly hair lay easily on her skin. She looked at him with half-closed eyes; her face and mouth obscured by her arm, and let out a satisfied sigh. The flickering oil lamp danced animated shadows across their bodies and seemed comforting to Frank somehow, like the rain that transfixed him back home.

“What are you looking for out here?” she asked softly.

“Sun, sea and Dutch women,” he said, with a cheeky grin.

Maria laughed. “I see.”

Frank returned his gaze to her soft skin, listening to the sound of the lapping tide just outside the hut that seemed to draw closer as if closing in around their feet.

“I had a major urge to take off and leave. I broke up with someone. We didn’t want the same things,” said Frank.

“People drift apart every day, in the same way, they’re pulled together,” she said and slowly moved her hand over his chest. “Was it a long relationship?”

“A few years. We were supposed to get married. Kids; the works,” Frank said.

“A pretty serious relationship then?”

“Oh yes. It was serious,” he whispered, almost mockingly.

Frank turned his body towards her. “What about you? Any Dutch hunks waiting for you at home?”

Maria expelled a loud laugh.

“No, no. Not in Holland. I had a boyfriend in Hong Kong for a while. Nothing came of it.”

“Chinese?”

“No. A Frenchman.”

“A Frenchman in Hong Kong. Sounds like a novel.”

“My life has been a bit of a novel, you could say,” she said with a wry smile.

“I look forward to hearing all about it,” said Frank, reaching for a cigarette.

“Any other family?”

Frank quietly sighed, wondering whether he wanted to continue this conversation. Usually, he didn’t, when asked. He’d just lie or make something up, anything to avoid going down that road.

“No, unfortunately, they’ve all gone. My parents were killed in a car crash when I was seven. My only surviving relatives were my grandfather and Uncle. Grandad passed away a few months ago.”

Maria turned onto her side, looking at him with genuine sadness, “I’m sorry Frank. That’s awful. It must have been extremely hard for you.”

Frank watched the spiral curl of bluish smoke waft up through the mosquito net.

“The pain recedes over time, but it never goes away. I do miss them, I really do. But I was so young. The memories of them are,” he paused. “Kind of faded, you know?”

Frank stubbed out his cigarette and placed the ashtray outside the net.

They lay in silence for a while. The light gush of the tide seemed to slow down and sleep took them quickly.




***




Lightning forked across the black sky overhead, a power of nature that Frank had never seen before. It lit up the endless flat fields that surrounded their cottage for miles. He could even see the trees by the farm where he played army with his friends. There was a tree house there, where they kept their plastic toy guns. The endless dykes acted like trenches and in a field next to the farm stood unused tractors that had been left to rust for years.

She held his hand tight.

“It’s OK sweetheart. It’s just a storm.”

They waited for Dad on the cottage doorstep, clutching their coats as protection against the downpour.

“Come on, Patrick, we’re late,” his mother shouted.

Frank’s father appeared behind them, his anorak rustling as he sorted through his keys. “Right, get ready and make a run for it,” he said.

The three figures sprinted down the pathway to the Ford Escort parked on the road and they all clambered inside as quickly as they could.

Patrick turned to his son in the back seat. “You all belted up, Frankie boy?”

“Yes, Dad.”

“Good lad.”

Patrick started the engine and the windscreen wipers kicked into action, barely keeping the torrent of rain at bay.

“God, would you look at that?” His mother stared across at the field opposite the house.

Patrick and Frank followed her stare and saw the cow, lying on its back with one hind leg stuck upwards as straight as a pole. The carcass looked frozen as if it had been struck by a spear from the sky.

“What happened to it, Dad?”

“It must have been hit by lightning. In the wrong place, at the wrong time. Poor cow,” he said and laughed.

The car slowly moved off, momentarily getting closer to the strange sight in the field as they drove by. Frank’s small face stared out of the window at the dead animal, and then he looked away.
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Frank opened his eyes with a shudder, breathing heavily, his body covered in a sheen of sweat. As the sound of his heartbeat inside his head receded, the familiar cricket noises and distant voices of early morning beach wanderers took over.

He turned to find Maria had gone and felt a pang of disappointment in his stomach. Something he said? Probably gone for a swim or breakfast, he thought, as he watched specs of dust float against slithers of light that beamed through the hut slats.

Eventually, he climbed out of bed, grabbing his wash bag and towel and padded out to the shower area; another perk of cheap boarding. The cool water rushing over his aching head felt like heaven and he let it stream down his body, eyes closed as he relished the feeling. He reached for his wash bag and fumbled around inside for the shower gel. A piece of paper fluttered down onto the concrete slab, narrowly missing the puddle of water that circled around his feet and landed on the hard, sandy ground.

Frank picked it up with one still dry hand and looked at it quizzically. It was written in neat, perfectly formed handwriting.

Thanks for a perfect night. If you’re ever in Hong Kong:

(344) 37484 44

Maria x

Frank could only wonder why she had left him the message in his wash-bag. She had obviously decided to move on to her next destination but it seemed strange that she had left so quickly. Had she felt like their night together had been a mistake? Feeling slightly aggrieved he tucked the note back in the bag. It would have been nice to spend more time with her but he decided to just get on with having a good time.




***




Lazy days drifted into party nights, the alcohol and drugs all part of the routine and, like a kid in a sweet shop, Frank was there: taking it all on.

He’d catch breakfast around four in the afternoon—if he could stomach it—with the regulars at the Brazil bar, then soak up the last of the sun and drift aimlessly in the blue sea. After a brief relaxation, it was time for beers and cocktails. Theo, Claude and a regular motley crew played cards and backgammon, turning the bar into a kind of beach style scene from Casablanca. Party night was every night. There was rarely a night off.

The comedown was hard and swift. One afternoon as he lounged on a hammock the pain hit him in the stomach, tying it up in knots and spitting it out again. He crawled to the safety of his bed as the sickness took hold; tiredness beating him up with sticks, weighing him down, preventing movement.

His appetite completely vanished, mouth dried up like a prune and he spent too much time in the toilet, wishing he had an en-suite bathroom. The terrible nights blanketed him in darkness, shrouding him in their cruel shadow, like a mocking demon. In his fever, he promised to look after himself, quit smoking, bump the drink, and be healthy.

It seemed to Frank that you were at your weakest exactly when you felt invincible.

After a few days, Theo came to see Frank and was visibly shocked at his appearance.

“Bloody hell, Frank, you look terrible!”

“I feel terrible, Theo; I think I’m going to die,” Frank groaned.

“I doubt it.” Theo looked closely at Frank, narrowing his eyes as if reading his health meter.

“My friend is a doctor; I’ll go get him.”

“Anything. Can you get me some more bottled water? I’ll give you money for the Doc.” Frank tried to move across the room to get to his cash.

“Forget it, Frank. You lie down.”

When the doctor arrived he had Frank popping the antibiotics in no time. After a long period of praying and puking, Frank began to slowly recover, almost to his former self.

It was time to move on to his next destination. Thailand had always been in his travel plans and he was suddenly keen to get there.

Frank made a vague arrangement to meet Theo in Bangkok. As they drank tea in the Brazil bar, Theo recommended a guesthouse near the Khao San Road and pointed to it on a map.

“It’s a great place, good price and very comfortable.”

“Great,” said Frank. “It’s good to know where to go, saves a lot of hassle.”

Frank found himself thinking about Maria again and wondered where she had gone. He hoped she was still around Goa and that there would be a small chance they would bump into each other again. He wanted to hear her seductive Dutch accent one more time, but it was not to be.
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Mu Heng banged the top of the small television that sat in the corner of his desk, attempting to get the picture back. It had been steadily getting worse for the past few weeks and had finally died. He eventually gave up and switched it off; slumping back into his chair. Heng checked his watch: 2.37am.

Where the hell was the team?

Patience was not one of his better qualities and the waiting had been going on for months. This had to rank as one of the most boring cover jobs he had ever been assigned, although at least the booth was quiet, he supposed. It was the slow passage of time that got to him. Still, at least now the waiting would soon be over.

Tonight was the night it would finally start to happen.

He flipped through the Hong Kong Times and then lifting his stocky figure up, walked outside the booth and lit another cigarette. Heng then paced up and down on the shiny tiled floor of the Kennedy Town Mass Transit Railway station, brushing imaginary dust off his grey uniform.

The shrill ring of the phone punctured the silence and he quickly picked it up and heard a low, rasping voice.

“Package is here, waiting.”

“OK! On my way,” said Heng. He slammed down the phone, grabbed a bunch of keys, his walkie-talkie and then made his way out of the booth and along the platform in the stark, artificial light.

Heng slid the metal gate linking the platform to the exit tunnel aside, where three grim looking Chinese men, each carrying heavy duty holdall bags, stood waiting. The man in the middle – with the arched scar – nodded and, without a word, they followed Heng back across the platform towards the booth, their footsteps echoing behind them.
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Bangkok. Khao San Road.

The smell of fried chicken hit Frank’s nostrils as he jumped from the taxi. The thick air seemed almost unbreathable. A Westerner grinned at him from a café table as if Frank were a patsy in a creampie joke. He shoved some baht notes at the driver, determined to find this guesthouse as soon as possible.

It took a while for Frank to get to the guesthouse that Theo had recommended. He almost considered going to the first place he saw, but then decided against it and soldiered on. Eventually, another English tourist pointed him in the right direction.

The room in the ‘Sunny Beach’ was clean; the ceiling fan provided cool comfort for half an hour as Frank smoked cigarettes and watched the propelling blades slice up the grey cloud. A high-pitched whine stung in his brain. Frank decided to lay off the alcohol for a while. Those drinks on the flight from India hadn’t done him any favours.

The outside eating area was a small courtyard where he’d come through from the side street earlier and was decorated on all sides with beautiful mosaic tiling, featuring a Buddha dominating a Thai landscape. It was a quiet spot, well away from the frantic Khao San, and Frank felt relieved he’d followed Theo’s advice.

He wanted a drink and a bowl of noodles, and then remembered he was off the booze, but when the waitress came over he decided to order a Singha beer anyway. Looking around at the clientele, Frank could see a few Thai office workers and old travellers killing time at the tables. An old, silver-haired, tanned guy in a red shirt read the Bangkok Post and smoked a cigar.

Another man stopped at his table. He had a young Dirk Bogarde look about him, with jet black hair, sideburns and a five o’clock shadow on his chin and wore typical English attire: long sleeved shirt and white slacks.

“Mind if I sit here?” he asked.

“Of course, no problem,” said Frank.

“Just arrived?” the man enquired.

“Yeah, I came from Goa. I’m headed south as soon as I can get out of here.”

They introduced each other as Frank’s beer and Thai noodles arrived.

“I’m Richard.”

“Frank.”

Richard ordered himself a coffee.

“Bangkok is an extremely interesting city. It can be a tad daunting on first arrival though.”

“It’s manic. I’ve only been here a couple of hours but I’m not planning to hang around.”

“Well, you can’t leave until you’ve visited the infamous Pat Pong.” Richard winked at him.

“Oh, what’s that?” Frank asked, sucking in his noodles.

“You don’t know about Pat Pong? It’s girlie bar central, Frank. It’s where the action is,” said Richard. He noticed Frank didn’t look convinced and added, “Don’t worry, we’ll just look around and have a laugh.”




***




The tuk-tuks swarmed through the early evening traffic, weaving past helmetless bikers and Japanese cars. The pollution rose in the air like a mist, making the city’s buildings look like grey husks through the taxi window. Golden roofs of little temples tucked away amongst the shanty huts, jutted into the dimming sky.

The two men paid the fare and joined the crowd that milled around two parallel roads of Pat Pong. It was packed with T-shirt stalls, girly bars and prostitutes of every manner. There was certainly a seedy feel about the place. Richard warned that it was easy to get ripped off, but he knew a good place to go.

They were constantly harassed by gangs of girls or Thai pimps. Frank glanced into a passing bar and caught a glimpse of a beautiful Thai girl, dressed in a bikini, gyrating around a silver pole. She was closely watched by a gaggle of men at the bar.

Richard turned to Frank, smiling, as they fought through the crowd and pointed towards a side street. “I was down here last week,” he started saying as they negotiated the crowd. “I saw a group of Rugby lads fight their way out after they were asked for an extortionate amount of money for their beers.”

They paused to let a group of singing young German men pass them by.

“Another time there was a chap who had to flee for his life from a strip bar,” Richard continued, “he was chased by machete wielding Thais who ran the place.”

“What did he do?” asked Frank.

“I heard later that he accidentally insulted one of them. And he groped one of the girls which obviously didn’t go down well.” They turned left into an alleyway.

Great, thought Frank, sarcastically, as Richard rang a doorbell to a sinister looking metal door. A slot zipped open for a moment before the sound of a bolt unlocking the door revealed an older Thai woman peering out from the darkness. She held a torch to their faces and Richard quickly gave her some money. The two men followed the torchlight along a blackened corridor which led up a series of steps. She knocked on another door and babbled something in Thai before it opened to a buzzing interior, tinged with red light.

A bar ran all the way around a raised stage where people hunched over their drink and watched a group of dancers swing their stuff. To the back of the dimly lit room lay further tables and seats on different levels. The two men took seats at the bar and ordered beers. A group of young Thai girls in bikinis immediately surrounded them.

“Buy a drink for lovely girl?”

“Wanna try nice girls like us?”

Frank smiled at them. “We’re just here for the show and a beer.”

“Beer shit. Try hot Thai girl,” one of them said. Frank laughed, wondering how he had been persuaded to come here.

Richard ordered drinks for the girls, which consisted of an inch high measure of orange juice and cost the same as their beers. He gave them to the girls who made small talk before leaving them to find more willing customers. After a while, a young couple came on stage and started a live sex show for the crowd. Twenty or thirty positions later, they trooped off. Their bored expressions throughout the entire spectacle indicated it was just another day at the office. Frank took in the seedy atmosphere and drank the beer in quick gulps.

“There’s a free table at the back, let’s grab it,” said Richard.

“You’re a sad old man, Rich, knowing these type of places,” Frank said jokily.

Richard laughed. “Yeah. Just red-blooded. But it’s all part of Bangkok’s rich tapestry, you know.”

Richard gestured for more drinks from the waitress dressed as a Playboy bunny.

“I like to live a certain type of life, Frank.” He lit his tenth cigarette of the hour. “I can meet people here. For the kind of business, I do.”

Frank sensed a change of tone in the conversation.

“There are ways of staying out here and making money and that’s what I do. I’m not a traveller Frank, I live here.”

He smiled again, but Frank could tell by his eyes he wanted to get something off his chest.

“I guessed as much,” said Frank. “So how does someone from the old country make a living here?”

“Well there are all kinds of business one could get into. Asians love to do business, Frank. It’s in their blood. That’s what I love about it over here. No bullshit.”

“Yeah I can imagine,” nodded Frank.

Richard continued to talk about the black market, currencies, precious metals like gold, even selling snakes. It was a crash course in being a hustler in Thailand. After a few more beers, Richard mentioned he had a problem. He needed someone to bring some gems to Bangkok from the south. It was an easy deal, easy money. No borders to cross. He used travellers all the time, apparently.

“Thanks for the offer, Richard, but it’s not really my line. Not right now anyway,” he said.

“No problem, Frank.” He searched his wallet and gave Frank a business card that only had a Bangkok phone number on.

“Just give me a call if you change your mind.”

Frank took the card and slipped it into his wallet.
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The night bus left Bangkok in the early evening, heading south. Frank’s head felt like it was lagging a few feet behind him, due to the relentless drinking nights that Richard had persuaded him to go on. He exhaled in relief and was glad to be leaving the manic city behind him and fell into a deep sleep.

Around five o’clock the following morning the coach pulled into Surat Thani; the bright sunlight already bathing the streets in a yellow glow despite the early hour. Frank grabbed his bag and headed off to find out the boat times to Koh Samui. Scanning the timetable, Frank could make no sense of it and wandered over to a nearby café to ask the owner. A tall, burly, dark-haired man had the same idea and was turning back from talking to the small, jovial faced proprietor.

“There’s a six-hour wait,” he said to Frank’s unasked question.

“For the boat to Samui?” Frank asked.

“Aye. You’d think they’d put ’em on more regular, like.”

The big man slung his huge backpack down next to a table in a way which suggested he was going no further. Frank joined him for breakfast, ordering banana pancakes and coffee whilst the Irishman ordered half the menu. He offered his massive hand to Frank.

“Jimmy,” he said, a smile forming across his broad, deep-set features. Jimmy was a bus driver from Lisburn, Northern Ireland. But driving buses was just one of a
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