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The future must not pay for the past.


PROLOGUE

It was the only photograph of them he had.

The image was oval, sepia-tinted, set at the centre of a rectangular print, the outer details bleeding into the white of the photographic paper. The couple stood on a dirt plain lined with wide shallow furrows. In the distance to the right was the outline of a low stone building, its roof tiled perhaps in traditional blue ceramic at the eaves.

He had shown the photograph to his aunt, his father’s elder sister, producing it over dinner at New Year in his final year at university in 1981, three years after his mother had died and left it to him. His aunt held it close to her face for a few seconds, seeming quietly engrossed, only to then toss it on to the table in front of him.

‘These are your great-great-grandparents. I think that’s his third wife … she was the political one. The smart one.’ She picked up some turnip cake and dropped it into her bowl together with a little fish in soy.

‘What did he do?’

‘Hee-hee!’ His aunt was fat and round, and tucked herself into a chinless ball when she laughed. ‘Your great-great-grandfather was a farmer, a guard, a robber … until he became a fighter and a killer. He did nothing and everything.’

He was dissatisfied with her answer and opened his mouth to ask questions, but she directed her gaze above his head.

‘Xiaojie! Waitress, waitress … one more bowl of white rice,’ she demanded.

The girl standing behind his seat nodded.

‘Did you think we were from Imperial stock?’ his aunt demanded, then, seeing his crestfallen expression: ‘We’re big rice eaters. We belong in those northern fields, working the soil.’ Her chin disappeared once more as she shook with laughter.

‘So, how did we get here?’ he asked, a little embarrassed that he didn’t know more of his own family’s history.

‘Like many others did … with an army, as bandits or refugees. This was over eighty years ago. These people’ – she flicked her head in the direction of the photograph – ‘knew nothing. They’d spent too much of their lives fighting. They were tough and crazy, believed in the power of magic and all sorts of ancient rituals.’ She laughed again. ‘And they brought us to Guangzhou and Hong Kong because they’d heard of Wong Fei-hung’s heroic fight against the colonials, and wanted to join him. Fools!’

‘The journey must have been hard for them?’

‘Who knows? It was probably very boring … apart from the hunger and the fighting.’ His aunt looked down at her bowl again and eyed a fish fin. Popping it into her mouth, she started to suck the juices like a happy plump cat.

He sat without speaking. Her thumb had left a small brown smudge of soy on a bottom corner of the photograph. He rubbed it with his finger; though the smudge faded he could still see it. He looked up at his aunt, who continued eating the next fin unperturbed.

Ignoring her and his own food, he held the photo below the table and stared down at the man and woman.

*
That night in his room at his parents’ old home near the squatters’ town of Diamond Hill on Fung Tak Road in north-east Kowloon, an apartment as small and mean as the countless others surrounding it, he lay on his bed. Even under the heavy breeze of the electric fan, he was sweating, he dreamed of dark brown earth reduced to dust. Bad luck had penetrated China’s heartland, brought by foreigners. With their strange religion and fearsome machines, powerful and impossible, they had defeated its people. Now the Chinese viewed themselves as weak and defenceless. They felt the piss run down their legs in front of mightier men and women from the other side of the world, which until then China had believed it ruled from the centre. Yet the foreign devils preached of deliverance and humility; quoted the compassion of their god as they left Chinese children fearful and hungry.

He dreamed of the arid sepia landscape of the photograph; of distant scrub-covered hills and hard lumpy soil on the plains, unblessed by rain for a year. He found himself standing next to the man and woman, his unknown ancestors. He could smell the stink of their unwashed bodies, the powerful acidity of sweat and mould in their clothes. He could see that the man’s hands were rough and sinewy, forged into fists of iron from farming and fighting.

Both his ancestors were small in stature, but stood up straight and proud. She was the first to look at him directly, and to speak. He did not recognize the dialect. To him the words sounded like barking as she snapped at him, telling him something urgently. The barrage of harsh sounds propelled him backwards and down into the dirt. He felt the rough baked earth under his hands and knees as he landed, cutting through his clothes to the skin. Through the blaze of the sun he could make out her silhouette, hard and dark, like a wet hide laid out in snow.

The man stepped forward then. From down in the dust he saw thick calves and flat feet pace slowly round him, then one foot was raised to roll him over. He looked up again, his head pushed down into the dry brown dirt, underneath the coarse sole, and saw the moving shadow of the man’s long queue, the long woven pigtail hanging to his waist from his shaved scalp, as he turned back to consult his wife. They shouted at each other, and then the pressure from the foot eased and he was released. Side by side, his ancestors walked away into the distance.

*
After the dream he spent many hours studying the photograph. The man was young, maybe in his late twenties, and wore his hair Manchurian-style, though he did not come from the far north. This man was from the north-east of China, now a place of little account. He’d belonged to a village built from mud taken from the endless banks of the Yellow River, a place long since returned to the once-fertile brown earth. Without rain the farmland had grown dry and hard, and starvation followed.

In that era, the long drawn-back queue and shaved upper scalp were a sign that the man had been charged to work for the Qing government in some way, and had been awarded the right to wear his hair like that. Perhaps he had even been there at the end, fighting against the foreign powers at Tianjin, breaking up railway track and defying the Western allies. His tight queue pulled back his skin, accentuating a hard bony forehead and the narrowness of his eyes. Fierce pupils commanded the attention of his young descendant. He wore a jacket and trousers of a rough dark material that hung loose from his shoulders and round his waist, and left bare his powerful forearms and chest.

There was a sash of a lighter-coloured material swathed in a band from the man’s left shoulder to right hip, which his descendant mentally pictured as being bright red.

The woman stood slightly behind her husband’s shoulder, her hair caught back and up, revealing the effects on her skin of years of exposure to the elements and harsh sunlight. Her mouth was part-open, an expression of bewilderment at the photographer’s work, but her eyes were hard and bright. She held a staff in her hand, perhaps for walking or tending livestock, perhaps for fighting. Her shirt was traditional and black, clearly of finer quality than the simple clothes worn by her husband, and her head was wound with cloth, which in his mind’s eye her descendant saw as deep red also.

He found images of similarly dressed individuals in the university library’s collection of historical photographs, and identified the couple as coming from Shandong, high up China’s coast dividing the southerly Yellow Sea and the Bohai Sea to the north. According to legend, Shandong was earth and soil, a place for nurturing and growth. It was the origin of the Chinese people.

Shandong was the birthplace of all that was good and worthy about the Chinese, the young man recognized; all that had now been forgotten and betrayed. Jen and li, goodness and order; only its inhabitants and their faithful descendants would know and understand this.

*
Throughout his years of legal training with a firm on Hong Kong Island he kept the photograph in his wallet for safety. Then, at the age of twenty-five, he was promoted at work and gained access to the new photocopying machine. At first he was wary of using his employer’s expensive equipment and made only a single copy of his sacred image while working late at night. Then, when he was repeatedly asked to stay late in the evening – to prepare instructions to counsel, document bundles or just to complete administrative tasks – he began to make more. In time he was promoted to research and given special access to the copier, allowing him to make hundreds, until he could no longer remember how many he had taken. At home he cut out shapes and single images, arranging them on pages of a notebook around which he rewrote the private histories he’d read and researched. He traced a timeline through wars and revolutions, victorious bandits and fallen warlords. Yet he was drawn most of all to the stories of the millions of poor and dispossessed, who over the centuries repeatedly rose from the yellow earth of his homeland to make their voices heard and change China’s course. Urged on by the images in the photograph, he privately researched, collected and recorded their history.

*
Now, over thirty years later, the original photograph of his ancestors lay on the desk in front of him. He stared down at it, tracing the outline of the man’s face, and then closed his eyes.

He sat back in the old wooden office chair he had been given after his father had died, and rested his tired eyes. His father’s employer had not wanted the taint of being associated with a traitor, and had given it to him and his mother as a ‘commemorative gift’. The old man had sat in this chair for over ten years, supervising the production line and managing the factory teams, until the afternoon he tried to prevent them from demonstrating with their fellow workers. His widow had put the chair in his, their son’s, bedroom. Though at first he had refused to accept it and sit in it, had not even been able to look at it, he could not discard it either. In this moment, forty-eight years after his father’s death, it was as important to him as the photograph was.

He opened his eyes. He was completely surrounded by heavy iron shelves arranged to form branching passageways spreading from his desk at the centre. Rising two and a half metres from the floor and each filled with journals, folders, encyclopedias, books re-bound, books decrepit with age, diaries, DVDs, video cassettes, spent laptops, maps and dozens of document boxes – all the records he had amassed over his decades of research and writing, since first beginning with the photograph.

They had given him the responsibility of researching and documenting everything, and he had done it better than anyone had ever anticipated.

He lowered his head. The solitary light above him cast a yellow circle around the photograph sealed in its protective bag. In the surface of the plastic he could see a distorted image of his own face, a ghostly simulacrum superimposed over that of his ancestor. He looked closer and picked up the photograph in cotton-gloved fingers. At last he put it back into the small red-lacquered box where he stored it these days, closed the lid and locked it. He got up from the desk, pushing the chair back behind him, and as he did so looked up at the nine flat-screen televisions suspended from the ceiling above the labyrinthine shelves. They showed different news programmes, blogs and forums, all of them silent until he adjusted the audio feed to the earpieces he wore.

The cavernous space was over ten metres high, the ceiling painted a dark red, though flakes of paint had chipped off it, leaving small patches of white undercoat visible. In the narrow passages between the shelves there was room for only one person. His desk stood at the centre of the labyrinth; the entrances to eight passages surrounded it, two in front and two behind, two to his left and two his right. He stood up and placed his left hand flat between the short legs of the lacquered box and raised it to his chest, letting his right hang by his side, deliberately unused. He looked towards a passageway to his right. It went straight for eight metres, then split into two further passages; each of which ran for two metres. These two passages split into four further passages that continued for four metres. They in turn split into eight passages, each of which ran for eight metres. He walked to the entrance of the passageway and entered.

One of two.

Three of four.

Six of eight.

At the end of the last passage was a large iron floor safe. It had a simple lock and key with a heavy brass handle to help open the door. He put the lacquered box on top of the safe, turned the handle and opened the door, then placed the box on the top shelf inside. He pushed the door closed, twisted the handle round and down, and then inserted a key and locked the safe. He straightened up in front of the safe and bowed slightly in prayer.

Opening his eyes, he looked at the safe again, then retraced his footsteps to the desk at the centre. Once there, he stood for a moment following the news feed in silence, then reached down for his briefcase and placed it gently on top of the desk. He opened it to retrieve a paper bag which he held respectfully and then turned and walked down one of the two passages at his back. Again the passages split as he reached their end.

Two of two.

Four of four.

Eight of eight.

Here a shrine hung on the wall, veiled in a thin red light from an electric bulb that seemed to be struggling for life. A copy of the photo was displayed at the back of the red platform in a plain black-lacquered frame. Four oranges were stacked in a simple gold bowl before it, under a red roof trimmed with gilt; the whole shrine was as big as a tea chest. He picked up each piece of fruit and examined it for imperfections.

He adjusted his earpieces as he went about the task, connecting to the audio channels from the televisions, and heard an economic analyst from CNN confirm in plaintive tones the current situation.

‘That’s right, Susan, China’s growth forecast has been revised down even further. Over the last six years, we have seen it fall from double digits to a very modest single-digit figure. Now at 3.8 per cent, it means China is no longer the economic powerhouse it was supposed to be. Like Japan, it burst on the scene and then has flagged. And just as Japan made US investment, the Chinese bought Europe. They pretty much saved it from bankruptcy. Now it needs to concentrate on saving itself and not the world.’

The anchorwoman’s confident Chinese-American tones slid smoothly into the conversation. ‘Europe needed a bailout, like Greece and Spain seven years before, and the Chinese said to Europe, get yourself together, hit the agreed economic targets, and we’ll buy the bonds. But the Europeans have dithered and it now has been five days since the European Union countries defaulted. In four days we have the key meeting of the G8 in Hong Kong to sort this out, otherwise this situation is going to get much worse.’

After looking closely at all four oranges, he took out a brown paper bag and placed three of them inside before resting it on the floor. He picked up the bag containing replacements and, using his left hand, positioned three new oranges on the gold dish, with the one unblemished fruit placed on top. Next he lit eight sticks of incense and, holding them in both hands, thumbs facing up, genuflected four times in front of the shrine. Each time the incense was brought close to his face and then down to an angle of forty-five degrees. He inserted the sticks into the pot to the left of the fruit. Finally he closed his eyes and stood in front of the shrine to pray.

*
Back at his desk, he picked up the remote control and channel-hopped.

He looked round at the screens, different faces telling the same story to the world, but in different versions to suit different eyes. Western channels still pursued the illusion of perfection … beautiful hair and glossy lips, well-dressed men and women explaining the mechanics of so much misery under meticulous lighting … while the Chinese channels were artless and blunt, piping down raw propaganda and incomprehensible streams of data.

He reached down to the fourth drawer of his desk and retrieved a thick notebook. Placing it square in front of him, he opened it and turned the pages. The characters were mostly small and neat except for certain specific strokes, which were lavish and wide. Small dian, the tiny flicks that Westerners always mistake for commas, were impressed hard and dark, each a deep black hole in the paper. He put on the glasses that hung around his neck; started to flick through the pages.

Photos of one person, at different ages, from child to man. His entire life story to date, written in characters spread over the pages, both in traditional columns and set across it Western banner-style. Delicate footnotes and bold pronouncements of intent for his future.

Senior Inspector Alex Soong.
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STRENGTH


Thursday
17 August 2017


It had been four and a half hours. Alex had sat in silence until at last it became too much for him. He had been warned before not to do it while on a stakeout because it was against standard operating procedures, but the silence was unbearable. He needed to put something on and he could see no sign of human activity in the street except from the other team members, and even then he had to know where to look. He phoned his regular partner, Michael De Suza.

‘Any sign of Chow?’ With his Eurasian fellow inspector, Alex could speak English.

‘Nothing, everything’s quiet here. I reckon he’ll wait another thirty minutes,’ De Suza responded.

‘I’ll update the others.’ Alex switched channels on his mobile to address everyone standing by, and switched languages to Cantonese. ‘All teams, it looks like we’ll have to wait another thirty minutes or so.’

A loud, sharp voice came back at him. Senior Inspector Ying, a hard-faced man from the organized crime division, would be coordinating the units working to seal off the roads once Chow had driven by.

‘You’re wasting our time, Soong. Chow’s not coming. We should abandon this and get back to real work.’

Ying was openly trying to undermine him. Alex suspected him of involvement with the triads – and therefore possibly with their target Chow, a key money-launderer and fraudster in southern China.

‘Senior Inspector Ying.’ Alex kept it formal and correct. ‘We have a reliable source who told us Chow is coming here tonight. As you all know, this man was once one of the most notorious loan-sharks in the city, and since then has stolen millions in pension-fund frauds. Senior Inspector Ying, I think you’ll agree that on the evidence we have obtained it’s worth waiting to apprehend him, whether it’s thirty minutes or thirty hours.’ Then he added: ‘Or perhaps you have further intelligence you have not shared with us?’

Silence.

A text came through from De Suza. DUMB BASTARD. Leave him. U want to keep this job?? [image: smiley]

‘What if he does come, and heads down that alley between the buildings you’re watching?’ Ying needled him. ‘You send men down there after him, they’re easy targets. You have thought about that, Soong?’

Alex kept his irritation in check. ‘Of course. If that happens I will go down myself. I’ve got more tactical training and experience in this kind of approach, so it’s right I should go.’

‘Right or correct? Two different things. Well, okay, you lead us into battle, Soong,’ Ying sneered.

‘Is there anything else?’ Alex asked.

Silence.

‘Okay then, we’ll review the situation in thirty minutes. Out.’ Alex closed the communications channel and read another message from De Suza: What a jerk.

What? Him or me?

BOTH OF YOU.

Alex flicked through his iPod and found the 1954 Miles Davis All Stars’ album Walkin’. He turned the volume very low, so some of the softer muted passages were lost, but it was still Miles, J. J. Johnson and a young Horace Silver. After his first long stakeout, Alex had intended to bring a different selection of music each time, but the first album he’d brought along had been Walkin’ and it had become a habit.

Alex had already filled up two empty Evian bottles with piss and didn’t have a spare. He looked at them, lying by his feet, and began to wonder if his source had told him the truth. The man had said that Chow would arrive at a disused office block in this empty corner of Kowloon Tong at around 11 p.m. He was now at least three hours late.

Looking around at the array of red and yellow worn and ripped Rental and For Sale posters plastered on the shopfronts, Alex saw that this area had always been set apart from the Hong Kong of sleek glass-and-steel high-rise towers around the harbour. This was a low-income place, its mazy architecture steadily evolving across seven or eight decades. There were three or four eye-catching storeys of curved lines from 1940s French-style buildings with balconies and rough art nouveau details; simplistic multi-storeyed brick blocks thinly skimmed with white plaster; and end-of-the-century cheap glass and concrete low-rise office towers of fifteen floors or less. People continued to live their limited existences in the cramped apartments but the offices were empty. Business these days was conducted in China. Hong Kong was now a disused bridge sitting next to the multi-lane superhighway directly connecting mainland China to the world.

Typhoon signal 8, the same as a full-force hurricane in the US, had been hoisted earlier at 9.10 p.m., and that had cleared the streets for the whole evening; a good time for Chow to venture out. The wind was now strong enough to pick at the corners of the bills and heave the neon signage back and forth. Alex watched as paper was blown down the street and then whirled into the air. It was 2.18 a.m. He sat and listened. There was only light rain at the moment but it would soon pour down hard.

*
It was just over thirteen minutes since he had last called De Suza, waiting two blocks down the street in a vacant shop across from the building under observation. Alex trusted him, knowing that if Chow appeared then his fellow inspector would call it in at once.

It didn’t stop Alex from calling him though.

‘See anything?’

‘Nothing.’

‘It’s still early yet,’ Alex said, trying to reassure himself as much as his friend.

‘I suppose so, but wasn’t it also still early two hours ago? You getting worried yet?’

‘Smartass. He’ll come. Just hope the rain—’

‘Wait,’ De Suza cut him off. ‘A car has just pulled up … and someone who looks like Chow is getting out … wait on my mark … yes, it’s him!’

‘Okay. About time,’ Alex said softly.

‘He’s walking round his car to a narrow alley between the buildings. He’s gone down … it’s too dark for me to see him. Quick, backup!’ De Suza shouted.

Alex changed channels on his phone and ordered: ‘Now!’

In the mirror he watched the doors of the van parked behind him quietly open. Five officers in bulletproof vests, crouching slightly, moved across the empty road and down two blocks to join De Suza by the entrance to the alley. Alex flicked off the sound and got out. The street was otherwise empty. As he crossed the road to join De Suza he glanced up at the empty buildings and broken signage stretching up into the darkness; moths fluttered round the bulbs in the streetlights directly overhead. The first big drops of rain started to fall.

He paused, looking at the men of the small operations group. There were three young officers and two older, more experienced ones, plus Mike De Suza, who stood at least fifteen to twenty centimetres taller than everyone else.

Alex briefed them. ‘Okay, I’m going to take the lead.’

The team said nothing. Over their heads De Suza looked to Alex for confirmation, thick black eyebrows raised questioningly above wide pale-brown eyes. It wasn’t standard procedure for a senior inspector to go in first. Alex nodded back at De Suza, a big-chested and big-hearted man who had what his wife Mary described as a ‘strong’ nose and fleshy lips she loved to kiss. Mong, the youngest member of the team, appeared more than a little anxious. Alex put a thumb to the side of his nose, flicked it lightly and cocked his head back a little, smiling. Bruce Lee’s classic gesture of confidence, something every kid in Hong Kong recognized. Mong smiled and Alex gave De Suza the thumbs-up.

‘I’ll go down alone,’ he said firmly. ‘If it’s clear, I’ll signal you to follow.’

Alex stepped into total darkness. With local businesses gone and money very tight, communal lighting was now rare in alleyways and sidestreets. He walked slowly forward, placing his feet gently to prevent himself from kicking anything and alerting Chow. He stopped. In the distance, he could hear keys jangling. A door opened in a building on the right side of the alley, about twenty metres from where he was standing. Bright light lit the opposite wall.

Alex instinctively wanted to remain standing, but this gave away any chance of controlling the situation. Training and experience had long since taught him to ignore this gut reaction. In the second that light burst from the doorway his peripheral vision had picked out a large garbage bin. He jumped over to crouch behind it.

After ten seconds the door shut and darkness descended once more. The sudden flare of light had caused Alex’s pupils to contract, and now without light he could see nothing. He could not even identify the bin in front of him, and remained still until he could at least make out vague outlines.

Alex looked round at De Suza and the unit, now mere silhouettes about twenty-five metres behind him, and breathed out heavily. He walked slowly, with his torch turned low, towards the door twenty metres ahead. It was made of heavy wood with a metal plate bolted to it. There was one lock, which the door ram would take care of.

He went back up the alley quietly to rejoin the waiting men.

‘Fortunately the door opens inward. We can use the ram.’

‘He’ll know we’re here then,’ Mong said nervously.

‘Yes, he will,’ Alex replied, smiling at the young officer and giving him a friendly tap on the helmet. ‘So Ah Chong here’ – pointing to the grinning heavyset older officer opposite – ‘will use the ram and I’ll go in first to see where Chow is. You, Mong, will take up the rear.’

‘First again?’ De Suza commented.

‘Yes, again. Please don’t quote procedure at me.’ Alex winked at Mong.

‘He drives his wife crazy,’ De Suza whispered softly, and the young officer smiled.

They moved down the alley in formation. At the door, Ah Chong readied himself with the ram, which would produce about three tonnes of force. Alex rested his hand on the end.

He looked at each man in turn and they nodded back. Alex removed his hand.

Ah Chong heaved the ram into the door. It gave way easily, swinging in hard and crashing violently to the floor as the hinges buckled. The suddenness and noise provided a few moments of confusion, in which Alex rushed into the room, crouching low to minimize his visibility. As he entered he saw an old large iron filing cabinet against the far wall on his left, and looking to his right, in the diametrically opposite corner, he saw that Chow had been seated at a desk facing the door.

Chow was disoriented and stood up out of his chair, shouting and waving his arms, but then he gathered himself, turned the desk over for protection and dropped behind it. Alex noticed the desktop had been empty except for a bottle of Red Label and a large glass filled halfway.

It was a dark fetid place, deeply marked chessboard plastic tiling across the floor, stained whitewashed walls with two dusty strip lights across the ceiling. Alex moved quickly to crouch down behind the heavy-looking filing cabinet – offering him protection from Chow’s line-of-sight while still allowing Alex to look across through the broken doorway at the team outside. There was little else in the room apart from the desk and a television, muted but playing some zany Japanese game show, attached high up on the same wall as the doorway.

‘Chow? Stop screaming, Chow! This is Senior Inspector Alex Soong of the Hong Kong Police Anti-Corruption Task Force,’ he said in his heavily accented Cantonese from behind the filing cabinet.

‘You sound like a fucking Dai Lok to me! Go back north!’ Chow replied, getting down behind the desk.

‘That’s me, a fucking Big Six!’ Alex joked, though he secretly hated the Cantonese slang for mainlanders. The literal translation for the local Cantonese dialect for ‘big land’, or ‘mainland’, simply sounded the same as ‘big six’. ‘I know you have a gun, put it down!’

‘You’re going back to Beijing in a body bag, Dai Lok!’ Chow shouted defiantly.

Through the gaping doorway Alex heard a crack of thunder, followed by the sound of heavy rain.

Chow fired three shots. The first was wild, but his aim improved with the second and third and Alex heard them whistle past the cabinet. In the doorway Mong shouted. As Alex turned in response he saw the young man go down and then De Suza’s large hand grabbed the kid’s collar to haul him out of the line of fire.

Alex heard Chow moving behind the desk. Glancing round the edge of the filing cabinet, he saw Chow stand up, fire two wild shots in the general direction of the cabinet, and scurry towards a door between cabinet and desk. Alex pressed himself back against the wall, as one shot went wide and one pierced the cabinet. Chow was skinny, with hardly any hair, wearing a dark suit, threadbare in the seat and at the knee. In his bony fingers, Alex saw he held a cheap small-calibre handgun – a tiny Saturday Night Special, as the Americans used to call them. He heard the door slam shut and lock.

Alex moved round the filing cabinet and remained crouched. Then he stood up and signalled to the huddle of armour-clad officers in the alley outside that they should remain there. From behind the locked door he heard shouts and then screams. It sounded like a girl, probably no older than ten. He moved round the cabinet to the inner door that Chow had just escaped through, and flattened himself against the wall right next to its frame.

‘Chow, what are you doing in there?’ he shouted. ‘There’s nowhere to go. You can’t get out!’

Just the screams of a child in reply.

Alarmed by the sound, his heart raced once more. He struck the door hard with the palm of one hand.

‘Chow, let her go!’

‘Go fuck yourself! I have the little girl and her father. I want you to get a helicopter and fly me to Macao … otherwise I’ll kill one of them now!’

Alex signalled to Ah Chong, squatting in the doorway, that there were two hostages.

‘Going to Macao won’t help you, it’s still China. There’s no escape. You know that,’ he replied confidently. He looked round again to Ah Chong and beckoned him inside.

‘Sir, what do you need?’ Ah Chong whispered.

Alex brought his face closer to the left side of the officer’s helmet, away from his earpiece on the other side. ‘How’s Mong?’ he asked.

‘Inspector De Suza took him back to the street but I understand he’s fine.’

‘Good. Now please get me Inspector De Suza and give him your shotgun. We’re going to open this door. Tell the medics and support teams to be ready.’

Alex breathed out. The officer quickly left the room. Alex looked back at the locked door and dropped to a crouching position.

‘Chow? What sort of helicopter do you want?’ he called.

‘You a joker? One that flies, you dumb shit!’ the fraudster laughed. ‘Get it soon or someone will be hurt here.’

His reply had come quickly and clearly, indicating that Chow considered himself to be in control of the situation and his actions.

Alex looked up to see De Suza above him. He was holding a shotgun in his right hand. He squatted down beside him. ‘A little girl wasn’t part of the plan,’ the big cop whispered unhappily.

Alex could only frown back in frustration.

‘Ready?’

De Suza nodded.

Alex brought his face close to the locked door.

‘Come on, Chow, you don’t want to add murder to the corruption charges, do you? Let the girl and her father go. None of us wants anyone hurt, do we?’

‘Fuck you, mainlander!’

De Suza emptied the shotgun into the lock and blew the door open. Alex charged through the thin smoke filling the doorway into the next room, clearing his mind of everything but the target. Looking about him quickly as he moved, he saw that Chow had trapped himself and the other two behind another desk, an older man to his right and a little girl restrained by his left arm. There were two filing cabinets and a safe by the door now three metres behind Alex. The girl was small, maybe only seven years old, with her hair cut in a cute bob like so many other Chinese girls. She was a little chubby with round cheeks, her wide eyes framed by long delicate lashes. Fear had drained the blood from her skin, leaving it almost translucent. She stared blankly at Alex’s gun.

He stood on the other side of the desk with his pistol pointed close to Chow’s face. The fraudster pressed his own gun into the child’s cheek. The desk itself was covered in papers and money.

‘Sir, are you the father? Are you all right?’ Alex shouted to a second man huddled in a chair next to Chow.

‘Yes, yes!’ he cried out.

Chow looked from one to the other.

‘Please can you tell your daughter to close her eyes and keep them tight shut until I tell her to open them?’ Alex requested.

‘Hey, shut up!’ Chow regained his composure and shouted at the man next to him. The little girl started to scream louder.

‘Siu Fong, close your eyes,’ the father said softly, staring directly into his daughter’s face.

Chow swung the barrel of the gun from the girl to her father. ‘Shut up! This is the last time I tell you…’

Alex ignored him. ‘Siu Fong, do as your Ba says and close your eyes.’

‘Shut up!’ Chow shouted frantically. He eyeballed Alex. ‘Get me the helicopter or I’ll shoot one of them!’

‘Look, take me instead,’ he suggested calmly. ‘I make a much better hostage. You don’t want to harm a frightened little girl, do you?’ The child was rigid with tension. Alex saw that Chow was becoming increasingly unstable, the pistol wavering in his hand, and feared the man might actually hurt her.

‘Siu Fong, you are a very brave little girl like the famous swordswoman Lady Yiu in the ancient stories who defeated the angry old ape god. Do you know that story?’ Alex said, slowly and quietly.

‘I told you to SHUT UP!’ Chow yelled. He pointed his gun at the father’s stomach and shot him. Blood spurted from the wound and the father was hurled back hard in the chair, which hit the wall close behind him. He collapsed under the desk. The little girl opened her eyes and started to scream. She looked desperately at her father and struggled against Chow’s restraining arm.

‘Siu Fong … Siu Fong?’ The girl’s dazed-looking eyes slowly moved from her father to Alex. ‘Close your eyes again,’ he continued calmly, ‘and don’t open them until I say.’

‘Siu Fong, do as the policeman says,’ her father gasped. His right leg extended unseen under the desk while the other was folded up but loosely splayed to the side. Blood covered his front. His eyes were tightly shut, fear replaced by excruciating pain.

The child squeezed her eyes closed. Chow pressed the gun against her cheek, the hot barrel scorching her delicate skin. Alex watched it redden and swell. She screamed louder, tears squeezing out from between her screwed-up eyelids.

Alex could smell her skin burning. Anger flooded through him.

‘You leave her alone, Chow, or I’m going to fucking hurt you. Do you understand? Do you understand?’ he was screaming. The girl looked just like his sister Xue had when they’d last seen each other. She had been small too, with the same deep brown pupils in big round eyes. In this moment of reflection he collected himself. Nevertheless he continued to scream at Chow, to convince the other man he was out of control. ‘Touch her again and you won’t leave this room…’ Alex’s jaw clenched shut on the words but his sharp eyes continued to weigh the situation.

Chow grinned.

‘You still want that helicopter?’ Alex finished and intended to say nothing further. He just looked hard at Chow and breathed slowly. He could hear De Suza moving next door, readying himself to burst in. Alex watched Chow glance towards the door as they both heard the sounds of the outside room filling up with people.

‘Siu Fong, you are a very brave girl. I know it hurts but it will soon be over. Please keep your eyes shut. Close them as tightly as you can. Ba will be fine. Your Ba is okay,’ Alex said softly.

‘Dai Lok, I’ve warned you over and over … she’ll die! It’ll be messy and on your soul.’

He may just do it, Alex thought. He’s grinning now, believes he has control of the situation, but he’s still nervous.

Alex leaned further across the desk and touched his gun to Chow’s forehead.

‘Your gun is cheap. You should have one of these.’ He pressed the barrel into Chow’s forehead a little harder and spoke above Siu Fong’s soft crying. ‘But it’s only in the movies that both sides have big guns. The one you’ve got, the Americans used to call a Saturday Night Special because cheap part-time gangsters used them. They misfire. You’ve had a few clean shots but there might not be another.’ He kept his eyes firmly on Chow and did not look at the little girl.

Chow said nothing, just turned the gun from Siu Fong and pointed it at Alex’s head instead. ‘Oh, but it’ll do for killing you, officer,’ he replied, still grinning.

The injured man was unconscious now and Alex could see out of the corner of his eye that blood was pooling on the floor around him. Alex stood still for a moment, his breathing becoming deep and slow. ‘Siu Fong, shut your eyes tight. I don’t want you to see this,’ he said, without taking his eyes off Chow’s.

‘See what?’ the man shouted. ‘Heh, see you die?’

Alex held his gaze for half a breath longer and then, without moving his head, looked suddenly hard to the left, as if expecting someone to come in. Chow followed the cue by instinct, but before his brain could receive an image of the empty doorway and the realization that no one was there, Alex’s bullet had punched between his eyes and Alex himself was halfway across the desk, catching Siu Fong as she fell from the dead man’s arm.

He did not watch the body fall to the ground but grabbed the little girl and spun round, covering her eyes and face, shouting for De Suza and a medic.

On hearing the shot, De Suza had dived through the doorway and gone straight to Chow’s body to confirm he was dead. One look assured him. In these seconds, Alex had passed his partner and taken the girl back into the first room.

De Suza checked the father, who was still breathing but losing a lot of blood. Allowing the medics to attend to the wounded man, he returned to the outer room to join Alex. More police officers started to arrive, to preserve and contain the scene while the Forensics officers gathered evidence.

De Suza stood back and watched Alex. In the middle of this chaos, covered in blood and body-matter himself, he was on his knees frantically wiping the blood from Siu Fong’s face and hands.

‘Siu Fong, Siu Fong, you’re very brave. You keep your eyes closed until I say, just like your Ba told you.’ Alex was almost frenzied in his cleaning. ‘It’ll soon be over.’

‘I will keep my eyes closed. What happened to that man?’ she asked.

‘He’s gone, he’s just gone, Siu Fong.’

‘Did he leave?’

‘He’s never coming back, so you need never think of him again. Understand? In a minute a kind lady will come and take you out of here.’

She gave a little nod in reply, her chin pressing into the puppy fat round her neck. ‘Will you come too?’ she whispered.

‘I must see if everyone else is okay first. I’ll come see you later.’ He frantically cleaned as much matter as he could from the little girl’s face, avoiding the burn. ‘Don’t open your eyes until I say.’

Blood from Chow’s fatal wound had splattered across her dress, hands and arms. Alex looked up at De Suza, frowning. ‘Quickly, take off your shirt and soak it in some rainwater!’

Realizing it would take too long to remove his protective vest, De Suza ripped part of the sleeve from his shirt and moved through the increasingly crowded room to find water outside. He returned almost at once, rain dripping from his dark Kevlar vest, and handed Alex the wet dark blue sleeve.

‘The typhoon is really picking up,’ he reported.

Alex took the cloth and gently wiped the girl clean. ‘I’ll keep my eyes tight shut but it hurts so much,’ she murmured.

The little girl was entering shock and starting to tremble. Alex wrapped her in the blanket given him by a female officer, who then bundled her up and took her out down the alley. As they left the building, he called after them: ‘Siu Fong, you can open your eyes now.’

De Suza watched all this then stepped forward and placed a hand on Alex’s shoulder. When his friend looked up at him, he was momentarily shocked by the mess of blood and matter that covered his face. He also saw that Alex’s eyes were wide and wild, his body still pumping adrenalin.

‘We’d better get you cleaned up too,’ he said, hauling Alex outside – deeper down the alley and into the darkness.

*
‘What happened in there?’ he demanded.

‘Fuck!’ Alex leaned against the wall then fell forward, propping himself up with his hands on his knees, hyperventilating slightly. ‘That fucking guy shot the father then burned the little girl’s face … she’ll be scarred for life by that worthless shit! Then there’s the risk of infection from Chow’s blood in her open wound … You saw her,’ he gasped. ‘I just wanted to hurt him so badly … but killing him was never the plan. I didn’t know anything about a little girl being there. She was so small. She looked like one of my sisters.’

Alex thought of his sisters, twins, whom he’d last seen standing in the communal yard of his parents’ government apartment block in Beijing nearly thirty years before. He had stood with his mother at the window three floors above them. His mother wept, the only time she ever did this in front of him, as they watched his father kneel in front of the little girls and close their thick jackets against the dusty northern wind. Lin, eldest by an hour, had a ponytail and stood as she always did, straight-backed and silent, while Xue, her face framed by a low fringe, swung her arms at her sides and pulled at her father’s beard. The two girls looked up and Alex waved down.

The Party had made his parents follow the one-child-only rule, so his sisters were taken away and split up. His father knew that one had ended up in Hong Kong, but was otherwise supposed to forget about them. However, he made a promise to his wife to find them when he retired. He searched the vast State migration and adoption records and asked through official channels until he was told to stop. Finally he came to Hong Kong, and eventually trailed along the border towns. He was relentless and obsessed. When Alex was posted to Hong Kong, he told Alex he hoped he would go on searching.

Alex gave a growl of frustration and suddenly reared up at De Suza, but the big man easily pinned him back against the wall using his shirtless forearm. Alex quickly calmed down, putting his hands on top of his head and pressing them into his closely cropped hair until his breathing grew calmer.

‘Easy now. Let’s wait here a few minutes.’ De Suza breathed out hard himself. ‘Have you told Jun about the twins?’

‘Not yet. Since we’ve moved from Beijing and my parents have gone, it’s probably safe to tell her. It’s something I must do.’ Alex said with resignation. ‘She won’t be happy I haven’t told her. I didn’t want to her to think we had political problems and then her parents would stop her from marrying me. Things can get too complicated, everyone has so many damn skeletons hidden away. And then it seemed irrelevant, they’re either lost or dead.’

They stood in silence.

‘I saw Chow. He’s done,’ De Suza abruptly announced.

‘Good. Fucking good! Why did he have to hurt her?’

‘Okay, stop this.’ The big man’s eyes stared resolutely into Alex’s face, contorted by anger and the intense helplessness of someone who understands they have neither succeeded nor failed, but can in any event no longer alter the outcome. ‘You make a fuss, and someone up there’ – he turned and nodded up the alley – ‘will come down and start asking questions about your conduct.’

‘I still don’t understand how innocence came to mean so little to these people. It has no power at all over them. As if it doesn’t exist,’ Alex murmured.

De Suza rested one big hand on top of Alex’s head sympathetically and pressed down a little in jest. ‘A person like Chow has probably never known innocence and so has never felt its loss.’ He let his hand fall to his side. ‘And without it, there’s no self-awareness, no control, his perspective is completely warped.’ He looked down the alley, past the broken doorway, to the police at the other end. ‘Let’s get this case sorted out and then come home with me for something to eat? Mary said she would cook a big breakfast if it was still Typhoon 8 and the kids couldn’t go to school.’

They both looked up into the early dawn, the dark silver clouds tarnished black by the weight of more heavy rain to come.

‘Okay.’

‘Let’s get back into the light, and get you cleaned up.’

‘Give me another minute. How’s Mong?’

‘He’s fine. Better than your shoes. You’re never going to get rid of Chow’s blood and all the rat shit.’

‘Fuck ’em … and fuck Chow too.’ The anger had drained away from Alex’s voice. He was beginning to get cold and suddenly felt very tired as the adrenalin emptied from his system. He stayed still for a few moments, then looked up at De Suza, whose big face bore its usual rock-steady smile. It drew everyone to the man, a perfect crescent of ivory held firmly in place by his strong jaw. His warmth and generosity almost belied his clear commitment to law enforcement.

‘Feel okay now?’ De Suza joked, with fake commiseration. ‘You’d better be. Yet again you didn’t manage to stick to operational procedure. There’ll be an enquiry.’

Alex nodded wearily.

They walked quickly back down the alley towards the main street. As they passed the open doorway of Chow’s office they saw a body bag being wheeled out, mingled rain and blood washing down the black plastic. Alex stared ahead and they walked the rest of the way in silence. Once on the street, they went towards the vans, cars and motorcycles that marked the police presence. Ying had done his job, sealing off the street as soon as they’d confirmed it was Chow they had spotted.

Chow had once been the city’s key money-launderer, but had also misappropriated a substantial amount of pension funds, leaving thousands of innocent people’s health care and subsistence in doubt. Stealing from the deep pools of pension funds had become a common crime in these depressed times. Like all governments, the Chinese administration was struggling under the burden of the elderly and the unemployed; any large-scale theft from hard-earned pensions was now punishable by a life sentence or worse, and Chow had stolen much and often.

Alex stood in the middle of the road, surrounded by police who were working the crime scene and talking to the few local residents still living in the surrounding buildings, who had now emerged from their apartments. Everything was drenched, evidence washed away by the second. Blue lights flashed outside the empty shopfronts. The street was probably busier than it had been for months. Alex tried to calm his breathing using traditional taiji chuan techniques and momentarily detached his thoughts from the intensity of the last hour, but struggled to free himself from troubling images of tear-filled brown eyes.

‘How did we end up with a dead man missing the top of his head, a bookkeeper in severe trauma and a child with facial burns?’ a soft voice enquired.

Alex spun round to find the Captain of his Police Department standing behind him.

‘I expected to find a man in custody. Instead he’s in a body bag.’ The Captain paused to let other officers move tactfully out of earshot. ‘Another body bag. We need to charge these people … make a public example of them. This is not helping the situation, is it?’ The question was left to drift across to Alex on the typhoon’s gale.

The Captain wore a frown on his pockmarked face. Like many Cantonese men, he was not tall or muscular and so not particularly physically imposing, but Alex knew he was sinewy and hard. He stood at least ten centimetres shorter than Alex himself, who would have been tall for a local Hong Konger but was only of average height for a Beijing man. The Captain’s power rested in his eyes, which barely moved but seemed to drink in every nuance of the activity around him. In an interview room, one glimpse of his forbidding expression was known to have made many hardened criminals falter and lose confidence, forced into stupid mistakes.

‘I didn’t want this but it was the only option,’ Alex told him.

‘Was it?’ the Captain asked. ‘No matter. You’re a policeman, you can’t just kill people with impunity. You’ll have a debriefing with Internal Affairs at 8.45 a.m. to explain tonight’s events. I suggest you get the situation cleaned up quickly. I will see you later.’ He walked away in the direction of his car.

Alex returned to his previous position and watched De Suza approaching him.

‘What did he want from you this time?’

‘Wanted me to clean up this situation. Sorry, breakfast is out. Give my love to Mary though.’

‘Okay, I’ll see you later.’ De Suza ambled away, then turned to say: ‘By the way, the girl is fine and so is her father.’

Alex didn’t respond. His left hand had formed a fist, which he repeatedly squeezed and relaxed while his right hand massaged his left shoulder. De Suza watched him stare blindly down the street, past the flashing lights, police tape, and into the empty buildings.


Alex stayed at the scene until the pathologist had departed with the body, the main evidence had been gathered, and the small crowd had dispersed. He went back to his car. The two bottles of piss still lay on the floor by the driver’s seat. He picked them up and gently dropped them into the passenger-side footwell.

His car was a red 1968 Ford Mustang GT-390, a beautiful piece of machinery brought to Hong Kong by an expatriate who had then had to sell it when he lost his job. It was impractical and prone to breaking down and parts were difficult to find, but for all these deficiencies Alex still felt it was more of a car than any new model available in Hong Kong. Jun hated it. She wanted a new Mercedes or at least a BMW; she wanted a modern car, not an antique, she said. To Alex the car was a beautiful classic and he enjoyed everything about it. Even when it broke down, its failure was a part of their relationship.

The Hong Kong roads had yet to fill up – that would start at around 6 a.m. – so he casually wound his way through the tight streets of Kowloon to the Eastern Tunnel, which would take him to Causeway Bay at one end of Victoria harbour on Hong Kong Island. The tunnel was empty, free from the horrendous daily traffic and its grim pollution, so the drive was short and peaceful. He wound down the windows and just cruised along until, about half a mile out of the tunnel, on the island he took the flyover straight to Happy Valley, drove round the racetrack there and up the hill to his apartment block. Miles still accompanied him on the stereo.

Jun would still be sleeping, so Alex entered the apartment quietly. The front door opened into a small reception area in which Jun had placed a bookcase for coffee-table books and a huge bowl full of dusty matchbooks from the 1980s that her mother had collected and given them, and that some more credulous guests had mistaken for installation art. He then turned right into the much wider living area. The living-room area was almost 800 square feet, which like most Hong Kong apartments was almost half the usable floor space, with the dining table for ten immediately upon entering, then behind it a square frame of sofas round a wide coffee table, ending with the television in the corner on the far left and a corridor to the much smaller rooms – the bathroom, study and main bedroom – in the far right corner. Running down the right side was the kitchen and spare bedroom.

He meant to head straight for the bathroom, but stopped briefly when he saw a couple of empty wine bottles and glasses smudged with lipstick on the glass-topped coffee table. Jun often had her girlfriends visit for drinks after they had been out for dinner. Usually she kept the apartment tidy and clean – she was a great fan of the clutter-free interiors of modern Western design – but it looked as if tonight had been a late one.

Alex stood above the empty glasses and looked down into his own bloody reflection. Jun’s father, a very wealthy businessman from Hubei, had tried in vain to persuade her to allow him to buy them lots of Chinese-designed furniture, made by a business in which he had invested. She had rejected it all, and Alex was thankful. But only in favour of expensive Italian and French hand-crafted pieces, which her father could have had copied in his factory but wouldn’t because he refused to engage in those old replica-making practices that he felt demeaned the Chinese. Instead he had hired European designers and brought them to China to work and train the local craftsmen and designers. After a few years, the Europeans would return and they would go on to create something new and exciting of their own. Eventually he wanted to stand toe-to-toe with European-based designers – even if it took a thousand years. Alex admired his father-in-law for his principled approach, to learn not to copy, unlike many Chinese businesses before, but the apartment had needed furnishing more quickly than the company would mature, so imported furniture it was. Jun had bought contemporary European designs, everything in shades of brown, and so the living room was a murky monochrome.

An ochre leather sofa and chairs with wooden legs stained dark; a coffee table with a walnut top and russet-lacquered legs; a dark-wood dinner table with a burnt umber leather surface, and tweed-upholstered dining chairs in a toning shade. Alex smiled to see all the autumnal shades around the room; it was comforting in its designer-led conformity. At the time they’d moved in Jun’s mother had stocked the kitchen with the usual family appliances such as a large rice cooker, a water boiler and dispenser, and an extra gas ring for cooking with a wok. All of these Jun had consigned to storage so as to maintain the apartment’s ‘perfectly clean design narrative’, as she described it, leaving just her coffeemaker and Alex’s iPod dock visible.

This place had never felt entirely warm or homely to Alex, but it had become their shared space and the obsessiveness with which Jun always returned everything to its proper place had become a familiar and a reliable part of his life. The move to Hong Kong had been difficult: he had buried himself in his work and she had simply let him – the only condition being that she did not want his job intruding on their home life.

*
Entering the bathroom and looking at himself in the mirror, Alex found that Chow’s blood was smeared on the upper half of his face and in his hair. He looked hard into his own eyes. There was a cloudiness to the whites, and the blood vessels were a bloated red. Faint lines were visible underneath them. He rested his hands on the sink and leaned hard, closing his eyes to try to think of nothing. Darkness came for a moment, but his mind drifted, sliding quickly to an image of him shouting at Chow. He saw himself red-faced and screaming, muscles and tendons in his neck pulled taut, like iron rods pushing his head up. His jaw ground up and down as the words were forced out and the barrel of the gun thrust hard into Chow’s face. To the little girl, her face empty except for fear as he stood in front of her, he was as frightening as Chow. When he opened his eyes and looked down he noticed that his Timberlands too were spattered with blood. He jerked around to see if he’d left footprints behind him, saw none, and breathed out in relief.

Sitting on the edge of the bath, he removed his T-shirt and took off his belt, which he put to one side. He pulled lightly at his laces to undo them, and as they separated tiny dark red flakes of dried blood caked into them fell on to the pristine bathmat. He looked at the red powder on the white towelling and slowly pulled off each trainer to minimize the amount of Chow’s blood that would fall onto their show home and into Jun’s perfect life. He put the Timberlands square in the centre of the mat: the mat itself, the trainers and his blood-spattered trousers would have to go.

Alex turned on the shower and sat down on the toilet lid. Through the transparent shower curtain, he watched the water splash against the plastic sheeting. With his elbows on his knees, he let his forehead rest in his palms. He looked down at his thighs, at the long dark scar just above his left knee where William Zhou had cut him during knife-combat training seven years ago. It had been a sunny day and in the glaring light Alex had missed William’s lunge and ended up with a huge gash in his leg. William had been shocked, Alex had waved away his apologies, and their deep friendship had stemmed from that incident.

These days Alex badly missed his old friend. It had nearly broken him to see William’s body after he had committed suicide. He had shot himself in the head, underneath the jaw, in October 2011. There had been virtually nothing left of his once-smiling face. Alex had identified the body for William’s parents, verifying his identity by the scar on his wrist – the scar he himself had given his friend in exchange for the one on his knee.

*
Alex stood for a long while underneath the falling water. In a city that was so dirty, a shower often felt like a baptism. A chance to reflect and be renewed. He dried himself and walked naked along the corridor, away from the living room, past the half-dozen absurdly contrived wedding photographs on the walls, past his study, to the bedroom. He turned the handle slowly and inched the door open. The bedroom was completely dark, as Jun preferred, but he left the door slightly ajar to light his way. He climbed in beside his wife, who was lying comfortably in the middle of the mattress.

She moved on to her side so he could spoon around her. Jun was nearly as tall as he was, her long legs and slender waist toned by her years of ballet dancing, though nowadays she preferred her yoga classes. He wrapped one arm around her and slid the other underneath her neck, between the pillow and her shoulder, slightly trapping and pulling on her long silky black hair.

‘Hey, stop that,’ she mumbled. ‘Are you naked?’ She raised her voice slightly in amusement. ‘What do you want? It’s so early. Oh, god,’ she said with a hint of weariness, but still in fun.

‘Nothing, just a cuddle and a little sleep,’ he whispered.

He held her but could not sleep. After an hour, his mind still racing, he got up and quietly opened the wardrobe to take out a change of clothes. He stood and looked at his Diesel jeans and clean light Timberlands and then groaned as he remembered he had committed himself to attending a lengthy lunchtime ceremony at the university to collect a posthumous award for public service on behalf of his father and grandfather. He would have to dress smartly. To Alex, smart meant plain black brushed-cotton Levis and a button-down shirt from Brooks Brothers.

He shaved, dressed, then went back to the kitchen and turned on the coffee machine. He leaned against the countertop and let the coffee drip into the pot.

Alex looked at his reflection in the cupboard door above the coffee machine and thought of William and Mike, to whom he was as close as he might have been to brothers.
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