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CHAPTER ONE 

THE DAUGHTER OF ARTHUR HUANG 

 

Two men sat at a corner table in a public house close enough 

to the Limehouse riverside that on clear evenings the Thames 

could be smelled through the windows. It was a Tuesday in 

October, and the rain had been falling since noon—steadily, 

without theatrical intent. The pub had been refitted in the style 

that passes for traditional in East London: reclaimed timber, 

pendant lighting, beer lists printed on boards in a font intended 

to suggest handwriting. The clientele, however, retained 

something of the area’s former character—dock workers from the 

container terminal, delivery drivers taking shelter from the 

traffic, and a few young professionals who lived in the new-build 

developments on the waterfront and had not yet been persuaded to 

prefer wine bars. 

The two men at the corner table were a contrast worth 

noticing. The heavier of the two was built like a former boxer 

run slightly to fat: a flattened nose, a thick neck, and the 

particular stillness of a man who has spent time in courtrooms 

without particular shame. He was in his mid-forties, wore a 

nondescript jacket, and his name was Vic Paley. His companion was 

smaller and more carefully assembled—a suit that had not come 

from a high street, a measured quality of attention, and on his 

left hand a diamond ring of real quality that he touched from 

time to time as though reassuring himself of its presence. He was 

known in certain circles as Diamond Fred Brill. 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 3 

“Any developments?” Paley asked. He had learned at some 

point that the instinct to whisper in public draws more attention 

than it deflects. He spoke at a register just above the ambient 

noise. 

“Nothing significant.” Brill set his phone face-down on the 

table. “I had coffee with Lily Huang again this morning.” 

Paley’s eyes sharpened. “And?” 

“She’s intelligent,” Brill said, “and she knows I’m 

flattering her. She doesn’t entirely mind it.” He paused. “She 

mentioned, quite naturally, that the private section of her 

father’s gallery—what she called the study collection—is 

accessible from the main warehouse floor through a panel in the 

west wall. She said the alarm system is an older installation. 

CCTV only. No motion sensors.” 

“You’re certain she said that.” 

“I’m certain of what she told me. Whether she told me 

everything is a different question.” Brill looked across the 

room. “Her father knows she talks too freely. She’s lonely. 

That’s useful.” 

Paley wrapped both hands around his glass. “The man they 

found in the river three weeks ago—” 

“Has nothing to do with us.” Brill’s voice was flat. “He was 

attempting to negotiate directly with Arthur Huang. That never 

ends well.” He pushed his glass aside. “We’re not negotiating. We 

go in through the roof. The skylight on the north end has a 

compromised latch—I verified it three weeks ago. The patrol along 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 4 

the riverside passes every forty minutes. We have thirty minutes 

inside.” 

They drank in silence for a moment. Three nights later, Fred 

Brill was taken from the Thames by the river police, alive when 

they heard his cry from the water, dead before they had him in 

the boat. 

The divisional surgeon had prepared his report with a 

defensive precision suggesting he anticipated incredulity. The 

cause of death, he had written, was envenomation consistent with 

a highly venomous arachnid species, provisionally Phoneutria or a 

closely related genus. He had underlined the word provisionally. 

Detective Chief Inspector Jack Haldane read the report 

twice, set it on the steel edge of the examination table, and 

looked at Fred Brill’s swollen face with an expression his 

colleagues would have recognised as the particular stillness that 

preceded action. 

Haldane was fifty-one, built like a former flyweight, 

possessed of red hair so aggressively red that two decades in the 

Metropolitan Police had failed to grey it by more than a token. 

He wore pressed clothes at all times regardless of the hour, and 

he chewed mint gum with a focused deliberateness that some 

constables found more unnerving than raised voices. His eyes were 

steel-blue and rarely still. 

What the case represented, Haldane had decided in the first 

five minutes of reading the file, was something more than a body 

and a toxicology report. The man on the slab was not the first. A 

Chinese national named Kun Pei had been found in the same stretch 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 5 

of the Thames three weeks before, younger and less experienced 

and no less dead. Both had gone near the Jade Gate Gallery on 

Narrow Street. Both had died in ways that pointed directly at it 

without producing anything an arrest warrant could be built on. 

Whatever Arthur Huang was keeping in that warehouse, he was 

keeping it behind a wall of documentation, patience, and the 

particular kind of intelligence that the Metropolitan Police’s 

ordinary processes were designed to fail against. 

Haldane had been a detective for twenty-two years. He had 

met perhaps a dozen people in that time whose intelligence was 

genuinely a problem rather than merely a complication. He chewed 

his gum and looked at what the Thames had returned and thought 

about what it would cost to be wrong about this one. 

“A spider,” he said. 

“Consistent with spider venom, sir,” said Detective Sergeant 

John Crowe, who stood two paces behind him with his phone in hand 

for notes. “The laboratory confirms it. A Brazilian wandering 

spider—provisionally identified as a Phoneutria species. One of 

the most venomous species in the world. Not indigenous to the 

United Kingdom.” 

“Manifestly.” Haldane turned the report over. “And there is 

a precedent.” 

“Kun Pei. Twenty-six, Chinese national, student visa, no 

known criminal associates. Found in the same stretch of the 

Thames three weeks ago. Blunt force trauma as primary cause, but 

trace elements of Phoneutria venom in the tissue samples.” Crowe 
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glanced at his phone. “Same stretch of river. Both deaths within 

four hundred metres of the Jade Gate Gallery on Narrow Street.” 

Haldane snapped his gum. “Tell me about Arthur Huang.” 

“Sixty-two. Born in Hong Kong, came to the United Kingdom in 

1985. He deals in Asian antiquities—Chinese ceramics, jade, 

bronzes, textiles. The legitimate operations are well-established 

and apparently well-regarded. He has sourced pieces for several 

major museum acquisitions. The gallery is appointment-only, the 

clientele serious and private, and what he shows visitors is 

estimated at roughly one-tenth of what he holds in the building.” 

“And the other nine-tenths.” 

“That’s what we’d like to establish formally.” Crowe showed 

Haldane an image on his phone: the exterior of a converted 

Limehouse warehouse, metal-clad, set behind high gates with a 

discreet sign in English and Chinese. “The property is registered 

to a holding company in Jersey—perfectly legal structure. But the 

provenance of several pieces he’s sold in the past decade has 

been queried. Never proven. Items believed taken from provincial 

museums in China and from temple collections in Southeast Asia. 

The documentation is impeccable at every accessible stage. What 

happened before the pieces entered the United Kingdom is harder 

to trace.” 

Haldane was still looking at the image. “His daughter.” 

“Lily Huang. Thirty-one, British citizen, born here. She 

manages the client-facing operations: correspondence, viewings, 

liaison with the auction houses. Art history at UCL. Everything 
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we have suggests she’s unaware of the criminal side of the 

business.” Crowe paused fractionally. “Suggests.” 

“Yes.” Haldane held Crowe’s glance for a moment. They were 

standing in the car park beside the mortuary and the October cold 

was settling in around them. “Tell me something about her that 

isn’t in the file.” 

Crowe considered this. It was the kind of question Haldane 

asked when he had already arrived at a position and wanted to 

know if the person he was asking had arrived at the same one. 

“She has an Instagram account she hasn’t posted to in eight 

months. The last post was a photograph of a piece in the British 

Museum. No caption. She tagged the museum.” He paused. “Not the 

gallery.” 

“I’m leaving this investigation entirely in your hands,” 

Haldane said. 

Crowe waited. He knew Haldane’s habits. 

“For two reasons.” Haldane began walking towards the exit 

and Crowe fell in alongside him. “The work this will require 

needs a particular kind of approach. You have it. I don’t.” He 

pushed open the fire door. They stepped out into the grey 

Limehouse afternoon. “And Arthur Huang knows my face. I cleared a 

supply operation half a mile from here five years ago and he was 

watching. He’d identify me inside a minute.” 

“How long do I have?” 

“A week to establish contact. Then we proceed from what you 

find.” 
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The introduction was arranged through a Mayfair dealer named 

Saul Hartman, who had on several occasions done favours for the 

Metropolitan Police and for whom the Metropolitan Police had on 

several occasions done favours. Both parties understood the 

arrangement and neither named it. 

Crowe, presenting as Jonathan Fairfax—a name he had used on 

two previous undercover operations—called at the Jade Gate on a 

Wednesday morning with a card from Hartman’s gallery in his 

pocket and a commission to source a specific piece of enamelled 

Chinese bronzeware. He had spent the previous evening reading 

about Qing dynasty enamelwork until he could discuss it without 

embarrassment, and the evening before that studying the 

building’s layout from planning records and satellite imagery. 

The floor plan was imperfect—warehouses of this age had been 

subdivided and modified so many times that the official records 

bore only a loose relationship to what existed—but the broad 

structure was clear enough: the public gallery at ground level, 

the operating spaces behind it, and above and below, in sections 

of the building for which no planning permission had been sought, 

whatever Huang had built for himself over thirty years. 

The street entrance was modest: a steel door in the façade 

of the converted warehouse on Narrow Street, a brass plate with 

the gallery’s name in English and Chinese. Inside, the space 

resolved itself into the kind of controlled elegance that 

functions as a whispered argument for serious money. Climate-

controlled air, warm directed lighting, and a small number of 

exceptional objects arranged with museum-quality spacing: a Song 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 9 

dynasty vase of pale celadon; a carved ivory screen of the kind 

not legally imported since 1975; a bronze incense burner of 

obvious antiquity. Each piece seemed to exist at a slight remove 

from commerce, as if its presence here were temporary and the 

gallery merely its current address. 

Crowe noted camera positions, emergency exit locations, the 

distance between display cases, the width of the corridor leading 

to the back of the building. He noted that the textiles on the 

west wall were hung from a rail that could conceal a door frame. 

He noted the CCTV housing in the upper corner of the room and the 

angle of its rotation. He noted all of this and simultaneously 

looked at the objects around him and found, in spite of 

everything, that they were extraordinary. 

He was received by Lily Huang. 

She was small and composed and dressed with professional 

precision, and she had a quality of attentiveness—a slight angle 

of the head, a courtesy that seemed genuine rather than 

practised—that Crowe registered, almost before he was aware of 

it, as disarming. She glanced at the card from Hartman with a 

brief expression of recognition and then looked at Crowe with 

polite, careful assessment. 

“Mr. Fairfax. My father is with another client just now. He 

shouldn’t be long.” She directed him to a chair. “May I offer you 

tea? We have a Taiwanese high-mountain oolong, if that’s of 

interest.” 

It was. While it was prepared he examined a case of snuff 

bottles to his left: tiny objects barely the length of his thumb, 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 10 

each containing a painting executed on the interior of the glass 

with a precision that seemed to push against the possible. He had 

read about these the previous evening. The paintings were done 

with a brush made from a single hair, working from the inside, 

the artist producing in reverse what the viewer would see right-

reading through the glass. He thought about the hands that had 

made them and found himself, for a moment, genuinely forgetting 

his purpose. 

Arthur Huang appeared after ten minutes. 

The briefing photographs had been accurate as far as they 

went, but photographs do not convey the quality of presence that 

Crowe registered when Huang came through the door and crossed the 

gallery towards him. He was a small man, not elderly in any 

diminished sense but settled into an age that suited him, with 

the composed attentiveness of someone for whom patience had long 

since replaced urgency. He wore a plain dark suit and rimless 

glasses, and his hands, resting at his sides, were long-fingered 

and quiet. He gave the impression—Crowe noted this for his report 

and then noted also that a report could not quite contain it—of a 

man accustomed to being the most knowledgeable person in any 

given room and who had long since ceased to feel the need to 

demonstrate it. It was not arrogance. It was something quieter 

and more difficult to address. 

“Mr. Fairfax.” The voice was measured and British-accented. 

“My daughter says you come from Saul Hartman.” 

Crowe outlined the commission. Huang listened, asked two or 

three precise questions, and then led him through the secondary 
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gallery with the unhurried manner of a man who understood that 

display was itself a form of argument. Crowe filed everything he 

observed: camera positions, approximate dimensions, the textiles 

on the west wall that partially concealed what might have been a 

door frame, the layout of the display cases, the distances 

between them. 

“I can source something that may satisfy your commission,” 

Huang said at last, pausing beside a cabinet of small bronzes. 

“It will take several weeks to arrange. Lily will be in touch.” 

He regarded Crowe with a polite and entirely impenetrable 

expression. “You have an interest in the collection as a whole, 

Mr. Fairfax? Not merely the transaction?” 

“Very much,” Crowe said honestly. 

“Then you will come again.” 

She did contact him, and she was, he found, willing to be in 

contact in a rather more expansive sense than the strictly 

professional. When he met her three days later on the Thames Path 

at Wapping, she talked about herself with a careful frankness 

that told him she had decided he could be trusted and was testing 

the decision as she went. 

“He’s a remarkable man in many ways,” she said, speaking of 

her father with a precision that suggested she had considered the 

sentence before offering it. “But he doesn’t understand why 

someone might want a life outside the gallery. It’s always been 

enough for him. He can’t entirely accept that it might not be 

enough for me.” 

“What would be enough?” 
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She looked at the grey river. “Something that was mine. Not 

inherited. Something I chose.” 

They walked for perhaps half a mile before she spoke again. 

“Do you know the collection well?” she asked. “The public 

pieces. Not the study collection.” 

“Well enough to know what I’m looking at,” Crowe said, which 

was true in a way he could not explain without breaking his 

cover. 

She smiled at this. It was the first smile he had seen from 

her that was not the one she deployed professionally, and the 

difference was considerable. “Most people who come to us know 

what they’re interested in buying. They don’t usually care about 

the rest.” She paused. “My father would say that’s appropriate. 

The pieces are not there to be looked at. They’re there to be 

understood, which is different and takes longer.” 

“And do you understand them?” 

She considered this. “I understand the history. I can date 

things and attribute things and write the kind of provenance 

notes that satisfy dealers and auction houses. I learned all of 

that before I was twenty.” She looked at the river. “Whether I 

understand them in the way my father means—whether I feel what he 

feels when he looks at a piece he considers extraordinary—I’m not 

sure. I think you might need a different kind of attention for 

that, and I’m not certain I have it.” 

Crowe noted the quality of self-knowledge in this, which was 

unusual, and filed it alongside the other things he was noting 

about her that had nothing to do with the investigation. 
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“You mentioned before that some pieces have uncertain 

histories,” he said. 

She was quiet for a moment. They passed a man walking a dog, 

who nodded to them and moved on. 

“Uncertain is a diplomatic word,” she said at last. “Some of 

them I’ve looked at and thought: this came from somewhere 

specific. Some institution, some collection that is now missing 

it. And the paperwork that accompanies it is correct and complete 

and tells a story that begins at a point after the piece left 

wherever it came from.” She shrugged, but it was not a casual 

shrug. “I raised this once. When I was about twenty-two. I spent 

a week working up the courage to say it clearly, and when I did 

my father looked at me for a long time and then said: these 

objects are better cared for here than anywhere they might have 

been. I said: that isn’t the point. He said: it is the only point 

that matters.” 

She stopped walking. They were at a point where the path 

widened above the water, and she stood at the railing and looked 

at the opposite bank with the expression of someone who has had a 

version of this thought many times and has never found a more 

comfortable place to put it. 

“He’s not wrong about the care,” she said. “The objects are 

extraordinary. I’ve grown up surrounded by things that most 

people will never see, and I know how unusual that is, and I’m 

not ungrateful for it.” She looked at Crowe. “But it isn’t a life 

I chose. And every year that goes by, it becomes more the life 
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I’m choosing by default, and I don’t know how to think about 

that.” 

Crowe had been in undercover work long enough to know the 

specific danger of this kind of conversation: the moment where 

the person you are pretending to be begins to give way to the 

person you are. He knew the sensation—a slight loosening, a pull 

towards honesty—and he knew the correct response was an 

acknowledgement and a change of subject. 

He changed the subject. But he thought about what she had 

said for the rest of the day. 

“Does he keep everything at the gallery? The more valuable 

pieces?” 

“Almost everything. There’s a private room—a study 

collection he’s been assembling for thirty years—that I’ve seen 

perhaps twice. He’s very particular about it.” She looked at him 

directly then, and her expression shifted slightly. “He doesn’t 

like people asking about it.” 

“I’m not asking,” Crowe said. 

She held his gaze for a moment longer than was 

professionally comfortable. “No,” she said, “you’re not, are you. 

You’re a very careful man, Mr. Fairfax.” 

He smiled and looked at the river. 

He went in on a Thursday night, just before midnight. The 

Metropolitan Police’s technical support unit had confirmed, via a 

warrant served on the security system manufacturer, that the 

gallery’s CCTV installation ran on a ten-second cycling loop 

across eight cameras, connected to a local DVR unit in the 
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ground-floor office. No remote monitoring. No cloud backup. The 

motion detectors were zoned to the primary gallery and the office 

corridor; the main warehouse floor was covered only by the 

cycling CCTV. The digital lock on the hidden door was protected 

by a five-digit code that Arthur Huang had not changed since the 

system was installed. 

The skylight on the north end of the roof was accessed via a 

steel fire escape on the building’s western face. The latch was 

warped at the frame and lifted cleanly with a bradawl. Crowe had 

verified this three days after Brill’s body was found. 

He waited two full minutes after descending before moving—

entirely still, listening to the building. The warehouse floor 

was dark and cool and smelled of aged lacquer and the particular 

dry-chemical scent of museum storage. He used his phone’s torch, 

keeping the beam low. The space resolved around him: hanging 

textiles on the west wall, locked display cases catching the 

light, camera housings at each corner cycling their slow 

rotation. 

The textiles concealed a door, as expected. The five-digit 

code opened it. The staircase beyond led down. 

The room below was lit by a low-level strip light running 

along the base of each wall, maintained continuously for climate 

stability. It was a professional storage environment as much as a 

display space: controlled humidity, museum-grade glass cases, 

desiccant panels at intervals. 

Crowe stood at the foot of the stairs for perhaps thirty 

seconds and absorbed what he saw. 
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He was not given to sentiment. But there is a difference 

between knowing intellectually that someone has spent three 

decades accumulating stolen cultural property and standing in a 

room with the results. The jade alone—pieces he recognised from 

police briefings as missing from provincial museums—filled four 

cases. Bronze ritual vessels from the Han dynasty. A silk 

imperial robe, photographed in the Forbidden City in 1899 and 

unaccounted for since. Each object was lit with the care of a 

dedicated collector, someone who genuinely loved what he had 

taken. 

He moved through the cases methodically, recording what he 

saw. The discipline helped—gave his attention somewhere to go 

that was not the broader recognition pressing against him, which 

was this: that what surrounded him was not evidence of greed but 

of love, in its most destructive form. The quality of the 

lighting was tuned not for commercial display but for 

comprehension, calibrated to surface texture and brush mark and 

the particular warmth that old jade acquires from centuries of 

careful handling. A collector of this seriousness does not 

acquire for investment or status. He acquires because the objects 

speak to him in a language he has spent a lifetime learning to 

read, and because the world outside his gallery is full of people 

who will never learn it. Crowe had encountered this argument 

before, in different forms and from different kinds of people, 

and he had never found a fully satisfying answer to it. The care 

was real. That was the problem. The care was completely real, and 

the objects were not his to love. 
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He photographed everything, working systematically, his 

attention professional and controlled. 

The cabinet stopped him. 

It stood at the centre of the far wall: a Chinese lacquered 

cabinet, six feet tall, mounted on a base carved in the form of 

four dragon claws. The lacquerwork was extraordinary—cranes above 

a clouded landscape, chrysanthemum branches below, all in a 

palette of deep red and oxidised gold on black. Crowe had, in the 

course of the investigation, looked at enough exceptional Chinese 

decorative art to have some sense of what he was seeing. This had 

taken years to make. Multiple craftsmen, multiple layers of 

lacquer applied and dried and polished and applied again. It was 

the work of people for whom patience was not a virtue but a 

medium, and who had understood that what they were making would 

outlast them by centuries and had worked accordingly. 

He thought about this for a moment longer than was strictly 

professional. Then he looked at the glass panel at the top of the 

cabinet, structural rather than decorative, and at the electronic 

connection running from the base to the wall behind it, and at 

the faint outline of a hinge at the glass panel’s lower edge. He 

put the beauty of the object firmly aside and focused on what it 

contained. 

Behind the glass, in what he gradually understood to be a 

purpose-built vivarium, something moved. 

He pressed his face close to the glass and directed his 

torch carefully. 
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The spider emerged from the shadow of a piece of bark. It 

moved deliberately, with a particular quality of attention, and 

it was large—not monstrous, not beyond nature, but large enough 

that its naturalness was the disturbing thing. Its body was dark 

brown with yellow banding, the size of his closed fist. Its legs, 

fully extended, had a span he measured involuntarily against his 

own spread hand. A Brazilian wandering spider. provisionally 

identified as a Phoneutria species. Female, he recalled from the 

briefing notes, the more venomous sex. Its eyes caught the 

torchlight in a sequence of tiny cold reflections. 

Crowe straightened. He noted an electronic connection 

running from the base of the cabinet to the wall—a lock mechanism 

of some kind. He noted that the vivarium’s glass panel appeared 

to be on a hinge. 

In his private office on the upper floor, Arthur Huang had 

been watching the screen for eleven minutes. 

He kept four cameras in the private gallery, positioned with 

care. They fed, encrypted, directly to his desk monitor and 

maintained no external record. He was the only person who had 

ever watched them, in eleven years. 

The figure on the screen was methodical and calm, moving 

from case to case in a practised way that had nothing to do with 

amateur curiosity. Not Jonathan Fairfax, whom Huang had 

identified as a police officer within forty-eight hours of the 

first meeting. He had found in that identification not alarm but 

a kind of satisfaction: confirmation that what he had assembled 

was worth this quality of attention. 
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He had known, in the same forty-eight hours, that the 

investigation would eventually take this form. The two men found 

in the river had been careless and he had not sought their 

deaths, but the animal had done what animals do when they are 

disturbed in their dark places, and the police were not fools, 

and patience has its limits on both sides of any investigation. 

What he had not anticipated was the quality of the detective 

sent. Most investigators, in his experience, moved too quickly—

were drawn towards the obvious, the immediately accessible, the 

avenue that showed the fastest results. Crowe had spent three 

weeks doing almost nothing. He had established contact with Lily, 

which Huang had permitted because Lily genuinely did not know 

what she did not know. He had made one visit as a client and had 

behaved impeccably throughout. 

And now he was here, at midnight, in the private room, 

standing in front of the cabinet with the specific stillness of a 

man who has understood what he is looking at and is deciding what 

to do next. 

Huang watched him raise his torch to the glass panel. 

He felt the particular calm that comes when a situation he 

has controlled for a very long time approaches its resolution. He 

had not wanted this. He had wanted the gallery to continue, and 

the collection to be maintained with the seriousness it required, 

and Lily to leave Limehouse and make the life she deserved, in 

that order. None of these things required this resolution. But 

the detective was here, and the choice had been made by someone 

else’s impatience, and what came next was what came next. 
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Huang touched a control on his desk. 

The click was very small. It came from the direction of the 

cabinet. 

Crowe turned. The glass panel at the top of the vivarium had 

lifted perhaps three centimetres, raised from within. 

He had his hand on his radio when a door on the far side of 

the room opened—a second door he had not registered in his 

initial survey—and Lily Huang came through, in a coat, her phone 

in her hand, and stopped when she saw him. 

“You—” she said. 

“Get back.” Crowe stepped towards her. “Close the door. Stay 

back. Don’t—” 

She was not looking at him. She was looking past him, and 

her expression changed in a way he had not been ready for: not 

fear, but the particular horror of recognising something she had 

half-known and refused to name. 

“The cabinet,” she said. “He’s opened the cabinet.” 

The spider came over the edge of the glass panel in a motion 

that was, objectively, simply a large animal moving. The problem 

was the speed. Crowe put himself between the spider and Lily, 

which was the wrong choice, because it left him between the 

spider and the exit, and he registered this thought at the 

precise moment she said “No—” and stepped forward, and the 

creature dropped from the base of the cabinet and covered the 

ground between them in under a second, and she cried out and 

reached for her ankle. 
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Crowe fired once. The shot caught the side of the cabinet 

and the spider retreated to the base of the wall. He was speaking 

into his radio when the floor gave way. 

The trapdoor was beneath a rug, old and heavy and entirely 

convincing. He dropped through it into dark water and came up 

coughing—an old drainage channel, tidal, the water moving—and 

found a ledge with his feet and stood on it with the water at his 

chin and kept speaking into his radio until the light came 

through the trapdoor above him and the rope followed. 

The sergeant in charge—a man named Holloway who had been 

with the Metropolitan Police for sixteen years and had seen most 

things—found the door at the foot of the stairs open, found the 

private gallery with its displaced rug and the open trapdoor, 

found the cabinet with a bullet mark low on its lacquerwork, and 

found Lily Huang on the floor beside the second door. When he 

checked her ankle the mark was already discolouring: small, 

almost innocuous. 

Crowe was pulled from the drainage channel eight minutes 

after he had fallen through. He was cold and unhurt and said very 

little. 

They found Arthur Huang on the staircase, descending. Each 

step appeared to require a decision. When Holloway’s torch caught 

his face, his expression was not fear and not guilt but something 

closer to calculation: a man still performing, even now, a final 

assessment. He looked at the officers around him and at the 

trapdoor and the open cabinet and the bullet mark on the 
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lacquerwork, and he appeared to reach a conclusion about all of 

it simultaneously. 

He crossed to his daughter without speaking. He touched her 

face. He stood. 

Then he went to the lacquered cabinet and unlocked a 

compartment in its base with a key from his breast pocket. He 

removed a padded case. He crouched beside Lily and opened it. 

The case contained jade. Fourteen pieces, each wrapped in 

silk: thumb-sized pendants of deep imperial green, a bi disc of 

the kind interred with emperors, a small horse carved in the 

archaic style. Subsequent valuation would establish their 

individual worth at between forty and two hundred thousand 

pounds. 

He scattered them. One piece at a time, Arthur Huang 

unwrapped the silk and placed the jade on and around his 

daughter’s body. He spoke in a voice too low for the officers 

present to make out the words—in Cantonese—and he continued 

speaking as though no one else were in the room. 

Holloway told Crowe afterward that he had thought, for a 

moment, that Huang was going to try to revive her. That none of 

them had moved to stop him because there was something in what he 

was doing that made stopping him feel like the wrong response, 

and none of them were able to articulate why. He wasn’t crying. 

He wasn’t making any sound that carried. He was unwrapping the 

jade and placing it on her, piece by piece, as though this were a 

thing that needed to be done carefully and in the right order. 
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Crowe stood in the doorway with a blanket around his 

shoulders and the cold of the drainage channel still in him, and 

he looked at Arthur Huang kneeling on the floor of his private 

gallery among the things he had spent thirty years assembling, 

and he thought: I will not put this in the report. He knew this 

immediately and with certainty. What had brought them to this 

room was in the report. What was happening in this room was not 

the law’s to have. 

Arthur Huang was charged that night with multiple offences, 

including manslaughter, keeping a dangerous wild animal without a 

licence, and trafficking in stolen cultural property. He made no 

statement during interview. He maintained his silence throughout 

all subsequent proceedings. 

Lily Huang was twenty-eight years old. She had been born at 

University College Hospital and had grown up in Bermondsey and 

had read art history at University College London because she 

loved beautiful things and had believed, as the young tend to, 

that there would be time later to arrange her life as she wished 

it. 

The jade was repatriated to the Henan Provincial Museum, 

from whose locked storerooms it had been removed in 2009. 

Crowe’s report to Detective Chief Inspector Haldane 

described the events of that night in precise factual detail. It 

did not describe Arthur Huang’s final action in the private 

gallery. Some things, Crowe had decided, were better understood 

at a distance, and poorly served by official language. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

HALDANE’S KID 

 

Haldane came out of the Tube at Canary Wharf and stood on 

the pavement for a moment, tilting his head back slightly to 

assess the sky. It was the fifteenth of December, half past eight 

in the evening, and London was doing what London does in 

December: producing a cold that has nothing in common with the 

cleaner cold of countryside or coast, a cold composed of wet 

stone and exhaust and the particular darkness of a city that is 

never quite dark. He stood for perhaps five seconds in this way—

the posture of a man who has learned to read weather as 

information—and then walked west towards the river. 

He had been out since six that morning and had promised his 

wife he would be home by nine. He had also promised himself, 

three hours ago, that he was nearly done. Both promises were 

still technically alive, though only barely. 

The case was Louis Chaudhry, and it was one of those 

investigations that generates momentum without producing 

evidence: a man around whom things happen, people connected to 

whom come to unfortunate ends, and yet at the centre of it all a 

remarkable and maddening vacancy. Twenty-nine, born in London, 

educated at Charterhouse and then Oxford, where he had read PPE 

with distinction. His father was Zain Chaudhry, sixty-eight, 

officially a property developer with a substantial portfolio of 

East London commercial and residential buildings, and—in the 

assessment of three different intelligence services whose reports 
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Haldane had read over the past two months—one of the principal 

money-laundering figures in the United Kingdom, a man whose 

operations served as a financial clearing-house for trafficking 

networks across three continents. 

Neither of them had ever been charged with anything. 

Haldane chewed his gum and walked. Somewhere between 

Westferry and Narrow Street, Crowe’s number appeared on his 

phone. 

“He’s at the Shard,” Crowe said, without preamble. “Private 

dining room on the thirty-second floor. He arrived at eight with 

a woman.” 

Haldane paused under a streetlight. “Describe her.” 

“British-Indian, early thirties, very well dressed. I ran 

the plates on the car she arrived in. Registered to a company 

associated with Sir Oliver Vassell’s constituency office. I think 

it’s his wife.” 

Haldane closed his eyes for one second. “Priya Vassell.” 

“I think so. Yes.” 

Oliver Vassell was a junior minister at the Home Office. His 

wife, whom Haldane had seen once at an event he had been required 

to attend, was a barrister turned charity director with the kind 

of looks that made rooms rearrange themselves. She was also, by 

all accounts, a woman of independent judgment who had recently 

begun exercising it in ways that were giving her husband a 

difficult time. 

“Are they alone?” 
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“Two other men at the table. Not yet identified. I’ve taken 

photographs.” 

“Stay on them,” Haldane said. “I’m coming to you.” 

He was already walking faster. 

It was past eleven when Louis Chaudhry’s car pulled away 

from the Shard entrance with Priya Vassell in the passenger seat 

and Louis at the wheel. Crowe had the photographs: she had been 

holding his arm on the way out, and her walk had the over-careful 

quality of someone managing a substance. It might have been 

alcohol. It might have been something else. 

Haldane watched the car from the back seat of Crowe’s 

vehicle as they followed it south across the river and east 

through Bermondsey and then north again, into the familiar 

geometry of Limehouse. 

“He’s taking her somewhere specific,” Haldane said. 

They lost the car for ninety seconds in the narrow streets 

behind the old canal basin, and when they picked it up again it 

was parked outside a large Victorian property on Ropemaker’s 

Fields—a property Haldane knew, because he had stood outside it 

twice before without the grounds to go further. 

The house of Zain Chaudhry. 

Louis Chaudhry got out of the car. He went around to the 

passenger side and opened the door, and Priya Vassell did not get 

out unassisted. 

“She’s incapacitated,” Crowe said quietly. 

Haldane’s teeth came together on his gum. “Get eyes on the 

back of the property. I’m going to make a call.” 
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His call went, after some delay, to a detective constable at 

Limehouse who confirmed that three surveillance officers were 

within a four-hundred-metre radius of the Chaudhry property—a 

precaution Haldane had arranged three weeks earlier, when the 

shape of the investigation had first begun to clarify. He gave 

instructions, disconnected, and sat still for a moment in the 

parked car, looking at the lights in the upper windows of the 

house. 

He thought about his son. This happened more often than he 

usually allowed it to happen while he was working, but the hour 

was late and he was tired. Dan had come home two days ago with 

his school bag and his school coat and that specific forward-

leaning energy of a boy who has been confined for a term and is 

not yet sure what to do with the absence of structure. Haldane 

had promised, when he left that morning, that he would call by 

nine to tell Dan whether to wait up. It was now past eleven. He 

had not called. He thought about Dan in the kitchen at home doing 

what fourteen-year-old boys do in such circumstances: assuming 

the father is fine and the work is important and probably there’s 

a good reason, and waiting, which was something his son could 

only do for so long before deciding to solve the problem himself. 

His phone buzzed. He looked at the screen. 

A text message, the sender ID showing his own home number. 

He read it and felt the ground change beneath him in a way he had 

not felt in years. 
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“Dad, your office rang. Said to bring your overnight bag to 

the station, something about a deployment. I’ve got it, I’m on 

the way. Dan x” 

He read it again. It was wrong in ways that went beyond the 

technical impossibility of the sender ID, which he registered 

first and set aside for second. The kiss at the end was wrong: 

Dan did not put kisses on texts to his father, not from coldness 

but because neither of them was built that way and both knew it. 

The phrase ‘something about a deployment’ was wrong: that was the 

language of someone who had looked up how police communications 

work and chosen the most official-sounding word. Dan would have 

said: your work stuff. Or: something with a case. Most wrong of 

all was ‘I’ve got it, I’m on the way’—Dan asked before he acted, 

at least some of the time, and he would have asked. 

Haldane stared at the message for three seconds. Then he 

called his home number. It rang twelve times and went unanswered. 

The message had gone to his personal mobile. His mobile 

number was known to almost no one outside the Metropolitan 

Police. His home landline was registered in his wife’s maiden 

name, and that number should have been visible on no device his 

son possessed except the family handset in the kitchen—which was 

not a mobile, and from which Daniel would not have sent a text. 

Daniel Haldane was fourteen years old and had come home from 

school two days ago for the Christmas holidays. He had his 

father’s colouring and his father’s instinct for a fight, and he 

was—Haldane knew this precisely, in the way that parents carry 

careful catalogues of their children’s faults as a form of 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 30 

protection—entirely capable of setting off alone into the dark in 

response to a message he believed had come from his father’s 

office. 

Haldane called Crowe. 

“Get a unit to my home address now,” he said. His voice had 

not changed. “My son may have left the house alone. Find him.” 

Then he got out of the car and walked towards the house of 

Zain Chaudhry. 

Daniel Haldane had set off from Brixton at eleven-seventeen, 

which he knew because he had checked his phone as he came out of 

the front door. He was wearing his school coat over his school 

jumper and the muffler his mother had insisted on, which he 

intended to remove the moment he turned the corner and which in 

the event he forgot about because he was thinking about the 

overnight bag under his arm and whether this counted as the kind 

of thing he would be able to tell people at school. 

He had been on cases before, in a supporting capacity. He 

had answered the phone when his father couldn’t, passed on 

messages, been present in the background of several conversations 

he was not supposed to hear and some he was. This was different. 

This was being specifically sent for by the station, which meant 

his father had told them Dan could be trusted with a task, which 

meant something. 

He was four minutes from home when the car pulled up. 

It was a dark-coloured estate, engine running, parked with 

one wheel on the kerb in the way of someone who has stopped in a 

hurry. A man was standing beside it in the road, holding a piece 
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of paper up to the streetlight, turning it as though trying to 

read something. He was perhaps thirty, wearing a dark jacket, and 

when Dan came level with him he turned and held the paper out. 

“Hello. Can you help please? I am trying to find this 

address.” 

Dan stepped forward and looked at the paper. The writing was 

small and he bent closer, tilting it towards the light. 

The muffler went over his head from behind. 

He reacted immediately and badly, which his father would 

later tell him was the correct response: he dropped the bag, 

drove his elbow back, twisted hard, and got his right hand up 

towards the fabric across his face before a second pair of arms 

locked around his from behind and lifted him off the ground. The 

overnight bag was somewhere on the pavement. He could hear two 

voices speaking in a language he did not know, rapid and with a 

quality of efficient disagreement. One of the voices, he noted, 

was not panicking. Neither was he, quite, though it took some 

management. He was his father’s son and he knew what panic felt 

like and what it cost, and he worked to keep himself still and to 

listen and to remember everything. 

He was put in the back of the car between two men. The 

muffler was loosened enough for him to breathe. They drove for 

what he estimated at eighteen to twenty minutes, turning more 

than the direct distance would account for, which meant either 

they were taking a complicated route or they were going in 

circles. He filed this. Through a gap at the edge of the fabric 

he could make out streetlight, then darkness, then different 
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streetlight: commercial, then residential, then the riverside 

quality of light he associated with his father’s territory. 

He was carried down steps and along a corridor and put in a 

room and the door was locked. The muffler came off. He was in a 

utility room: concrete floor, a boiler against one wall, a 

pendant light with a pull cord, a painted-shut window on the 

exterior wall. He tried the door, which was solid and locked from 

outside. He examined the window. 

The paint had been applied many times over many years and 

had sealed the frame at every point except the lower left corner, 

where the frame had shifted slightly and left a gap of perhaps 

two centimetres. He took out his penknife—his father had given it 

to him three birthdays ago with the remark that it was not a 

weapon, it was a tool, and the difference was how you used it—and 

worked the corner for six minutes until the frame moved. He 

pushed the window open four inches and looked out into a 

lightwell. 

Through the wall to his left, quite clearly, he could hear 

someone moving. A small, controlled sound, the kind made by a 

person trying not to make sounds. He put his ear to the wall. He 

could hear, when he listened carefully, the very faint repeated 

tapping of a phone screen being pressed with increasing 

frustration. 

Daniel Haldane was fourteen years old and had been raised by 

a man who approached problems by moving towards them rather than 

away from them. He looked at the window and at the lightwell and 

at the external wall, and he decided. 
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The lightwell was accessed from his window by a ledge 

perhaps thirty centimetres wide running along the base of the 

external wall. He got through the window sideways, dropped onto 

the ledge, and moved along it to the adjacent window. The glass 

was dark but when he pressed his face to it he could see inside: 

a small room, a woman on a crate, her phone in her hand. She 

looked up at the sound of his face against the glass and her 

expression went through a rapid and complicated series of 

adjustments before landing on: astonished but functional. 

He found the window latch, eased it, opened the window, and 

climbed in over the sill with the general technique of someone 

who has been climbing things since he could walk and has learned 

to commit to it. 

“Dan Haldane,” he said quietly, by way of introduction. “DCI 

Haldane’s son. I think we’re in the same situation.” 

Priya Vassell looked at him for a moment with the specific 

expression of a highly intelligent woman recalibrating her 

assessment of events. Then she said: “How did you get here?” 

“Abducted, same as you. Different car probably. Listen—” He 

moved to the room’s door and put his ear to it. Footsteps on the 

floor above: steady, not hurried. “Is there one or two of them 

upstairs?” 

“One came in about twenty minutes ago. Checked I was still 

here and left. I’ve heard one set of footsteps since.” 

Dan nodded. He was listening. Then the footsteps changed 

direction and began moving towards the stairs, and he said, “Get 

behind the crate,” and positioned himself behind the door. 
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The man who came in was, as Dan had estimated from his 

footsteps, approximately twice Dan’s weight and a foot taller, 

and he registered the empty room and the open window in the two 

seconds before Dan hit him with the straight left that he had 

been practising since the summer and that his games master had 

described, with the careful understatement of a man who does not 

want to encourage fighting, as technically accomplished. The 

punch connected well. The follow-up, which was less classical, 

connected better. The man sat down. 

Dan looked at Priya Vassell, who was looking at him from 

behind the crate. 

“We should go,” he said. 

He opened the door into the corridor. From somewhere above 

them, unmistakably, he heard his father’s voice. 

From upstairs, mixed with the noise of rapid entry, came a 

shout in a young male voice that Haldane would have recognised at 

five hundred metres in any crowd. 

“Dad! Down here—bottom of the stairs!” 

Haldane had heard his son shout before, in anger and in pain 

and in the pure unself-conscious exhilaration of a game going 

well. This was none of those things. This was Dan shouting 

because he knew his father was in the building and because 

Haldane had taught him, without meaning to, by example and by 

repetition over fourteen years: you shout when you need to be 

found. Haldane was through the study door before he had made a 

conscious decision to move. 
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He went down a half-flight of stairs at the front and along 

a lower corridor, and at the end of it was a locked door with 

light showing under it. He put his shoulder into it once and it 

opened. 

Daniel Haldane stood in the middle of what had been a 

utility room—concrete floor, a boiler against one wall, a single 

pendant light—wearing his school coat with mud on both knees and 

a bruise already purpling along his left cheekbone. He was 

talking at the accelerated pace his father recognised: the verbal 

momentum of someone who has been frightened and has decided, 

retrospectively, to be exhilarated instead. 

“—there were two of them in the car and I couldn’t do much 

at that point but when they put me in the room I got the window 

open. It was painted shut but there was a gap at the bottom 

corner. And I could hear her through the wall.” He pointed to the 

far end of the room. “So I got out along the ledge and in through 

her window. The man who came in was maybe a hundred and ten kilos 

but his footsteps were heavy, which usually means slower 

reaction, and I had the door angle.” He paused. “I think his 

knee’s all right. Probably.” 

Priya Vassell was seated on an upturned storage crate with 

her shoes off, her fur coat pulled around her, and her phone in 

her hand, still trying after forty minutes to find a signal. 

Whatever had been put in her drink at dinner had not been 

sufficient to do more than disorient her for an hour. She was 

entirely clear-minded now and had been composing, methodically, 

the statement she intended to give. 
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When she saw Haldane she said: “Good. I have a considerable 

amount to tell you. I want to begin with Louis Chaudhry and then 

I want to address his father and then I want to address whoever 

at the Home Office has been making this family’s legal problems 

disappear for the past seven years.” 

Haldane looked at his son. “Are you hurt?” 

“My face a bit.” Daniel looked at him directly with the 

particular blue gaze that had been difficult to manage since the 

boy was four years old: it asked for honest assessment rather 

than comfort and had always, to the best of Haldane’s ability, 

received it. Haldane looked at the bruise and the mud and the way 

Dan was standing—weight evenly distributed, hands at his sides, 

still in the posture of someone who has recently had to be ready 

for something—and thought, involuntarily: this is going to be a 

problem in about three years. The thought was not entirely 

unwelcome. 

“I’ll tell you everything later,” Dan said. 

“You will tell me everything now and again later,” Haldane 

said. 

He put one arm around his son’s shoulders, briefly and 

tightly, and released him in the way of a man who does not 

perform such things in public—and then turned and went back up 

the stairs. 

The lower corridor was filling with officers. From the upper 

floors came the orderly sounds of a proper entry being conducted: 

voices, the specific language of procedure, and above it the 
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sound of Louis Chaudhry saying something in a register 

considerably less composed than it had been three hours ago. 

Haldane went back to the study. 

Zain Chaudhry was still at his desk. His phone lay face-

down. The tabby cat had not moved. He looked at Haldane with an 

expression that was not defeat—defeat was not something Haldane 

expected to see there—but a controlled adjustment of position. A 

man performing a recalculation. 

“Your son is resourceful,” he said. 

“He is.” 

A pause. Chaudhry looked at the desk, then up. 

“I should perhaps make clear,” he said, in a tone of quiet 

precision, “that this is not a conclusion. It is a complication. 

The difference will become apparent to you in due course.” 

Haldane looked at him for a moment. Then he turned to the 

officer who had come in behind him. 

“Arrest him,” he said. 

He walked out of the study and through the hall and out of 

the front door and stood on the step in the December air. He took 

a long breath. 

Crowe appeared at his elbow thirty seconds later, his voice 

professionally steady and his face saying something different. 

“Louis Chaudhry is in custody. Mrs. Vassell has declined 

medical attention and is making a statement.” Crowe paused. “Your 

son is upstairs with two officers. He’s given us a partial 

vehicle registration from the car that took him. Two digits 

transposed, but the rest is accurate. He’s also described a 
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distinctive tattoo on the left forearm of the taller of the two 

men who abducted him. He described it in enough detail that I 

think we can run it.” 

Haldane absorbed this without visible expression. 

“He also,” Crowe added, with a careful neutrality, “has 

requested to know whether what he did to the taller man’s knee 

will be counted against him.” 

Haldane looked down the empty street. Somewhere at the far 

end a night bus was turning, its illuminated interior sliding 

past the dark buildings like a piece of someone else’s ordinary 

evening. 

“Get a car to take him home,” Haldane said. “I’ll follow 

once Mrs. Vassell is done.” 

He stood in the cold for a moment longer. He was thinking 

about Zain Chaudhry’s last sentence, and he understood perfectly 

well that it was not a threat in the conventional sense but a 

statement of fact. He understood also that understanding it as a 

statement of fact was not the same as finding it acceptable. 

He reached into his pocket for a new piece of gum. 

From an upstairs window, left open by one of the entry team, 

the sounds of the investigation continued: voices, footsteps, the 

methodical language of officers at work. And underneath it, 

slightly muffled but perfectly recognisable, the voice of his son 

explaining something to someone with the energy of a person to 

whom serious things have just happened and who has not yet 

reached the part where he understands what they mean. 
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Haldane listened to it for a moment. Then he went back 

inside. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE AMBER CARVING 

 

It was the researching of a podcast episode that first 

brought me into contact with the amber carving, and the amber 

carving, as I shall presently explain, brought me into contact 

with more danger than I had any reasonable cause to court. 

My name is Malcolm Trent. I write about crime—the documented 

variety, not the invented kind—for a digital magazine called The 

Clarion, and for a podcast series that has acquired a modest 

following among people who find the strangeness of actual 

criminal cases more compelling than fictional ones. This work had 

led me, over the previous two years, into most of the corners of 

London that sensible people avoid. I had developed a certain ease 

in those environments that I was careful not to mistake for 

immunity. 

I should say something about the specific nature of what I 

do, since it bears on what follows. The podcast covers crimes 

that have passed through the formal processes of investigation 

and prosecution and still retain, at the far end of those 

processes, something unresolved: a witness no one interviewed, a 

connection no one followed, a verdict that answers the legal 

question without touching the actual one. This material does not 

come to me. I go to it, which means going to the places where 

unresolved things happened, which are not always comfortable 

places, and speaking to the people who know about them, who are 

not always comfortable people. I have learned to be useful in 
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these environments. I have not entirely learned to leave them at 

the office, which is perhaps why what happened in January 

happened the way it did. 

On a wet Thursday in January I had been at the Limehouse 

dock gates since six in the evening, interviewing a port security 

officer who had agreed to speak to me, off the record and after 

some persuasion, about the movement of undeclared goods through 

the container terminal. The interview had gone well. I was 

walking back towards the Tube when the trouble began. 

The sound reached me first: not a shout or a crash but a 

concentrated scuffling of the particular kind that occurs when 

more than one person is working on a single target. I turned into 

the narrow cut that runs alongside the dock wall and found three 

men in the shadow of the high brick—two younger men working on 

one larger one. The two had the coordinated efficiency of people 

who have done this before. The one they were working on was built 

substantially enough to have kept them occupied longer than they 

had intended, which was probably the only reason he was still on 

his feet. Without intervention the arithmetic would shortly 

resolve itself against him. 

I am not by nature a violent man, but I have been in enough 

difficult situations in the course of my work to have learned 

that hesitation in such circumstances is not caution but 

cowardice. I put my shoulder into the nearer of the two attackers 

with sufficient force to separate him from the man he was 

holding, which sent him into the wall. I followed this with the 

kind of uncomplicated right hand that my friend Ben Darling had 
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once spent a patient hour teaching me in his office. The second 

man looked at his colleague on the ground, looked at me, and ran. 

His colleague recovered faster than I had expected and ran after 

him. 

The man they had been working on straightened up, breathing 

hard. In the poor light from the dock wall I could make out a 

broad Geordie face, a gap in the upper teeth, a donkey jacket, 

and the particular dignity of a man who considers himself a fair 

hand in a fight and is deeply unhappy with recent events. 

“Cheers, mate,” he said, with a sincerity that required no 

elaboration. He touched his jaw experimentally and seemed 

satisfied. “I’d had a couple earlier, or they’d never have got 

near me.” 

I accepted this reassessment without comment. His name, he 

told me as we walked towards the lights of the main road, was 

Billy Watts. He had come off a container vessel that morning, 

first port call after Singapore, and had been in the East End 

since noon, which accounted for the couple he’d mentioned. The 

two men, he believed, had followed him from the dock gates. 

“Do you know them?” I asked. 

“Not them specifically. But the same type.” He glanced at me 

sideways. “I’ve got something they want.” 

The pub on Narrow Street was the kind of place that has 

survived gentrification by the simple expedient of being of no 

interest to anyone who hadn’t already been coming for twenty 

years. It smelled of old wood and the accumulated evenings of 

dock workers who had been drinking in it since it was built, and 
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the barman knew Billy by name, which told me something about the 

frequency of his port calls. We settled into a corner with two 

pints that Billy was immovable about paying for, and he told me 

his story with the directness of a man accustomed to conveying 

important information in noisy environments. 

Three months earlier, on the quayside in Singapore, he had 

come across the tail end of a fight between two Chinese men—one 

small and wiry and evidently trying to get away, one larger and 

more purposeful and equally evidently trying to prevent it. Billy 

had waded in, as he put it, with the instinct of a man who will 

always insert himself between a larger party and a smaller one 

regardless of circumstances or the wisdom of doing so. The larger 

man had run. The smaller man had also run a few seconds later, in 

the opposite direction. Billy had found himself alone on the 

quayside with a bruised fist and, lying in the gutter at his 

feet, a small carved figure in what turned out to be amber. 

He produced it from the inside pocket of his jacket and set 

it on the table between us. 

It was perhaps the size of a man’s thumb: a lion-dog in the 

traditional Chinese style, seated with one paw raised and a 

carved ball beneath it, worked in amber of a deep honey-gold. The 

craftsmanship was extraordinary. Even in the indifferent light of 

the pub the precision of the carving was visible, each detail 

resolved, the expression on the animal’s face that particular 

blend of ferocity and comedy that Chinese decorative art has 

always managed better than anyone else. I am not an expert in 
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Asian antiques, but I could see that this was old and that it was 

good. 

“How much have they offered you for it?” I asked. 

He named a figure. It was low enough to confirm that the 

people offering it understood perfectly well what they were 

dealing with and had no intention of paying what it was worth. 

“What did you say?” 

“What do you reckon?” He drank. “I told them five hundred. 

They said two-fifty. I told them to get knotted. That was in 

Singapore.” He set his glass down and turned it between his 

hands. “Then I thought, well, that’s the end of it. I put it in 

my kit bag and forgot about it for a week. Then we got to Port 

Said and two men came on board in the evening—not the same men, 

different men, same type—and one of them found me in the mess and 

made another offer. Polite about it. Patient. That was actually 

worse than Singapore, the patience. I told him the same thing and 

he went away, and I moved the carving to a place in the ship that 

isn’t obvious, and I kept it there until we docked this morning.” 

He looked at me. “And tonight these two were at the dock gates. 

Which is why I’m tired of the sight of it, to tell you the truth. 

I just don’t like being told what to do.” 

This seemed to me a sufficiently complete explanation of 

Billy Watts. 

He pressed the carving on me when we parted, with the 

firmness of a man who has decided and will not be argued with. He 

had my card and said that if I ever found out what it was worth 

he would be glad to hear about it. He named his next port of call 
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with the confidence of a man who expects to be exactly where he 

says he will be. 

I carried the amber lion-dog home to my flat in Wapping and 

set it on my desk under the lamp and looked at it for a long 

time. 

I have spent enough time around collectors to have acquired 

some of their habits of attention. I turned the figure slowly in 

my fingers, examining it from every angle. The amber was genuine—

distinguishable from glass by its weight and temperature, which 

is neither cold nor plastic but something between the two. The 

carving was old; how old I could not confidently say, but the 

style and the quality of the material suggested something well 

before the twentieth century. The base, I noticed, did not quite 

match the rest of the figure in colour—slightly paler, with a 

faint line running around its circumference where the two 

sections met. 

I was examining this more closely when the doorbell rang. 

The woman on my doorstep was, at first impression, someone 

in genuine distress. She was in her late twenties, and had the 

kind of looks that do not diminish under difficult circumstances—

a quality of bone structure that functions in any light. Her 

heritage was mixed: something East Asian in the shape of her 

eyes, something Mediterranean in her colouring. She was holding a 

printed card between her fingers. 

“I am looking for a Mr. Ben Darling,” she said. Her English 

was good but not native. “This address was given to me as a 

contact for him.” 
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Darling is a private inquiry agent of considerable 

distinction who operates from Chancery Lane but uses my address 

for correspondence that he prefers not to receive at his office. 

This arrangement had brought one or two unexpected callers to my 

door over the years. I showed the woman inside. 

She stepped into the hallway and I closed the door behind 

her, and we stood for a moment in the particular awkwardness of 

two strangers occupying a small space who have not yet decided 

how much of the space to take up. She was, I thought, very good 

at being frightened. Or rather: she was genuinely frightened, and 

also very good at managing the genuine version of herself in a 

way that suggested she had needed to do this before. I filed this 

without quite knowing why. 

I took her through to the study, where the carving was on my 

desk, and I noted with the specific alertness that comes from 

years of interviewing people who would rather not be interviewed 

that her gaze went to the carving once and then decisively away. 

I explained that Darling was currently in Edinburgh but that I 

could pass a message. 

She told me her name was Mei and that she had come from 

Singapore. She wished to consult Darling about a theft of 

property from her family. She was not willing to elaborate 

further until she had spoken with him directly. She was, I 

observed, carefully not looking at the carving. There is a 

difference between ignoring something and avoiding it, and the 

difference is visible to anyone paying attention. 
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When she asked to use the bathroom I directed her to it, and 

while she was gone I moved the amber figure from the desk to the 

windowsill and sat with my back to the window. I am not certain I 

could have explained this at the time. Some professional habit, 

perhaps, of testing a situation by changing one variable and 

watching what changes in response. If she had already taken the 

carving—slipped it into her bag in the first thirty seconds, 

which was possible given the size of the thing—my moving it would 

confirm nothing. If she had not yet taken it and the window was 

where she had planned to retrieve it, my sitting in front of it 

might prevent the attempt. Either way I would learn something. A 

journalist does not always know in advance what question he is 

asking. 

When she returned and we concluded our brief conversation 

and I showed her out to the street, I watched her walk to the end 

of the road and turn towards the main thoroughfare. Her pace was 

measured: not hurried, not quite ordinary. 

Then I went back upstairs. 

The carving was gone from the windowsill. 

I stood quite still, working through the arithmetic. She had 

not been near the window while she was in the room. She must have 

taken it when she went to the bathroom—I had not moved it then. 

Which meant she had palmed it in the first thirty seconds of her 

visit, before I had even registered her interest in it, and that 

her manner of nervous distraction had been a performance of 

considerable skill. 
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I was standing at my desk arriving at this conclusion when 

the doorbell rang again. 

Two uniformed officers. The woman had been found dead in the 

back of a cab on the Embankment, approximately six minutes after 

leaving my building. She had been strangled. The last address she 

had given to the driver before getting in was mine. 

The identification was conducted with the efficiency that 

such things require in London, where the machinery for receiving 

sudden death is well-practised and the officers involved have 

learned to move through it without the hesitation that would make 

it unbearable. I looked at the face of Mei Adler on a temporary 

examination table under a forensic tent and said: yes, that is 

the woman. She looked much as she had at my door, which was the 

wrong thought to have and which came anyway. The cab driver was 

still in the cab, behind a screen, speaking to an officer in the 

flat voice of someone who has passed through the shock of a thing 

and arrived at the far side of it. I stood outside on the 

Embankment afterward for a few minutes while the river moved and 

the city continued around me, and then I went back inside and 

gave my statement. 

The following three hours were occupied with the formalities 

that follow such things. It was close to two in the morning when 

Detective Sergeant Crowe appeared, having been called in by a 

system that flags certain names and locations. 

Crowe recognised me from a previous occasion and we spoke 

privately for a few minutes. 
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“The woman,” he said. “Her name was Mei Adler. Her father is 

Isaac Adler, a gemstone dealer in Singapore. He was defrauded 

eighteen months ago—a rough diamond taken from him by means of a 

sophisticated confidence scheme. He has been attempting to 

recover it through his own channels ever since.” Crowe looked at 

me steadily. “She traced it to London. She traced it to the amber 

carving.” 

“The carving she stole from me.” 

“Yes. Although I think the diamond was no longer in it by 

the time she reached you.” He gave me a moment to absorb this. 

“There is a man named Ah Lam, whose name you may know in 

connection with a case that was in the news last year—the Arthur 

Huang investigation, the gallery on Narrow Street. Ah Lam was 

Huang’s courier. Since Huang’s arrest he has been operating 

independently, and current intelligence suggests he has been 

handling stolen gemstones moving through the container terminal. 

We believe he was following the Adler woman. We believe he was in 

the cab.” 

I had followed the Huang case at a distance, in a 

professional capacity. The gallery, the daughter, the spider in 

the lacquered cabinet: it was the kind of story that makes itself 

into something larger than the specific crime it contains. 

Hearing Crowe name Ah Lam as a surviving thread of that operation 

had the effect of making the geography of the previous few hours 

suddenly coherent: the dock gates, the container terminal, the 

quayside in Singapore from which the carving had started its 

journey. A supply chain with Limehouse at both ends. 
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I returned to my flat at half past two in the morning and 

stood in the doorway of my study for a full ten seconds before I 

understood what I was seeing. 

The amber carving was back on the windowsill. 

I have no explanation for this that satisfies me entirely. 

The most probable account—that Ah Lam, having killed Mei Adler 

and taken the diamond from her, had returned the carving to 

remove evidence, since he could not know whether I had already 

photographed it—seemed improbable but not impossible. My street 

door has a lock that a determined person could defeat in under a 

minute, and he had had three hours. 

I picked it up and looked at the base. The seam I had 

noticed earlier was, on closer examination, a deliberate join: 

the base unscrewed. Inside the small cavity it revealed there was 

nothing at all. 

I called Darling. 

He arrived from Edinburgh on the first train and was at my 

flat by half past nine. I put the carving on the table between us 

and told him everything twice, as he prefers, without editorial 

comment or digression. He picked it up and turned it in his 

fingers for perhaps two minutes, examining it with the small lens 

he always carries. He unscrewed the base, looked into the cavity, 

reclosed it, and set it down. He had a quality, when examining 

objects, of giving them his complete and undivided attention 

without investing them with anything beyond their material fact, 

which is rarer than it sounds and which I have tried, over the 
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years of our acquaintance, without success to learn. Then he 

said: “We need to find your seaman.” 

We found Billy Watts that afternoon at a dockworkers’ club 

on Commercial Road, in a state of impressive recovery from the 

previous night’s consolations. He told us nothing I had not 

already heard, but in the retelling of it Darling asked two or 

three questions I had not thought to ask, and the shape of the 

thing became slightly clearer. The fight in Singapore had been 

between a small man—whose name, Billy now recalled being told by 

a dockhand afterward, was Sun Lok Wai—and a larger man. When 

Billy had waded in and the larger man had run, there had been a 

third figure: a slight man who had come from a doorway across the 

quay, bent briefly over something on the ground, and then stepped 

back into the shadow. 

“Ah Lam,” said Darling quietly, to himself rather than to 

Billy or to me. He set the carving down on the table. “He was 

there first. He saw where it fell. He took the diamond from the 

compartment before Billy picked the carving up at all.” 

I had been aware, for the past twenty minutes, of a man in 

the corner of the club who had arrived after us and was sitting 

with his back to the wall, a cap pulled low, and a drink he had 

not touched. I mentioned this to Darling with what I hoped was 

the right degree of quietness. 

Darling looked at the ceiling for a moment. Then he said, at 

a perfectly normal conversational volume, addressing the room in 

general: “There is very little point in leaving. The matter is 
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nearly concluded and your position is considerably better if you 

stay.” 

The man in the corner did not move. 

The club door opened and Crowe came in, and beside him a 

very large, very square-jawed Scotsman in a dark overcoat whom I 

did not recognise. 

The man in the corner pushed back his cap. He was small, 

contained, and younger than I had expected—perhaps thirty, with 

the composed quality of someone who makes his living by not being 

noticed. His English, when he finally spoke, was precise and 

unaccented. 

“I know who you are,” he said to the Scotsman. 

“Then you know what I want,” the Scotsman said. His voice 

was Aberdeenshire, flat and without warmth. 

“I want it also.” Sun Lok Wai kept very still. “He took it 

from me. I carried it from Singapore.” 

The Scotsman—whose name was Aitken, and who was, Crowe told 

me later, a diamond merchant of standing in Edinburgh—produced a 

sound that was not quite a laugh. 

“You carried it,” he said, “after taking it from my hotel 

room in Raffles Place.” 

Sun Lok Wai was silent for a moment. “If you have the 

carving,” he said at last, “the stone is not inside it. The man 

from the quay took it before this man’d—” he indicated Billy, who 

was watching proceedings with the bright, uncomplicated interest 

of a man watching a good fight—“before he picked it up. He took 

it in Singapore. He has had it all the way.” 
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There was a silence. 

“Ah Lam,” said Crowe. He already had his phone in his hand. 

The arrest was made at Heathrow at half past six that 

evening. A man travelling on a Malaysian passport under a name 

that was not Ah Lam was stopped at the gate for a flight to Kuala 

Lumpur. In his hand luggage: a change of clothes, a phrasebook, 

and an old photographic film canister of the kind that no longer 

serves any purpose in the age of digital cameras. Inside the 

canister, wrapped in a square of chamois leather, was a rough 

diamond of nineteen carats. 

Aitken identified it by a small natural inclusion in the 

table surface that he described with the precision of a man who 

has spent a great deal of time thinking about it. 

Sun Lok Wai was released the following morning. Crowe’s 

assessment was that the evidential complications of a 

prosecution, combined with the diplomatic difficulties, would not 

justify the effort, and that the death of Mei Adler was Ah Lam’s 

work and not Sun Lok Wai’s, however morally proximate he might be 

to the sequence of events. He gave an address that turned out to 

be a hotel whose registry showed no guest of that name, and he 

was not seen again, which surprised no one. 

The amber carving remained on my desk. Billy Watts had 

sailed. I put the carving in the top drawer and left it there. 

Some weeks later, having spoken to two museum specialists 

and one dealer of the kind who prefers informal conversations to 

written valuations, I arrived at a better understanding of what I 

was keeping. The figure was eighteenth-century Qing dynasty, 
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almost certainly court provenance, and worth, conservatively, 

more than I earn from the podcast in a year. 

I left it in the drawer. I opened my laptop, looked at my 

notes for a long time, and then closed it again. There are 

stories that illuminate things and stories that only complicate 

them, and I have learned—imperfectly, and not without cost—to 

know the difference. The podcast episode on criminal networks in 

the riverside docks was eventually broadcast without any 

reference to amber carvings or rough diamonds or a young woman 

found dead on the Embankment on a January night. 

I have thought about her since. I think about her more often 

than I expected to, which is more often than I think about most 

of the people I encounter in this work. Perhaps it is because she 

was, in the end, doing something recognisable: following a thread 

that led somewhere dangerous without fully knowing the scale of 

the danger, relying on skill and nerve to manage whatever she 

found. She was very competent. The performance at my door was 

excellent. The plan—get access to the carving, take it, recover 

the diamond, return her father’s property—was coherent and might, 

in a situation with fewer variables, have worked. 

She was just operating in a situation that had one more 

person in it than she had accounted for. 

I think about that a great deal. Not in a way that leads 

anywhere useful. Just as a fact about how things go. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE GOLDEN HOUSE 

 

Ben Darling and I had been in Limehouse since ten that 

evening, following a thread connected to a series of thefts from 

riverside warehouses that his client—a marine insurance company 

in the City—had been unable to resolve through conventional 

channels. The thread had led us to a late conversation in a 

storage unit near the canal basin that produced more questions 

than answers, and we were walking back towards Narrow Street 

through the particular silence of Limehouse after midnight—a 

silence not of emptiness but of things that have gone quiet for 

the night. 

It was the kind of late hour in which things present 

themselves differently from how they do in daylight. The 

warehouse cases had been unsatisfying: not solved, merely filed, 

with enough in the file to satisfy a client who had decided an 

insurance claim was preferable to a prosecution. Darling had the 

particular quality, in such moments, of someone who has done the 

necessary work and is not satisfied with the results. I had been 

working with him long enough to recognise the mood, and long 

enough to know that the correct response to it was silence and 

patience. 

We had been walking for perhaps ten minutes when the man 

nearly walked into us. 

He was a delivery driver, to judge from his jacket and its 

company logo, and he was in a condition I recognised from 
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previous encounters: the state of a person who has seen something 

they are still in the process of deciding whether they saw. He 

was perhaps thirty-five, lean, and his hands, when he raised them 

to avoid the collision, were not quite steady. 

“Sorry,” he said, and then stopped, looking at Darling with 

the glassy attention of a man whose mind is elsewhere. 

“Are you all right?” I asked. 

He said that he was, and immediately contradicted this by 

sitting down on a low wall and pressing his hands together 

between his knees. Darling sat beside him without invitation. I 

have noted before that Darling possesses, in such moments, the 

appearance of infinite patience, which has the effect of making 

the person beside him feel that whatever they need to say can be 

said at whatever pace suits them. 

The man’s name was Rajan. He had been making a late delivery 

to a restaurant on Pennyfields—the Golden House, a tea room and 

private members’ club occupying a narrow building set back from 

the street behind a painted iron gate. He had been admitted 

through the side entrance and asked to wait in a back corridor 

while the duty manager checked the delivery note. While he 

waited, a door at the far end of the corridor had opened for 

perhaps fifteen seconds. 

In those fifteen seconds he had heard a man shouting, had 

seen through the gap a young woman on her knees with her arms 

raised to protect her head, and had seen the man bring a leather 

belt across her shoulders with enough force that the sound of it 

reached Rajan at the far end of the corridor quite clearly. The 
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door had closed. A few minutes later the duty manager had 

returned, signed the paperwork, and Rajan had left. 

He had been walking for twenty minutes since, he said, 

because walking gave him time to decide. He had taken out his 

phone twice. The problem was that he hadn’t actually seen 

clearly, had he? A door open for fifteen seconds. A sound. A 

shape on the floor with her arms up. The duty manager had acted 

as if nothing had happened. Maybe he had misread it. Maybe the 

sound was something else. He had talked himself out of calling 

and back in and then out again, and in the end the walking had 

brought him here, and here was a man sitting on a wall beside him 

who appeared to be waiting to hear whatever came next. 

“A young woman,” Darling said. “Did you see her clearly?” 

“Her face, no. She had her head down. Dark hair. Mid-

twenties, maybe. She was wearing a green tunic, a Chinese-style 

top.” 

“And the man?” 

“Older. Chinese, or British-Chinese. Short gray hair. A 

suit. He was very calm, you know, except he was—” Rajan paused. 

“He wasn’t calm. He just moved as if he’d done it before.” 

Darling looked at me across the top of the man’s bowed head. 

I knew the look. 

“The Golden House,” Darling said. “I know it slightly.” He 

gave Rajan his card and told him to report what he had seen to 

Limehouse police station if it would ease his mind, and wrote 

down the address. Then he stood and looked down the street 

towards Pennyfields. 
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“Now?” I said. 

“It will be considerably harder to explain in the morning,” 

he replied. 

The Golden House presented itself to the street as a narrow-

fronted tea room with a hand-painted sign above the door in 

English and Cantonese and a menu in the window featuring several 

items unavailable at the prices shown. The iron gate was, as 

Darling had anticipated, on the latch. We went around to the side 

entrance—a plain door in a brick wall with a bell beside it—and 

Darling rang it with the assurance of a man who expects to be 

admitted. 

The woman who opened the door was exactly as Rajan had 

described, and was precisely the kind of person who does not 

answer questions inadvertently. She was large and unhurried, and 

her dark eyes moved from Darling to me and back with an 

assessment that was complete in under a second. 

“We’re closed,” she said. 

“My name is Darling. I would like to speak with Mr. Long. If 

he’s not available, I’m happy to wait.” 

Something moved in her face and was gone. “Mr. Long is not 

in this evening.” 

“Then I’d be grateful for a few minutes of your time.” 

She looked at us a moment longer. Then she opened the door. 

She gave her name, after a pause that suggested she was 

weighing whether to, as Ma Renzi. She was the general manager of 

the establishment, she said, and had been for eleven years. She 
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led us through the back corridor—the same one where Rajan had 

waited, I noted—and into the main room of the house. 

It stopped me. 

I have been in a number of places in the East End that use 

their origins as a design choice, with varying degrees of 

authenticity and taste. This was neither of those things. The 

room was simply old and had been maintained with care rather than 

renovated. The furniture was heavy dark wood; the walls were hung 

with textiles that had not come from a catalogue—the kind of 

thing you hang because it belongs, not because it looks good, 

because it was always going to be in a room like this and you are 

merely its current custodian. There was a smell: incense, or the 

memory of incense laid down over many years, and beneath that the 

smell of a building that has been lived in for a very long time 

by people who do not leave. 

And in the alcove at the far end of the room, standing on a 

carved wooden base and lit from below by a strip of warm light, 

was the Guanyin. 

She was perhaps five feet tall, gilded over dark wood, 

standing with one hand raised and the other at her side. Her 

expression held that quality of compassionate attention that the 

best examples of this image always achieve—not serenity, exactly, 

but something more active than serenity: a presence fully engaged 

with what it observes. She was genuinely old, not reproduction, 

and her presence in the room had the effect of making the room 

feel arranged around her rather than the reverse. I am not a 
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religious man in any formal sense, but I found myself looking at 

her for longer than I had intended. 

Darling was looking at the base. 

“Sit down, please,” said Ma Renzi, gesturing towards the 

heavy chairs with a composure that was doing a great deal of 

work. 

Darling sat and regarded her pleasantly. “How long has Mr. 

Long’s daughter lived on the premises?” 

A brief hesitation. “She helps with the business. She has 

her own rooms upstairs.” 

“Is she here this evening?” 

“She’s not well. She’s resting.” 

“I hope it’s nothing serious,” Darling said. 

There was a quality of patient danger in his voice that Ma 

Renzi recognised and that caused her hands, folded in her lap, to 

grip each other fractionally. She was not a woman who frightened 

easily. That she was frightened now was informative. 

The side window of the room was covered by a heavy curtain 

that did not hang quite straight. At its lower edge I could see 

that the window behind it was not fully closed, and there was a 

draught. 

I caught Darling’s eye and indicated the window with a 

slight movement of my head. He nodded, almost imperceptibly. 

“A delivery driver was here earlier this evening,” Darling 

said. “While he was waiting in your back corridor, a door opened 

and he saw something he found disturbing enough to tell us about 

it twenty minutes ago. He described a young woman in a green top, 
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on her knees, being beaten with a belt. He described it with 

enough precision that I think it would hold up in a formal 

interview.” 

Nothing moved in Ma Renzi’s face. 

“Where is she?” Darling asked. 

“I’ve told you. She’s resting.” 

“Then you won’t object to us confirming that.” 

A long silence. Then: “I would object. Her father would 

object. You have no right to come into this house and—” 

“You’re correct that I have no legal right,” Darling agreed. 

“We are not police officers. We can leave.” He did not move. “But 

a man named Kenneth Long has on at least two previous occasions 

been spoken to by officers from Limehouse regarding the welfare 

of his daughter, and on both occasions nothing was pursued. I 

think a third report, from an independent witness prepared to 

give a statement, would be treated differently.” He looked at her 

steadily. “We are not here to cause harm to anyone in this house 

who doesn’t deserve it. I want you to understand that before you 

decide how to answer me.” 

Ma Renzi looked at him for a long moment. I watched her 

face, which was doing something complicated that it did not 

intend to show. She was, I realised, not deciding whether to 

trust Darling. She had already decided that. She was deciding 

whether the decision she had made the previous night—the one 

involving the panel in the base of the Guanyin—was something she 

could be trusted with in turn. 

Whatever she concluded, she stood. 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 62 

“Come back tomorrow evening,” she said. “I have things to 

attend to.” 

We left. 

On the pavement Darling was quiet until we reached the main 

road. “The window had been broken from outside,” he said then. 

“The curtain was covering it, but the break pattern in the 

remaining glass was outward. There was mud on the sill—fresh, 

within the last two hours. Someone came in that way.” 

I waited. 

“And the base of the Guanyin. A vertical seam on the rear 

face, approximately four feet high, with a recessed handle at the 

lower right. Large hollow religious figures of that period often 

have a rear access panel for the ritual placement of votive 

objects inside. The panel had been opened recently—its edge was 

clean against the surrounding dust.” 

I understood what he was not saying, and said nothing. 

“Yes,” said Darling. “I know.” 

He spent the following day making inquiries, and told me 

what he had found over a late breakfast. Kenneth Long had run the 

Golden House for fifteen years. Beneath the legitimate surface he 

was a significant figure in the unlicensed gambling networks of 

east London, with additional connections to undeclared goods 

moving through the docks. He had one child: Lin Long, twenty-

seven, who had lived on the premises for her entire adult life 

and who had not, as far as Darling’s contacts could establish, 

been seen outside the building by anyone who knew her in over 

three months. 
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The second name Darling had found was Daniel Marsden, 

thirty-six, a support worker at the Limehouse Recovery Trust, a 

charity running addiction programmes in the area. He had not 

appeared for his shift two days ago, and a colleague had reported 

him missing. Marsden had spent considerable time at the Golden 

House over the preceding eight months, attending outreach 

sessions that Long had quietly funded. 

“She knew him through the charity work,” I said. 

“Yes.” 

“And Long found out.” 

Darling said nothing. The mud on the windowsill had already 

answered the question that mattered. 

We went back that evening through the front door, which Ma 

Renzi opened for us without surprise. The room was empty of other 

people. The Guanyin stood in her alcove with the same expression 

of distant compassion, the warm light still playing across her 

gilded surface. 

Darling crossed to her without preamble. He examined the 

rear face of the base, found the handle, and looked at Ma Renzi. 

She stood with her arms at her sides and her chin up, with 

the quality of someone who has been waiting a long time for a 

door to open and has finally heard the handle turn. 

“May I?” Darling said. 

She closed her eyes. 

Darling opened the panel. 

I will not dwell at length on what we found. Kenneth Long 

was a small man in a dark suit, and the space inside the hollow 
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of the carved Guanyin was not generous, and the sight of him 

folded there was one I did not find it easy to put from my mind 

in the weeks that followed. There was a bruise at his temple and 

a stillness in his face that had moved well beyond anger into 

something entirely neutral. He had been dead, Darling estimated, 

since the previous evening. 

Darling closed the panel and turned to Ma Renzi. 

She sat down, and she told us. 

Lin Long had been a prisoner in this house for six years. 

Not a prisoner in any sense she could have explained to a 

constable who came to the door and found her standing in the 

hallway looking composed and saying she was fine. A prisoner of 

obligation, of her father’s absolute authority, of threats 

delivered with the calm certainty of a man who has never been 

refused. Long had kept her from education, from work, from 

friendship, from any life not bounded by the walls of the Golden 

House and the requirements of his business. He had beaten her 

when she tested these boundaries, which she had done less and 

less as the years passed, as the boundaries became the shape of 

her world. 

Ma Renzi had noticed it from the beginning, she said. Not 

the beatings—those she had only learned about gradually, from the 

way Lin held herself when she came down in the mornings, and from 

a bruise she had seen once on the upper arm and had not asked 

about, because not asking was what she had trained herself to do. 

But other things she had noticed from the first year. Lin 

bringing tea to customers and never meeting anyone’s eyes. The 
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way she always sat at the corner of the kitchen table with her 

back to the wall and her face towards the door. The way she had 

stopped asking questions—she had asked questions in the early 

years, about the world, about things she’d read about or half-

heard from customers, and then the questions had gradually 

stopped and Ma Renzi had understood that they had been answered 

in some manner that made asking feel pointless. 

She had noticed all of this over eleven years and had told 

herself, perhaps twice a day for all of those years, that it was 

not her business. 

Daniel Marsden had come with the charity outreach, and he 

had noticed what no one else who passed through the house was 

positioned to notice: that the young woman who brought tea and 

disappeared again was not merely quiet but afraid. He had found 

ways to speak to her. She had found ways, slowly, to speak back. 

The night Ma Renzi had made her decision was a Thursday in 

March. There had been an outreach session dinner, and afterward 

Lin had stayed to help wash up, which she sometimes did because 

the kitchen was away from the main rooms and Long would not 

notice. Ma Renzi had watched through the serving hatch. Marsden 

had been telling Lin about a film he’d seen, something ordinary 

and recent, nothing in particular. Lin had been listening with 

her full attention—the way Ma Renzi had not seen her listen to 

anything in years—and occasionally she had said something back, 

small things, and Marsden had responded to each of them as though 

they were exactly the kind of thing he wanted to hear. He was not 

performing interest. He simply had it. Ma Renzi had stood at the 
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serving hatch for perhaps five minutes, watching a young woman 

discover that someone was genuinely curious about what she 

thought, and she had thought: I have been looking at my clipboard 

long enough. 

She had arranged their meetings in the margins of the 

outreach sessions. She had helped Lin prepare to leave. The plan 

had been set for three weeks earlier, but Long had grown 

suspicious and they had abandoned it. He had beaten Lin for what 

he described as ingratitude. That was the evening Rajan had been 

waiting in the corridor. 

Last night, while Long was occupied in the gaming room at 

the back of the house, Ma Renzi had brought Lin downstairs with a 

bag packed six months before and opened the side gate, and 

Marsden had been waiting in the street. They were in a cab to St. 

Pancras within minutes and, by Ma Renzi’s reckoning, well beyond 

London by the time Long discovered she was gone. 

Long had come to Ma Renzi. He had been very calm. She told 

us that the calmness was worse than shouting, and I believed her. 

He told her what would happen to her and what would happen to Lin 

when he found her, and then Daniel Marsden came through the 

broken window. 

He struck Long once, with the heel of his open hand against 

the side of Long’s head, and Long had fallen against the base of 

the Guanyin and had not gotten up. Marsden had stood over him for 

a long time before he understood what had happened. Then he had 

gone back out through the window, and Ma Renzi had been alone in 

the room with the figure and with what lay at its feet. 
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“I knew where the panel was,” she said. She said it without 

apology, with the flatness of a woman stating a material fact. 

“He had shown me himself, years ago. He used to keep things in 

there. The panel latches from the inside; once it is closed it 

cannot be opened without the handle on the outside.” She looked 

at her hands. “I did not know what else to do with him.” 

Darling stood for a long while without speaking. I watched 

him and said nothing. He was not, I could see, performing 

deliberation. He was actually deliberating, which is a different 

thing and takes longer. The room was very quiet. The Guanyin 

stood in her alcove and held her expression. At some point the 

strip light under the base flickered once and steadied, and the 

shadow it cast on the wall shifted and returned, and Darling’s 

face did not change. 

I knew he was weighing the thing, and that whatever he 

decided he would be at peace with, and that I was not entirely 

sure I would share that peace. 

“You will need to be somewhere other than London,” he said 

at last. “You have forty-eight hours before I make a telephone 

call. I would prefer, for both our sakes, that you be gone before 

I make it.” 

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she said: “Yes.” 

We left her alone in the room with the Guanyin and its 

expression of ancient and inexhaustible compassion. 

On the street I waited until we reached the corner. “Daniel 

Marsden,” I said. “When the police find Long, they’ll look for 

him.” 
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“Yes,” Darling said. “They will.” 

“He killed a man.” 

“He killed a man,” Darling agreed. “In a house where that 

man had just beaten his daughter badly enough to send her to 

whatever train they caught, and for which he faced no prospect of 

any consequence whatsoever. I have arranged that fact alongside 

the other facts and arrived at a position. You may arrive at a 

different one. That is entirely your right.” 

I thought about Lin Long and a bag she had packed six months 

before. I thought about Ma Renzi and her clipboard, and the 

Thursday in March, and the film Marsden had been describing at 

the serving hatch. I thought about what it means to spend eleven 

years noticing something and deciding it is not your business, 

and the specific evening when you decide it is. 

The law’s answer to what had happened in the Golden House 

was straightforward. My own answer was less so, and I was not 

sure whether to be troubled by that or simply to accept it as a 

fact about how I was made. 

I said nothing more about it that night. 

Kenneth Long was found four days later, when a patron of the 

gaming room grew concerned by the house’s unusual silence and 

contacted the police. Ma Renzi was not found. Daniel Marsden and 

Lin Long were not found. The investigation remained open and 

produced nothing of substance. 

The Guanyin was taken into police custody as part of the 

forensic examination of the scene and later transferred, at the 

suggestion of a museum curator who was called in to assess the 
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building’s contents, to the care of an institution that expressed 

serious interest in her provenance. 

I saw the figure again some months later, behind glass in a 

quiet gallery room, lit with the kind of care that objects of 

significance deserve. She stood with the same expression she had 

always worn—that quality of attention which is, I have come to 

think, not indifference but something more complicated than 

indifference: a recognition that suffering exists and will 

continue to exist, and that what one can do is remain present to 

it without looking away. 

There was a small card beside the case describing her 

provenance, which was listed as uncertain beyond a certain date. 

The curator had told me, when I asked, that uncertain was the 

accurate word. She had been somewhere before she came here, and 

before that somewhere else, and before that the place she had 

been made for, and none of those earlier addresses were 

recoverable. She carried them all, in the specific way that old 

objects carry their histories: present but unreadable, like a 

palimpsest in a language no one has fully learned. 

I stood in front of her for quite a long time. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE UNMARKED MAN 

 

It was Detective Inspector Westhorpe who called us to 

Wapping, on a Tuesday morning in February when the Thames was the 

colour of old pewter and the sky above it made no distinction 

between cloud and air. The body had been recovered from the river 

at dawn by the marine unit, and by the time Darling and I arrived 

the forensic tent was up and the scene had settled into the 

orderly quiet that follows the first hour of such mornings. 

Westhorpe met us at the cordon. He was a careful detective 

of the methodical kind: deliberate in speech, economical in 

movement, possessed of a patience that his colleagues sometimes 

mistook for slowness and his superiors had learned to value. He 

had worked with Darling twice before on cases where conventional 

channels had produced conventional impasses, and his manner 

towards my friend was that of a man who has found a tool that 

functions and sees no reason to pretend otherwise. 

“This is an unusual one,” he said, as though unusual were a 

category into which he had reluctantly been compelled to place 

it. He held the tent flap aside. 

I have seen a number of unpleasant things in the course of 

my professional life and had been present at enough difficult 

discoveries with Darling to be prepared for a range of 

disagreeable findings. This one, nonetheless, required a moment. 

The man on the table was in his late twenties and had been, 

in life, physically well-made. What made him arresting was what 
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had been done to him, both in his final hours and afterward. His 

fingertips had been treated with a chemical compound applied with 

extraordinary precision, destroying the ridge patterns without 

burning the surrounding skin in any way that would be obvious to 

a casual observer. His face had been similarly treated, creating 

a subtle alteration in the skin’s surface sufficient to defeat 

automated recognition systems. And at three points on his body—

the left shoulder, the left forearm, and the chest—there were 

small, very clean wounds, each no more than two centimetres in 

diameter, sutured with a neatness that indicated either medical 

training or a great deal of careful practice. 

“The divisional surgeon thinks those three wounds were 

inflicted while he was alive,” Westhorpe said. “The treatment to 

his face and hands was done afterward.” 

Darling bent over each of the three wounds in turn, spending 

roughly thirty seconds on each. He examined them with the small 

magnifier he carries in his coat pocket and then straightened and 

considered the man’s altered face with the concentrated attention 

he brings to things that have been deliberately obscured. 

I have been in mortuaries with Darling on three previous 

occasions. Each time he behaves in the same way: with a quality 

of attention that I can only describe as respectful in the root 

sense of the word, looking again, looking properly. He does not 

treat the dead as evidence or as an inconvenience to be 

processed. He treats them as people to whom something has 

happened that requires careful understanding. I do not know 

whether this quality is professional habit or personal 
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conviction, and I have not asked. I only know that it is real, 

and that it produces results that the more impatient approach 

does not. 

“Whoever did this knew him,” Darling said. “Not necessarily 

well, but well enough to know three specific physical 

characteristics that could be used to identify him, and to remove 

them individually.” He indicated the shoulder wound. “A 

birthmark, I think. Something distinctive enough to be 

remembered.” He moved to the forearm. “A tattoo here. A name or a 

device of personal significance. The excision pattern is slightly 

different from the shoulder—a different instrument, most likely.” 

He looked at the chest. “The third I’m less certain about.” 

Westhorpe nodded. “The pathologist described all three as 

targeted excisions. She used the word surgical, withdrew it, and 

then used it again.” 

“Where was he found?” 

“He went in somewhere between Limehouse Reach and Shadwell. 

The current brought him down.” 

Darling looked at Westhorpe with a directness that I 

recognised as the prelude to a specific question. “You have a 

theory about who he is.” 

“I have a theory,” Westhorpe said. “I’d rather confirm it 

before I act on it. That’s partly why I called you.” 

He took us outside the tent and told us. 

His theory rested on two missing persons reports filed 

within twelve hours of each other, four days earlier. The first 

concerned a young woman named Molly Fenwick, twenty-two, from the 
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Kent village of Deepbourne, reported missing by her stepfather 

after what he described, with discernible satisfaction, as a 

substantial argument. The second concerned a man named Ryan 

Pryor, twenty-eight, a former Royal Marines corporal working as a 

private security consultant for the owner of the local manor 

house, where he had been a resident guest. He had told his host 

he intended to walk to the village after dinner. Neither he nor 

Molly Fenwick had been seen since. 

“The timing,” I said. 

“Yes. Both gone from the same village on the same evening. 

There’s no confirmed connection between them, but the manor owner 

told us that Pryor had been asking questions about Molly Fenwick 

in the days before he disappeared. He seemed concerned about 

her.” Westhorpe looked at the tent. “He was apparently that kind 

of young man. The sort who notices things and acts on them.” 

“About the birthmark and the tattoo,” Darling said. “Do you 

have any record of either?” 

“Pryor’s service records show a distinguishing mark on the 

left shoulder—a port wine birthmark, approximately three 

centimetres. And his unit tattoo was on the left forearm.” 

Westhorpe paused. “Left shoulder. Left forearm.” 

Darling said nothing, because nothing needed to be said. 

In the car going south he was quiet for a long time. I have 

known him long enough to read the varieties of his silence, and 

this one was the silence of someone who has looked at a thing and 

knows what it is and is working out what to do with knowing it. 

The landscape changed around us: east London giving way to the 
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southern suburbs and then to the commuter belt, the same houses 

at slightly different intervals, the garden centres and business 

parks, the occasional surviving field with something in it that 

had been there long enough not to be surprised by the houses 

crowding in around it. At some point Darling said: “The marks on 

the forearm. The excision is very clean. Someone who had done it 

before.” I had nothing to add to this and said nothing. At some 

point later he said: “Twenty-eight years old.” And after that we 

drove in silence until Deepbourne. 

The village had a church, a green, a pub, a post office that 

was also a small supermarket, and the particular quality of quiet 

that is not peace but the result of everyone knowing everything 

and keeping it carefully indoors. 

Catchpole received us in the garden of his cottage with a 

wariness that shaded into poorly concealed hostility when he 

understood the conversation would require him to say things that 

might subsequently be written down. He was a large man, rough-

complexioned, who would have been more physically imposing if he 

had stood up straighter, and his manner made it clear he had 

decided in advance that expert opinion was not to be trusted. 

The specific difficulty with Catchpole was that he was 

technically cooperative. He answered every question. He confirmed 

dates, described the foreign visitor with reasonable precision, 

provided the timeline of Molly’s disappearance without prompting. 

And while he was doing all of this he was also, with every other 

sentence, building a case for his stepdaughter’s poor character 

that he clearly considered the more important information. Molly 
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had always been trouble. Molly had always attracted the wrong 

sort. He had told her. He had done what he could. Darling 

listened to all of this with the same quality of patient 

attention he gives to everything, and I stood beside him and 

thought about the specific kind of damage that can be done to a 

person by years of living with someone who considers them a 

problem to be managed. 

He confirmed what Westhorpe had told us and added, when 

Darling pressed him with the specific patience that is more 

effective than aggression, that some months before her 

disappearance a man had visited the village—foreign, well-

dressed, not the sort who came to Deepbourne. He had spent time 

with Molly and had subsequently taken her to London for what she 

described as a professional opportunity. She had come back with 

photographs of herself that Catchpole had found and destroyed, 

and had cried for several days afterward. The man had not 

returned. 

“These photographs,” Darling said. “What were they?” 

Catchpole’s expression became something I could only 

describe as contemptuous disgust, and he was reaching for it, I 

noticed, as evidence of Molly’s character rather than her 

exploitation. That a man had arranged to photograph his 

stepdaughter in this way and that Molly had come home and cried 

for several days was, in Catchpole’s reading of events, primarily 

informative about Molly. I did not find this unusual in him. It 

was consistent with everything else he had said. I found I could 

not look at him directly and looked at the garden instead. 
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“Nothing I’d describe to strangers,” he said. 

“Did Molly say where the session took place? Or give a name 

for the agency or the photographer?” 

“Some studio in London. She showed me a card once. Some 

fancy name on it. I threw it away.” He looked at Darling with 

defiant incuriosity. “I told her what I thought of the whole 

thing.” 

“And Ryan Pryor—had he spoken to Molly directly, do you 

know?” 

“At the pub. A few times. Asking about that photographer, I 

reckon, same as you.” Catchpole’s gaze moved to me and back. “He 

had no business poking around in other people’s affairs.” 

We walked the lane that bordered the manor’s wood, where 

Westhorpe had established that Molly had last been seen. The 

ground was soft from recent rain. Darling walked it slowly, 

crouching once near a field gate to examine the verge. He 

photographed the mud carefully, straightened, and then looked 

more closely at the base of the gatepost. 

“Westhorpe,” he said, without looking up. “Look at this.” 

The object was very small and had been pressed into the mud 

against the base of the post, as though it had fallen from a 

lapel and been trodden in by someone standing close. Darling 

lifted it with a pen. 

It was a pin badge: circular, the size of a thumbnail, 

showing a crescent and star in blue and white enamel. 

Unremarkable at a distance. But the quality of the enamelwork was 

precise rather than mass-produced, and on the reverse was a 
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maker’s mark—a small stamped emblem that Darling studied for 

perhaps ten seconds before he allowed Westhorpe to take it. 

“I know this mark,” he said. He spoke quietly, as he always 

did when he was more certain than he wished to appear. “There is 

one place in London where these are made and sold. It is a 

private members’ establishment in Knightsbridge. I have been 

there once before.” 

Westhorpe looked at him. 

“I think we should go tonight,” Darling said. “Before 

whoever needs to know that we’re looking has been told.” 

The establishment occupied the ground floor and basement of 

a Knightsbridge townhouse behind a plain door with no external 

sign. Darling had a contact there: an elderly man named Hakim, of 

considerable personal authority, who received us in a room whose 

walls were covered in antique maps. 

They were extraordinary: sixteenth and seventeenth century 

originals, some of them, their coastlines partially resolved, 

their inland territories sketched in with the confidence of men 

who were filling gaps with what seemed most probable. The seas on 

these maps were marked with creatures where the cartographers’ 

knowledge ran out. There was no irony in the creatures; they were 

serious attempts to account for what the mapmaker could not 

verify. I sat on a low wooden bench and looked at them while 

Darling and the old man spoke in a language I did not recognise. 

The room had the quality of a place that has been accumulating 

things of significance for a very long time and has stopped 

trying to impose an order on them. A narghile on a low table. A 
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glass cabinet containing several objects I could not identify 

from where I sat. The smell of cardamom and something older 

beneath it. I thought: this is a room where serious conversations 

take place, and these maps have watched a considerable number of 

them. 

The old man’s expression moved from careful neutrality 

through something that I took, watching it from the side, to be 

anger held at a controlled distance from his face. 

Outside afterward, Darling told me what he had learned. 

The man we were looking for was known to Hakim, and had been 

the subject of Hakim’s increasing and unsatisfied disapproval for 

several years. His name was Ali Karim. He was Turkish-British, 

educated in London, and ran several legitimate businesses in the 

hospitality sector that constituted the surface of something 

Hakim had described in terms that Darling declined to translate 

directly but summarised with precision. Young women—primarily 

from rural England and from Eastern Europe—had been approached 

under various pretexts, primarily modelling and promotional work, 

and photographed. Their images and personal information had then 

been distributed through a private encrypted network to wealthy 

clients in the Gulf, Central Asia, and elsewhere. The arrangement 

was presented as an introduction service. Its actual nature 

required no elaboration. 

“Fifty women,” Darling said. He said it in the flat voice he 

uses when he is containing something larger than he intends to 

show. “Hakim estimates fifty in the past eighteen months alone. 

Molly Fenwick was one entry in a catalogue.” 
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“Ryan Pryor found out,” I said. 

“He was an intelligent young man with a background in close 

observation and the kind of moral clarity that either gets 

refined by experience or destroyed by it. He found out, or got 

close enough that they could not allow him to continue. And 

whoever removed his identifying marks knew specifically what to 

remove, which means that Karim’s operation had prior knowledge of 

Ryan Pryor—almost certainly from the period when he was asking 

questions in the village about the photographer.” 

“The photographer was one of Karim’s people.” 

“Almost certainly.” 

Westhorpe had been on the phone from the car while Darling 

and I were inside. By the time we came out he had three units 

coordinated and was speaking with the National Crime Agency, who 

had, it emerged, a file on Ali Karim that they had been building 

for fourteen months and had not yet felt contained enough to act 

on. Ryan Pryor’s body had changed that assessment. 

The address—a warehouse conversion in Bermondsey presenting 

itself as a photography studio and events space—was identified 

through the NCA file and confirmed by a second conversation 

between Darling and Hakim conducted by phone during the drive. 

We waited in the car across the street from the building for 

forty minutes while the units assembled and Westhorpe 

coordinated. The warehouse conversion had been done tastefully, 

the kind of refurbishment that costs enough to look effortless, 

and the lights in the upper floor were on. Occasionally a shadow 

moved across one of the windows and was gone. I could not tell 
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from the shadow’s movement whether it belonged to someone who 

knew they were being watched or someone who did not. Darling sat 

in the front passenger seat with his phone in his hand, not using 

it, watching the building. At some point I said: “If she’s in 

there.” Darling said: “She’s in there.” He said it without 

inflection or hesitation, the way he states facts he is certain 

of, and I found I believed him. 

We went in at eleven. Three units, Westhorpe coordinating. 

Darling and I remained outside the cordon at Westhorpe’s firm 

instruction, which neither of us chose to contest. The operation 

took eleven minutes. 

When they brought her out she was wrapped in a space 

blanket, her feet bare on the wet tarmac of the service road, and 

a female officer had her arm around her shoulders and was guiding 

her with the careful attention of someone managing a person who 

has been sedated and is not yet entirely reliably present. Molly 

Fenwick was twenty-two years old and she had been in that 

building for four days and she had been in the process, for four 

days, of understanding where she had been going. The cold reached 

her and she blinked and something changed in her eyes. The female 

officer said something close to her ear, and Molly Fenwick said: 

“Is it really over.” It was not a question. It was the beginning 

of a calculation she was making about whether she was permitted 

to believe it. 

Ali Karim was not in the building. 

He had been there forty minutes before we arrived, according 

to a young man found on the ground floor whose shock at the speed 
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of events made him temporarily willing to talk. Karim had 

received a message—its source was never established—and had left 

by a rear exit opening onto a service road that ran down to the 

riverbank. The service road ended at a locked gate above the 

water. 

The gate was found standing open. At half past midnight the 

river police recovered a phone and a set of car keys from the 

water below it. The phone was identified by its registered number 

as Ali Karim’s. Whether he had gone into the water by intention 

or by accident was a question the investigation was subsequently 

unable to resolve, and the Thames, as it has always done with 

such questions, kept its answer to itself. 

Darling stood on the Bermondsey embankment for a long time 

after the last unit had finished, looking at the water. I stood 

beside him and said nothing. I have learned over the course of 

our work together to read his silences, and this one was of a 

kind I had seen before and found difficult to sit alongside: not 

the silence of something resolved but of something handled as 

well as it could be handled and still, through no fault of the 

people who handled it, not enough. 

“Fifty women,” he said again, to the river. 

I had nothing to offer in answer to that, and I did not try. 

Molly Fenwick was home within a week. Her stepfather gave 

one interview to a local paper in which he described the outcome 

as a relief and in which he did not mention Molly’s name more 

than once. I read it and filed it in the folder of things I keep 

and do not broadcast. 
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Ryan Pryor was buried on a Thursday in March in a churchyard 

in the village where his parents lived, in Wiltshire, in the 

particular quality of morning light that that county produces in 

early spring: pale, tentative, not quite warm. Six men from his 

former unit attended in civilian clothes that they wore with the 

same quality of purpose with which they had worn everything else. 

They did not perform grief in the way that public occasions 

sometimes require. They simply stood at the graveside in the 

February cold with the particular stillness of people who have 

stood at graves before and have worked out, over time, that the 

most useful thing you can do in such a place is be present and 

not look away. His family released a statement that named what 

had been done to him without softening it, and I read it three 

times before I could put it down. 

The NCA dismantled a significant portion of Ali Karim’s 

network in the months that followed. Not all of it. These 

networks are not built in ways that depend on any single person, 

and the removal of a name from the top does not change the shape 

of the thing beneath it. Westhorpe told me this in the matter-of-

fact tone of a man who has accepted an unpleasant fact and is not 

asking for consolation. 

I thought about the fifty women. I thought about a pin badge 

pressed into the mud of a Kent lane on a cold evening, and the 

chain of attention that had led from it to an embankment above 

the Thames. I thought about what Ben Darling had said, and the 

way he had said it, and the water he had said it to. 
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I thought about Ryan Pryor asking questions in a pub about a 

photographer, in the specific way of someone who has noticed 

something and has decided to act on it, which is a quality I 

recognise because it is, in some form, what I try to do. The 

difference between us was that he did it in a village in Kent 

without knowing who he was dealing with, and I do it from a 

position of at least partial knowledge, and the distance between 

those two positions was the distance between a grave in Wiltshire 

and a desk in Wapping. 

I kept these things, as I keep most things from that period, 

in the folder of material I have never broadcast and likely never 

will. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

THE WHITE HAT 

 

Ben Darling’s office in Chancery Lane was, by design, a 

difficult place to find. The building was old, the entrance 

unmarked, and the stairs required a commitment of attention that 

discouraged the casual visitor. Colonel Jack Brierley was not a 

casual visitor. He arrived at eleven on a Thursday morning making 

enough noise on the staircase to announce himself three floors in 

advance, and he entered the study at a rate of forward progress 

that I thought, briefly, might carry him clean through the 

window. 

“Darling!” he announced, from the doorway. This appeared to 

serve both as identification of the person he was looking for and 

as a general declaration of intent. 

Ben Darling looked up from the document he had been reading. 

I was in the corner armchair with coffee and a folder of notes I 

had brought from a podcast episode I was trying to structure, 

which Darling had been helping me think through in the way he 

sometimes does on Thursday mornings when his caseload is between 

things: by asking questions that make the structure apparent 

rather than by suggesting one. It was a habit I had come to 

depend on more than I sometimes admitted, and the Thursday 

mornings were something I looked forward to in a way that had 

nothing to do with the work. 

“Colonel Brierley,” Darling said. “Sit down.” 
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“I’ll sit down when I’ve said what I came to say.” He stood 

in the centre of the room: a compact man of sixty-something in a 

checked jacket, with a white moustache that bristled with feeling 

and a malacca cane that he had so far refrained from striking 

against anything. He was tanned to a deep mahogany, which was not 

from the English winter. “Someone told me you’re the man to see 

when the police are useless. I hope that’s accurate. My name’s 

Brierley. Cavalry. Retired. I had my hat smashed.” 

Darling put his document down. “Tell me about the hat.” 

“White panama. Eight years old. Irreplaceable. A man rushed 

me in the street, tore it off my head, threw it on the ground and 

jumped on it. Deliberately. Stone cold sober, no explanation 

offered, and I nearly took his knee off with this cane for it.” 

He paused, then sat with the air of a man lowering himself onto 

an unfamiliar horse. “The fellow was arrested. Told the police 

he’d been drinking. He hadn’t. He was as sober as either of you.” 

“Which street?” Darling asked. 

“Shepherd Market. Tuesday, six o’clock in the evening. I 

walk that way every Tuesday and Thursday from my flat to my club. 

Same route. Same time. Regular as a regimental timetable.” 

“And the man who attacked you.” 

“Forsythe. Thomas Forsythe. I looked him up afterward. 

Accounts clerk, recently made redundant, no history of anything 

worth noting. He received a caution and walked away, which is 

entirely unsatisfactory. But that isn’t the point.” 

“What is the point?” 
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Brierley looked at Darling with the undivided attention of a 

man who has spent his career directing that attention at problems 

and expecting results. “While this man was smashing my hat, a man 

fell from a second-floor window directly above where I was 

standing. He landed eight feet from me on the pavement. He was 

taken to hospital with a fractured skull and a number of other 

injuries they were reluctant to specify. He died yesterday 

morning at six o’clock.” The Colonel’s composure showed its 

single crack: a slight tightening around the eyes. “I’ve heard 

him fall every night this week.” 

He said it with the matter-of-fact delivery of a man who 

considers self-pity unprofessional but who is, nonetheless, 

telling you something real. He had set his cane across his knees 

and he was sitting very straight in the chair and his white 

moustache was as fierce as ever, and underneath all of that was a 

man who woke up every night hearing a sound he had not been able 

to prevent. 

Darling was very still for a moment. “Which window?” 

“Second floor of a supper club called Café Mirel. Side 

street off the market. He came down not eight feet from where I 

was standing.” 

“His name?” 

“Lanyon. Marcus Lanyon. Some sort of City man. He had a wife 

and two daughters, and I wake up hearing him fall, and I would 

like someone to explain to me why it happened.” He set his cane 

across his knees. “There is something wrong about the whole 
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business. Something radically wrong. I don’t know what it is, but 

I know the feeling, and the feeling is never wrong.” 

Darling looked at me for a fraction of a second. Then: “You 

were quite right to come, Colonel. I’d like to ask you one 

further question before we begin.” 

“Ask it.” 

“Do you have a daughter?” 

Brierley blinked, and for a moment the military exterior 

dropped just enough to show something more human behind it. “I 

do. Clare. Married to the Marquess of Ashbourne. What the devil 

has that got to do with anything?” 

“Possibly nothing,” Darling said. “Stay available, please. 

I’ll be in touch.” 

We found Forsythe in a flat in Battersea that had the 

staleness of a space occupied by a man spending too much time 

alone with his own thoughts. He answered the door with the 

wariness of someone who has recently appeared in the news for the 

wrong reason, but he let us in when Darling gave his name, and he 

sat in an armchair and listened to the questions with the air of 

a person who has been waiting for them. 

He was solidly built, in his late twenties, recently 

barbered in a way that suggested he was applying for jobs. He 

had, I thought, been rehearsing this conversation. Not because he 

knew we would come, but because the conversation needed to happen 

and the only version of it available to him was the one in his 

own head. He had probably been having it for a week, and the 

fatigue of it was in his face alongside the wariness. He had the 
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quality I have noticed before in people who have done something 

foolish under financial pressure and know it: a wish to explain 

himself in constant friction with a wish to explain nothing at 

all. Darling addressed both at once. 

“Who paid you to smash Colonel Brierley’s hat? And how 

much?” 

A pause. “How did you know someone paid me?” 

“Because a sober man does not select one specific stranger 

in a crowded street and assault him without reason, and then 

maintain an implausible cover story under police questioning 

unless the money involved makes it worth maintaining. You were 

chosen for this. The question is by whom and why.” 

Forsythe looked at the window. “A hundred and fifty pounds,” 

he said at last. “Plus a hundred on delivery.” 

He told us the rest in the flat, factual manner of a man 

clearing a weight he has been carrying: the approach in a coffee 

shop in Victoria, the neatly dressed stranger who had sat down 

opposite him and made a proposal so calmly that Forsythe had 

initially assumed he was being filmed for something. The 

stranger’s description: a man of about fifty, dark, going gray at 

the temples, with a short beard and a tan that had nothing to do 

with the current season. He had spoken in standard English, 

precise and unhurried. When he smiled once, briefly, there was a 

flash of gold on his upper left side. 

“His eyes,” Darling said. “Describe them.” 

Forsythe considered. “Dark. And slightly upturned at the 

outer corners. You’d only really notice if you were looking.” 
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“What were his instructions?” 

“Be at the north end of Shepherd Market at exactly six on 

Tuesday evening. When a man in a white panama hat came down the 

street, intercept him, take the hat and destroy it. He said it 

was a private wager, the kind of joke two old friends play on 

each other. Nothing serious, no real trouble likely.” Forsythe’s 

jaw tightened. “He was right that there’d be no real trouble. He 

didn’t mention the window.” 

“I believe you,” Darling said. “That was, I think, 

specifically the point.” 

We went directly from Battersea to Café Mirel. 

The club occupied the ground and first floors of a Georgian 

building in a narrow street behind Shepherd Market: a plain door, 

a small brass plate, the deliberate absence of anything that 

might attract the attention of someone who had not already been 

told where to look. The proprietor, a man named Stahl who had the 

watchful, slightly compressed manner of someone whose entire 

professional life depends on absolute discretion, received us in 

his office with the guarded courtesy of a man who has been 

expecting something unpleasant and is relieved it has not yet 

arrived. 

Darling put the matter to him without ceremony. “Marcus 

Lanyon. He had a standing reservation in your second-floor 

private room.” 

“Mr. Lanyon was a valued client,” Stahl began. “His death is 

a—” 
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“He dined here every Tuesday evening in that room and he was 

not alone. I want to know who accompanied him.” 

Stahl’s hands moved almost imperceptibly on the desk. “Our 

clients’ privacy is—” 

“Absolute,” Darling agreed. “Except in the circumstances 

where it isn’t.” He looked at Stahl with the particular mildness 

I have come to understand as his most effective instrument. 

“Whoever dined with Lanyon on Tuesday evening was in the room 

when he fell. She left by the rear staircase, in considerable 

haste, and she left something behind. I want that item returned 

to her. I am not a police officer. I have no interest in what 

takes place in this building between consenting adults. I have 

considerable interest in a murder that was carried out using a 

window in your second-floor room.” He paused. “Perhaps you see 

the distinction.” 

Stahl sat in silence for a long moment. Then he opened his 

desk drawer. 

He placed a small silk clutch bag on the surface. Then, 

after a further hesitation, a diamond ring. He set both down with 

the air of a man making a reluctant but final offering. 

“She was going to collect the bag,” he said, with the 

remnant of professional dignity. “We had an arrangement.” 

“You had an arrangement with a woman in distress,” Darling 

said. He took the bag and the ring. “I’d like to see the room, 

please.” 

The private room on the second floor was furnished with a 

round table, four chairs, a narrow settle along one wall. Its 
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single window overlooked the side street below at a height of 

perhaps twenty feet. The room had the quality of a place that has 

served one purpose for a long time and has arranged itself 

accordingly: the table was laid with a care that went beyond the 

merely professional, with a particular wine glass and the kind of 

attentiveness to detail that comes from having done the same 

thing every Tuesday for several years. On the settle along the 

wall there was a small cream cushion that had been moved recently 

from one end to the other. I noticed this and noticed Darling 

noticing it, and understood from his expression that it told him 

something about the arrangement of the weekly dinner that he was 

filing away. I did not ask him what. 

Across the lower section of the window, at chest height for 

a standing adult, ran an ornamental iron rod—the kind installed 

on older sash windows to give the impression of a small balcony 

rail and to discourage leaning too far out. 

Darling went to it immediately. 

He examined the rod for thirty seconds with his magnifier, 

then stepped back without touching it. “There,” he said. 

“Approximately in the centre.” 

I looked where he indicated. A section of the rod had been 

filed to perhaps a quarter of its original diameter, reducing it 

from a solid piece of iron to something that would hold a light 

grip but collapse under any real downward pressure. The file 

marks had been treated—rubbed with something dark to obscure 

them—but they were visible to anyone who knew to look. 
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“Done the night before,” Darling said. “The Tuesday room is 

booked every Tuesday. The night before it was empty. Someone who 

knew the layout, and knew the reservation, came in and prepared 

this. It would take ten minutes.” 

I looked down at the street below. The narrow pavement, the 

cobblestones, the lamp at the corner that would have lit the 

scene. “But how could he know Lanyon would come to the window?” I 

said. “He might have looked from further back in the room, or not 

looked at all.” 

“He could not know that Lanyon specifically would come to 

the window,” Darling said. “He knew that the woman dining with 

Lanyon would hear a commotion in the street below—because the 

street is narrow and the window was open, as it is tonight, and a 

commotion below carries clearly up. And he knew that the woman 

would recognise the voice of the man at the centre of it.” 

I turned to look at him. 

“Colonel Brierley,” I said. 

“Brierley walks past here every Tuesday at six o’clock on 

his way to his club. His voice is not a quiet one, and when he is 

assaulted he uses it at full volume. The woman hears the noise, 

recognises her father, says: something is happening to Father. 

And Lanyon comes to the window.” Darling looked at the damaged 

rail. “The rest is gravity and preparation.” 

The full shape of it settled on me slowly, as genuinely 

clever things tend to: not all at once but in sequence, each 

element locking into the next. “He used her to trigger it,” I 

said. “He made his own wife the instrument.” 
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“That is the art of it,” Darling said. 

He asked me then to go to the address that Stahl had 

provided, under continued quiet pressure, as the home of the 

woman who had dined with Lanyon. He wanted confirmation of who 

she was before we proceeded. 

The mews was quiet at that hour, the kind of quiet that 

belongs to parts of Mayfair that have achieved the social 

altitude at which peace is purchased rather than found. The house 

was narrow and Georgian, with window boxes that had been 

maintained with care even in November. I rang the bell and 

waited. 

She was not what I had been imagining, which was my own 

fault for imagining. She was perhaps thirty-five, dark-haired, 

and she carried herself with the composure of someone who has 

been composing herself continuously for some years and has 

learned to maintain it under pressure. She looked at me the way 

that people look at strangers at their door when they have been 

expecting exactly this kind of stranger: with recognition rather 

than surprise. 

I gave my name and said I was working with Darling. She said 

nothing for a moment. Then she said: “He sent you to confirm.” It 

was not a question. I said that he had. She looked at me for a 

moment longer with that particular composure, which I thought, 

watching it, was not coldness but the opposite of coldness—a 

great deal of feeling organised into something that could hold 

itself upright. Then she said: tell him Thursday evening, and she 

closed the door. 
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I returned to Darling, and that evening two days later we 

went together. 

She received us in a drawing room of quiet elegance: the 

kind of room that has always had good things in it and has never 

needed to point this out. She sat with her hands in her lap in 

the posture of someone who has been sitting in this way for some 

time, waiting for something she has been told to expect. The 

clutch bag that Darling set on the table before her was slightly 

out of place in the room—too small and too practical—and she 

looked at it as though it had come from a long distance to arrive 

here. For a moment she simply looked at it. Then she looked at 

Darling with the clear-eyed resignation of someone who has 

decided that whatever is coming is better than the waiting. 

“I want only to return these to you,” Darling said, “and to 

ask you one question.” 

She waited. 

“When the commotion started in the street below—was it your 

father’s voice you recognised?” 

A silence that lasted long enough to constitute an answer 

before she gave the spoken one. She had the manner, I noticed, of 

someone giving testimony who has decided that the only dignified 

response to her situation is to be accurate. Not to soften or 

excuse or add context. To say what happened. 

“Yes,” she said. 

“And you told Marcus to look.” 

She looked at the bag. “I said it sounded like Father. I 

didn’t think. I said it and he was at the window before I had 
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finished saying it.” She was quiet for a moment. “He was the kind 

of man who would always go to a window if you said something was 

happening outside. He was interested in things. He leaned on the 

rail and I heard the sound of it, and I knew immediately what had 

happened and I knew, within a few seconds, why it had sounded 

precisely like that.” She looked up. “Is that what you needed?” 

“For my purposes,” Darling said gently, “yes.” 

We did not stay long after that. In the hallway, moving 

towards the front door, I stopped. 

On the wall above the staircase there was a large oil 

painting: a formal portrait in the style used by regiments and 

institutions that take their own continuity seriously. The man in 

it wore the uniform of a Guards regiment and had his arms at his 

sides and the reserved expression of someone for whom formality 

is a natural idiom rather than an imposition. I stood and looked 

at it for a moment without quite knowing why. It was a good 

portrait in the sense that the painter had not flattered the 

subject but had seen him, and what the painter had seen and 

rendered with considerable care was a face of intelligence and 

control and, in the slight upward cast at the outer corners of 

the eyes, something that did not quite fit the rest of the face. 

Not obtrusively. You would only notice if you were looking. 

Darling paused beside me. He did not look at the portrait 

for long. He looked at it with the specific brevity of someone 

who has found what they were looking for and does not need to 

look again. 
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“His paternal grandmother,” he said quietly, when we were 

outside. “A Hong Kong family of some standing. It goes no further 

than the eyes.” He turned up his collar against the night air. 

“He has been in Botswana for six weeks, on a conservation 

project. He went approximately when the planning of this would 

have begun. He will stay until the inquest has reached its 

verdict and the press has found something else.” 

“Which it will.” 

“A faulty window rail. An open window on a warm evening. A 

man leaning out to investigate a disturbance. Three minutes at an 

inquest.” Darling walked in silence for a moment. “The file marks 

were obscured and the rod was old and the building is old. 

Forsythe can describe a man of about fifty with slightly upturned 

eyes and a gold tooth, which describes a reasonable number of 

people. Stahl will not testify to anything. There is no mechanism 

by which this leads to a courtroom.” 

I thought about it. “Then what do we do with it?” 

“Nothing,” Darling said. “We know, which is not the same as 

nothing, but it is considerably less than enough.” He paused at 

the corner. “Brierley will sleep better when I tell him that the 

hat was the point, and not the fall. Whether that is a comfort or 

the reverse I cannot say.” 

He was quiet over dinner, in the way he sometimes is after a 

case that has resolved intellectually but not in any more 

satisfying sense. I have come to recognise this mood and I know 

better than to try to talk him out of it. 
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What I thought about, walking home, was the portrait: that 

reserved and careful face, and the slight upward angle of the 

eyes, and the knowledge behind them of what it had taken to 

arrange a Tuesday evening in Shepherd Market so precisely that a 

man would lean on a rail and a world would rearrange itself 

around the gap he left. 

I thought about intelligence applied to terrible purposes. I 

thought about what Darling had said: that it was not the same as 

nothing, knowing. 

The thing that I kept returning to, in the days that 

followed, was not the elegance of the mechanism. It was the 

patience. Someone had come into that room the night before and 

filed a rail for ten minutes and walked out. Someone had arranged 

for a hired man to smash a hat at exactly the right moment. 

Someone had known, with absolute confidence, how each element 

would behave: the commotion, the recognition, the natural impulse 

of an interested man towards an open window. The only variable 

they had not accounted for was the length of time they would need 

to remain in Botswana. And that, it had turned out, was no 

variable at all. 

I was not entirely sure Darling was right that knowing was 

not the same as nothing. But I was not entirely sure he was 

wrong, either, and I have found over the years that living with 

that kind of uncertainty is most of what this work amounts to. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

VOLKOV 

 

There was a bar on a side street near Pennyfields that I 

visited occasionally when I was working late in the area and 

needed somewhere to sit that was not my flat. It had no name that 

I could discover, was staffed by a barman who had perfected the 

art of not asking questions, and had the quality of a place that 

exists because a particular kind of person occasionally needs it 

to exist. I had been there since nine with a whisky and my 

notebook and a collection of thoughts I was having difficulty 

arranging, when the man sat down across from me. 

He was tall and very spare, in a long dark coat of an 

unusual cut, with white hair that fell to his collar and a face 

of such pronounced pallor that in the bar’s uncertain light it 

had something of the spectral about it. I put his age at 

somewhere between fifty and seventy—a range I could not narrow, 

because something in his bearing seemed to operate outside the 

usual markers of age. He sat without asking permission, but there 

was nothing aggressive in it. He sat as though the chair had been 

waiting for him. 

“You are the journalist,” he said. His voice was deep and 

unhurried. “The one who does the crime podcast.” 

I said that I was. 

“I have something to show you.” He set his hand on the table 

and opened his fingers. 

In his palm was a rose. 
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It was perhaps the size of the nail of my little finger: a 

deep pink bloom, each petal distinct and complete, the sepals 

intact, a short fragment of stem below. I have a journalist’s 

trained reserve, developed specifically for the moment when 

someone shows you something and expects a reaction. I looked at 

it for a few seconds and then reached out and touched it. 

It was like touching stone. Dense and cool in a way that 

glass is not quite, and completely rigid—not a model or a 

reproduction, because I could see, bending close, the fine 

veining in each petal, the microscopic texture of the surface, 

the gradation of colour towards the heart. It was a real rose, 

reduced to something that would be unchanged in ten thousand 

years. 

“What is it?” I said. 

“A natural bloom,” the stranger said, “in a state no natural 

process could have produced. The man who made it is dead. What he 

made last, with the same process, is what I want to tell you 

about.” He put the rose away. “You won’t be able to use any of 

it. But I think you need to hear it.” 

He ordered two drinks. I waited. 

“Did you ever hear Volkov play?” he said. 

I had. Once, two years before his disappearance from public 

life, at a concert in a Shoreditch venue intended to hold perhaps 

three hundred people and which had held twice that number by the 

time it began. Volkov had played the Sibelius concerto and then, 

without announcement, had played something else. 
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The Sibelius had been remarkable in the way that remarkable 

violin playing is: technically overwhelming, emotionally engaged, 

the kind of performance that makes you aware, at intervals, that 

you are in the presence of something unlikely to repeat itself. 

Then without announcement or pause he had set the bow to the 

string again and begun something different. 

I can describe what I heard but I cannot account for what 

happened while I heard it. The piece was built around a single 

recurring interval—I can say that with some confidence—and the 

way Volkov approached and withdrew from it over the course of 

perhaps twelve minutes had the effect of producing in the 

listener a state I can only describe as sustained anticipation 

that is never resolved: an expectation that never arrives at what 

it is expecting, that builds and builds without the relief of 

arrival. Several people around me looked wrong when it stopped—

the pale, slightly defocused expression of someone who has been 

very cold or very frightened, though it was neither cold nor 

frightening exactly. I felt the same way. I read the title in a 

review three days later and was not surprised by it. 

“He was extraordinary,” I said. 

“He was considerably more than extraordinary,” the stranger 

said, in a tone that made it plain this was not admiration. “And 

considerably less than a human being. I will tell you about the 

people he destroyed, and then I will tell you what was done about 

it.” 

He told me about Dr. Vance first. 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 101 

Vance had been a research chemist at a London university, 

with the kind of seniority that comes with years of work too 

significant to be ignored and too unorthodox to be given 

conventional recognition. He kept open house on Sunday evenings 

in his private laboratory—a converted space in a building on the 

fringe of the university’s estate, separate from his office, 

accessible by a route that most of his colleagues would not have 

known. 

The people who came were the kind who had developed, through 

whatever combination of talent and circumstance, a genuine and 

irreversible relationship with their particular discipline, and 

who were correspondingly alert to the limits of it. Painters who 

had worked long enough to know what they couldn’t paint. 

Composers who had arrived at the edges of what their musical 

language could express. Vance presided over these conversations 

with the specific quality of someone who has already gone further 

than everyone else in the room and is waiting, without 

impatience, to see who else arrives. To these Sundays came 

artists, musicians, and thinkers of various kinds, and what took 

place there was the kind of conversation that happens when people 

with serious ability decide temporarily to forget the boundaries 

of their respective disciplines. 

His discovery had come out of research into bio-

mineralization—the process by which living organisms build 

mineral structures from biological material, as a coral builds 

its skeleton, as a mussel builds its shell. He had identified a 

catalyst compound that, introduced into organic cellular material 
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under specific conditions of temperature and pressure, caused the 

cellular structure to be replaced progressively by a mineral 

analog: a true replacement, not a cast or a copy, preserving 

every detail of the original structure while transforming its 

material entirely. The result was an object of the form and 

surface of the original—every cell wall, every fine structure, 

every gradation of colour—rendered in a substance of the hardness 

and permanence of semiprecious stone. 

He had demonstrated the process on plant material first. 

Then on a small animal. He had then stopped, put his notes away, 

and told no one. He had identified, without difficulty, the range 

of applications that the process made possible, and he had 

decided that this was not a discovery he was willing to introduce 

to the world. He kept two examples: the rose, which he gave to a 

friend, and a small figure of a guinea pig, which he kept in a 

cabinet in his laboratory. Then he waited, in his orderly and 

patient way, for whatever came next. 

What came next was Volkov. 

The stranger described him for me, though description added 

little to what I already knew. He was Eurasian—his father a 

scholar of Chinese background, his mother a musician from Central 

Europe—and he had about him the quality sometimes found in people 

to whom ordinary categories of identity do not apply: a freedom 

of operation that is also a freedom from consequence, because 

consequence requires a stable self for it to attach to, and 

Volkov had constructed himself from whatever came to hand, 

without attending to the structural elements. 
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Among the people who came to Vance’s Sundays, he was a 

specific kind of anomaly. The others had the quality common to 

people of genuine ability of being interested in things outside 

themselves. Volkov had the opposite quality: he was interested in 

the effect he produced on things outside himself, which is a 

different relationship to the world entirely. He would arrive 

late and leave early, and in the interval between those two 

events he would do what he always did, which was to locate, with 

the accuracy of a person for whom this is a practised art, 

whoever in the room was most susceptible to his attention, and 

give them enough of it that they spent the rest of the evening 

trying to account for the feeling. 

His talent was real and very large. His technique was the 

subject of furious critical disagreement: whether he was doing 

something genuinely new with the instrument, or simply doing the 

conventional things with such completeness that they became 

unrecognisable. What was not disputed was the effect. His playing 

did something to the people who heard it that they could not 

account for afterward. Not all of them found it pleasant. The 

piece he called “The Black Mass,” played rarely and never 

recorded, produced effects in its listeners that had, from the 

accounts the stranger had gathered, more in common with 

pharmacology than with music. 

“I heard it once,” the stranger said. He said this with the 

flat certainty of someone confirming a fact they have no wish to 

confirm. “In Dr. Vance’s laboratory, on a Sunday evening. Five of 
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us present. I have not been able to think about it clearly 

since.” 

He told me about Strachan. 

Strachan was a Scottish painter who had achieved, some years 

before, a single moment of wide and entirely deserved 

recognition. A large figurative work called “A Dream at Dawn”—a 

young woman at the edge of the sea in the light of early morning, 

rendered in a style that was neither realist nor abstract but 

occupied the narrow, difficult space between the two—had been 

acquired by a major public collection, had been reproduced until 

the reproduction became the image rather than the painting, and 

had made Strachan briefly the object of considerable critical 

attention. He had produced nothing of comparable quality since, 

which is common enough. In his case the reason was not artistic 

failure. 

The woman was not Strachan’s model in any professional 

sense, the stranger told me. She had happened to be at a Vance 

Sunday, staying with a cousin nearby, and Strachan had seen 

something in her face that he had been trying to find for years: 

a particular quality of standing at the edge of something without 

yet knowing whether you are going to step forward or back. He had 

asked, she had agreed, and the painting had taken several months 

and had been, the stranger said—he had seen it—something quite 

different from its reputation. The reputation said: beautiful 

figure in morning light. What the painting actually contained was 

harder to name. 
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After the painting there was more between them. She had 

been, the stranger believed, genuinely loved. In the specific and 

uncommon sense of that word: not wanted, not found convenient, 

not needed in the ways that need distorts the person it fixes on, 

but seen and loved in a way that had nothing to do with what she 

could provide. She had not, the stranger thought, been entirely 

sure what to do with this. 

She had met Volkov at one of Vance’s Sundays. Volkov had not 

been interested in her in any meaningful sense. He had been 

interested in demonstrating that he could have her, and he had 

demonstrated this, and when the demonstration was complete he had 

moved on in the manner of a person for whom everything is a proof 

of something rather than a thing in itself. She had been the 

centre of Strachan’s life for several years. She died within the 

year of meeting Volkov, abroad, in a city whose name the stranger 

mentioned and which I will not record here. Her death was slow 

and had a specific cause. 

Strachan had known the cause. He could not prove it or act 

on it or do anything with the knowledge except carry it. He had 

been carrying it for three years when the Sunday evening came 

around. 

On that evening, the stranger said, Volkov had arrived late, 

which was usual, and had sat in the corner while others talked, 

which was also usual, and then at some point in the evening he 

had opened his case and lifted the violin without being asked, 

without asking, and had begun. 
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The room became something different when he played. The 

stranger described this carefully, as though he had thought a 

great deal about how to say it accurately: not that it became 

quiet, because it had been quiet. The silence changed quality. 

The silence that exists between people in ordinary conversation 

is a productive silence, full of intention and direction. The 

silence Volkov produced was something else: a silence that did 

not feel entirely voluntary, as though the people in the room had 

not decided to stop speaking but had simply found themselves no 

longer speaking, and the distinction mattered. 

He played for perhaps fifteen minutes. At the end the room 

contained people who looked wrong in the way that Trent had 

already recognised from his own experience. Then Volkov put the 

violin away and began to talk. 

He spoke about a woman he had known, in a coastal town in 

Normandy. He did not name her. He spoke about the painting she 

had inspired, and its painter, with an amusement that was the 

particular amusement of a man returning to a wound he is pleased 

to find has not healed. He spoke at some length. He had a gift 

for this kind of thing, and he exercised it. 

I did not interrupt. I am practised at not interrupting, and 

in interviews this habit produces things that might not otherwise 

be produced. But there were moments during the stranger’s account 

when I found the habit difficult to maintain: not because I 

wanted to ask questions, but because I felt something in the room 

change around the story as it was being told, in the way that 

certain stories change the room they are told in. The bar 
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continued its ordinary noise. Two men were playing pool in the 

far corner. The barman was reading something on his phone. None 

of this helped as much as it should have. 

Strachan stood up from his chair. 

He walked across the room and put both hands around Volkov’s 

throat. 

The stranger told me this very quietly, looking at the table 

between us. The bar around us continued its ordinary noise. Three 

minutes is a specific, physical amount of time, and I felt it 

occupy the air between us for a moment after he had spoken. 

Dr. Vance had been the first to move. He had not moved 

towards the telephone. 

Strachan had sat in a chair and put his hands in his lap and 

waited for whatever came next, with the expression—the stranger 

said—of a man who has set down a weight he has carried for a long 

time and knows he has set it down in the wrong place. Vance spoke 

to him quietly. He told him what he intended to do. Strachan had 

either agreed or had simply ceased to object to anything, and the 

result was the same either way. 

The process took three days. The stranger described what it 

required by way of preparation only in outline, and only once, 

and I will not repeat even that much here. I will record only 

that dental enamel—alone among the materials of the human body—

resists the process entirely, and that Vance was a precise man in 

all things. 
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At the end of three days, on the workbench in Dr. Vance’s 

laboratory, there was a glass display cylinder on a wooden base, 

and inside it a small, perfect, indestructible figure. 

The stranger stood. “Come with me,” he said. “It’s not far.” 

I followed him through the late streets of Pennyfields, 

which at that hour had the quality of a place that exists 

slightly outside the ordinary city: the railway arches dark and 

dripping, the occasional lit window too high up to be domestic, 

the canal somewhere to the left making itself felt as a quality 

of cold air rather than a visible presence. He moved through it 

with the confidence of a man who has walked these streets many 

times at many different hours and knows precisely where he is 

going. I kept pace and said nothing. He had said it was not far, 

and it was not far, but it felt far in the specific way that 

journeys feel far when you are not certain you want to arrive. 

I followed him along two turnings I had not known existed, 

and up a dark staircase into a room that I smelled before I could 

see it: stale spirits and old paper and the deep damp of a space 

long inhabited by someone who has long since stopped caring about 

the space. 

A large man sat slumped in a chair in the far corner, head 

down, asleep or close to it. He was breathing—I could see that 

from the doorway, the slow rise and fall of a very large chest—

but he had the quality of someone who has been absent from 

himself for some time and is not in a hurry to return. The room 

had the quality of a space inhabited for so long by someone who 

has stopped attending to it that it has achieved its own kind of 
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order: not the order of arrangement but the order of accumulated 

habit, everything in the place it always ends up because it has 

always ended up there. Empty bottles on a shelf by the door, not 

arranged deliberately but placed where they were always placed. 

Books on the floor, not scattered but stacked in the places where 

they had always been stacked. The smell of many nights of this, 

layered. 

On the mantelpiece, in the middle of all of this, there was 

a painting—unframed, darkened by years of smoke and neglect—that 

had been placed with care. I studied it for a full five seconds 

before I understood what I was looking at. 

“A Dream at Dawn,” I said. 

“The original,” the stranger said. 

Beside the painting, on the shelf, a violin case stood open. 

The instrument was in it, nestled in its velvet bed, the bow laid 

alongside. On the other side of the painting, on a wooden base, 

stood the glass cylinder. 

Inside the cylinder was a small, perfect figure in a dark 

jacket. Perhaps ten centimetres in height. The detail was 

extraordinary—the grain of the jacket fabric, the fine structure 

of the hair, the slight upward tension at the corners of the 

mouth that I recognised, from that single evening two years 

before, as the expression Volkov wore when he was about to play. 

I looked at it for a long time. 

From the glass cylinder, or from the open violin case beside 

it—I cannot now, and could not then, locate the source with 
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certainty—there came a sound. A single sustained note, very 

quiet, of extraordinary purity. 

I did not move. The note held for perhaps three seconds and 

then there was a second note, and the interval between them was 

the interval I had heard two years before in a Shoreditch venue: 

the interval that approaches and does not arrive, that builds the 

expectation it will never satisfy. Everything in me understood 

what was about to come before my mind did. The room around me was 

doing something I could not account for. The large man in the 

chair had not moved. The stranger was watching me. 

Then a third note. 

“The Black Mass,” the stranger said. 

I was on the stairs and then I was in the street. 

I walked for a long time. I have walked home from many 

difficult things in the course of this work, and the walking 

usually does what it is supposed to do: it puts distance between 

the thing and the person carrying it, and the distance helps. 

This was different in a quality I found difficult to name 

precisely. It was not that I was frightened, exactly. It was that 

the city around me had ceased, for the duration of the walk, to 

be entirely what it usually was. The streets were the streets I 

knew. The night buses moved on their usual routes. The bridges 

were where the bridges had always been. And underneath all of it, 

or alongside it, were three notes in a specific interval that I 

found I was not able to stop hearing, and that I did not stop 

hearing for some time after I reached home. 
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I have not gone back to that street. I know I could find it 

if I chose to, and I have not chosen to. I have not spoken about 

this in any context I control. I keep it where I keep the other 

things from this period that I have not been able to broadcast or 

to set down in any form that can be shared: the file that 

contains the pin badge in the Kent lane and the embankment above 

the Thames and the amber carving in its drawer. 

The rose sits beside the amber lion-dog. It is exactly as it 

was the night I was given it. Hard and perfect and unchanged. 

I do not take it out. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

THE DANCE OF THE VEILS 

 

The house of Agapoulos occupied the upper floors of a 

converted warehouse on a side street off Shoreditch High Street, 

and its existence was known only to those who needed to know it. 

From outside it showed nothing: a steel door, a buzzer without a 

label, the complete absence of anything that might invite 

attention. Inside, it was something else entirely—a sequence of 

rooms furnished with an extravagance that was not quite taste but 

was considerably more than money, which is a distinction not many 

people are positioned to appreciate. 

Spiro Agapoulos moved through these rooms in the hour before 

the evening began, making small adjustments with the eye of a man 

who understands that atmosphere is itself a product and must be 

maintained with the same care as any other. He was compact and 

prosperous, Greek-Cypriot by origin, and he had made himself 

indispensable over twenty years to a particular category of 

wealthy visitor who required entertainment of a private kind. He 

had a large diamond on his right hand and a quality of equable 

satisfaction that is the characteristic expression of a man who 

has placed himself, successfully and durably, between wealthy 

people and what they want. 

He paused in the main salon and surveyed it with approval. 

The lighting was correct. The music from the concealed speakers 

was correct. The cushions on the low divans had been arranged 

with precision. Everything was in order. 
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In a room behind a carved screen at the rear of the 

building, Leyla was completing her preparation. 

She was twenty-four years old. Her father had been a 

Frenchman from Lyon, her mother an Egyptian from a family of 

performers in Cairo, and what this combination had produced was a 

woman of extraordinary appearance who had been aware of her 

appearance since the age of fifteen and had spent the subsequent 

nine years deciding what to do about the awareness. The decision 

she had arrived at was complicated and not entirely satisfactory, 

but it was hers. 

She had come to London eighteen months ago, which had been 

the third city in four years. Before London was Paris, and before 

Paris was Cairo, and before Cairo was a conservatoire in Lyon 

that her father had paid for and where she had spent four years 

learning how to be, technically, what she had always been 

instinctively. London had been a contact’s suggestion, and the 

contact had been right that there was work here, and the work had 

become Agapoulos, and Agapoulos had become these evenings and the 

very specific and not entirely comfortable arrangement she had 

made with herself about what they were and what she was prepared 

to accept in exchange for being good at them. 

She was good at this. She knew that without vanity, the way 

you know things about yourself that you have had to work to 

achieve. She was good at entering a room and making it attend to 

her, and she had made herself better at this over years of work 

in cities where being good at it was the only reliable currency 

she had. What she was less certain about was whether being good 
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at something was sufficient reason to continue doing it, and it 

was this question, rather than anything specific about tonight, 

that she was sitting with behind the screen. 

She studied herself in the mirror without vanity, which is 

the only way to study yourself in a mirror before a performance. 

The preparation was complete. She held in her hand a red rose 

that she would use during the last section of the dance. 

Through the screen she could hear the salon filling: the 

voices of Agapoulos’s guests, the sound of glasses, the specific 

quality of conversation that belongs to wealthy people who are 

allowing themselves something. She was not curious about 

tonight’s clients in particular. She had long since lost interest 

in the individual variations. They were interchangeable in the 

ways that mattered professionally. 

What she paid attention to, when a particular voice reached 

her through the screen, was Restell. 

He had been bringing clients to the house of Agapoulos for 

three years. He was British, in his mid-forties, with the 

physical bearing of someone who has spent time in environments 

where bearing has consequences, and a quality of disengaged 

competence that she had initially read as coldness and had come 

to read, over three years, as something more interesting than 

coldness. She had been watching him for most of that time with 

the specific attention of a person who has decided not to be 

interested in something and has consequently become quite 

interested in it. 
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She had noted: that he was careful with the men he brought, 

attentive to their comfort in a way that was professional rather 

than personal. That when she was performing he did not watch her 

the way the others watched, with the focused attention of people 

monitoring an investment. He watched the way someone watches 

something they have not expected to find moving, and then, before 

the expression could become anything, he managed it away. He had 

done this twice in three years, and both times she had thought 

about it for longer than was professionally sensible. He always 

left before she came out, which might mean various things and 

which she had spent more time than she intended trying to 

determine. 

She watched him now through a gap in the screen. He was 

settling the three men he had brought into seats near the far 

wall, speaking briefly to Agapoulos, and then he moved to a chair 

somewhat apart from the group and sat with the air of a man who 

has completed a professional task and declines to pretend it is 

anything else. 

The expression had not appeared tonight. She watched him for 

a moment and accepted this and went back to her preparation. 

Hassan appeared at her door and told her that two men were 

asking to speak with whoever was responsible for the evening. 

Agapoulos was occupied. Leyla went. 

The small room near the entrance served for visitors 

Agapoulos did not fully trust. The taller of the two men was well 

dressed and handsome in a dark, deliberate way, with the 

contained energy of someone accustomed to waiting a long time for 
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specific things. He removed his hat when she entered, which she 

registered as a calculation rather than a courtesy. 

His companion was shorter, seated, and held a heavy walking 

stick between his knees with both hands. He wore dark glasses. As 

Leyla crossed the threshold he turned his face towards the sound 

of her footsteps with the precise, directed attention of someone 

navigating by hearing alone, and she had the immediate impression 

that he had located her with considerable accuracy before she had 

finished moving. He had not spoken and showed no sign of 

intending to speak. He sat with the stick upright between his 

knees and his hands folded on the handle, and his face was 

oriented towards the space she occupied in the room with a 

steadiness that she found more unsettling, at some level she 

could not immediately account for, than anything the taller man 

was likely to say. She had the feeling—specific and not 

dismissible—that he had been waiting to be in a room near this 

particular man for a very long time, and that the waiting had 

organised him entirely. 

The taller man said his name was not important. He was 

looking for a man he believed to be among tonight’s guests: an 

Englishman, mid-forties, who used the name Loxley. He and his 

companion wished only to make themselves known to him in 

connection with a personal matter—an old debt between men. 

Nothing that would disturb the evening. 

“I don’t know anyone by that name,” Leyla said. 

“He would not use it here. I understand this.” The 

Spaniard’s eyes moved over her with a frankness that was 
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calculated to seem admiring and achieved only the calculation. 

“During your performance, you move among the guests. If you could 

indicate this man to me—simply toss the rose in his direction, 

nothing more—I would be very grateful.” He produced an envelope. 

The blind man’s stick tapped the floor once and was still. 

“What does he look like?” she said. 

“Mid-forties. British. Well dressed. Slightly apart from the 

others.” 

Leyla took the envelope. 

She would toss the rose to the man during her performance, 

the Spaniard said. That was all. He would do the rest. 

She returned to her room and sat with the envelope in her 

hands. Five hundred pounds in cash. She had made harder decisions 

for less, and she had made them with less justification, and she 

was not going to pretend to herself now that this was a difficult 

decision. 

She was angry at Restell in a way that was partly about 

Restell and mostly about herself: about the attention she had 

been giving him without his permission or encouragement, the time 

she had spent constructing, from insufficient evidence, a version 

of him that would justify the attention. He brought wealthy men 

to Agapoulos and stood apart from what he was doing and looked at 

her twice with an expression he then managed away. This was not, 

she told herself clearly and without self-deception, sufficient 

material for anything. If he had a debt to settle with a man who 

had found him, that was the consequence of whatever his past 

contained, and his past was not her responsibility. 
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She thought this clearly and with conviction, and then went 

and looked through the gap in the screen again. 

Restell was sitting in his chair exactly as before, alone 

and slightly apart, not pretending the evening was anything other 

than what it was. He was looking at nothing in particular. He had 

the face, she thought—had always thought—of a man carrying 

something he has stopped expecting to put down. 

She knew nothing specific about his past. She knew the 

quality of the weight, which was enough. 

In a chair slightly apart from the guests, Restell was not 

thinking about the evening. He was thinking about Gibraltar. 

He thought about it less often than he used to, which was 

not the same as thinking about it rarely. A gesture, a sound, a 

particular quality of attention from a woman in a room—any of 

these could return him to a narrow street climbing towards the 

Rock, and to Inez, and to the conversation in which she had told 

him the truth about her brother and he had decided, in his 

experienced and self-assured way, that she was elaborating. That 

the brother was a story. That the danger was a performance, and a 

charming one, designed to give their weeks together a romantic 

urgency they would not otherwise have had. 

He had been wrong about this so comprehensively, and in ways 

so irrecoverable, that the memory still carried its original 

force eight years later. 

Inez had not been elaborating. Miguel da Cunha had followed 

Restell’s regiment to the transport dock, had come aboard in the 

chaos of departure, and had found him on the second night at sea 
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with a look in his eyes that needed no translation. Restell had 

shot him once in the struggle. Miguel had lost his sight and 

nothing else. Inez, he had learned in a letter that reached him 

weeks later, had died the same night Restell’s regiment departed. 

She had killed herself. 

He had not, in eight years, found a way to put this down. He 

had found ways to carry it that interfered less and less with 

ordinary function, which he had come to understand was the most 

that was on offer. He had also come to understand, over eight 

years, that there are people in the world who do not stop. Who 

find a thing they have decided to do and organise themselves 

around the doing of it and wait, with whatever patience is 

required, for the conditions that will allow them to act. He had 

understood this in the abstract for years. He had not, until this 

evening, understood that he was the thing. 

Leyla’s gesture earlier, when Hassan had told her the 

evening was beginning, had reminded him of something. He had 

looked away. This was what he did. 

The music changed, and the lights in the salon shifted, and 

the performance began. 

The dance had three sections. The first was the white veil, 

which was the simplest in terms of movement and the most 

demanding in terms of attention: it required the room to come 

towards her rather than going towards the room, and the 

difference lay in the specific quality of stillness she placed 

between each phrase of movement. The stillness was where the 

audience did the work. She had learned this young and it remained 
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the most useful thing she knew about performance: that the 

imagination of the person watching is always larger than what you 

can show them, and the work is to leave space for it to operate. 

She entered the room and it became quiet in the way rooms 

become quiet when something surprises them, which was the thing 

she was best at in a life that had offered her several things to 

be good at. She moved across the salon with the white veil, and 

the room ceased to be a collection of individuals and became a 

single attending presence. She was aware of everything 

simultaneously: the three wealthy men watching with the focused 

attention of people who have paid considerably for the 

experience, Agapoulos in his chair with his diamond catching the 

light, Hassan at the back, the Spaniard in the corner to her left 

with his companion’s hand on his arm. 

And Restell. 

He was watching her with an expression she had seen twice 

before and had not been entirely sure of either time. She was 

sure of it now. It was not managed. It was not the professional 

regard of a man reviewing an asset in which he has a commercial 

interest. It was the expression of a man who has stopped, 

briefly, arranging his face, and what was underneath the 

arrangement was simple and undefended and directed entirely at 

her. 

She kept moving. The white veil. The purple veil. The second 

section allowed more: more motion, more directness, the steady 

expansion of what the first section had established. By the time 

she reached the scarlet veil she had the room entirely. She was 
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working at the level that comes only when technique and instinct 

have merged and no thought is required, and she was also 

thinking—with the detached, continuous attention that performance 

requires alongside its opposite—about the rose in her fingers and 

the corner of the room to her left. 

The Spaniard’s right hand was no longer visible. 

She came towards the centre of the room. Restell was on her 

right, watching. The Spaniard was to her left, and the blind man 

had turned his face towards Restell with the specific, directed 

attention of someone who has been cataloguing a person by sound 

for a long time and has found them at last. 

Understanding moved through her like a temperature change, 

cool and complete. She replayed the conversation in the small 

room: old debt, personal matter, nothing that would disturb the 

evening. The blind man sitting in the chair with the walking 

stick and his face turned towards the space she occupied. He had 

identified Restell—by his footfall when he came in, by his voice 

when he spoke to Agapoulos, by some quality she could not name 

that the blind man had been cataloguing across eight years with 

the patience of someone who has organised himself entirely around 

a single remaining task. He had found him. The Spaniard’s right 

hand was inside his jacket. 

Restell was on her right, looking at her with the expression 

she had wanted to see for three years. 

She turned to her left and tossed the rose to Agapoulos. 

It landed in his lap. He looked down at it with the mild 

surprise of a man receiving something unexpected, and looked up, 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 123 

and the shot was very loud in the enclosed space and its echo 

rang off the walls and ceiling and the smell reached her 

immediately: sharp and chemical, the smell of what had just 

happened. Agapoulos fell forward across the table in front of 

him, pulling the cloth and everything on it to the floor, and the 

room went into motion. 

Two more shots, from somewhere. The music stopped. 

Agapoulos’s three clients moved with speed and without 

consultation towards the side exit, the instinctive movement of 

men who understand when the terms of their presence have changed 

and who have not lived as they have lived by being slow to 

recognise such moments. Hassan was in the doorway to the back 

corridor, pressed flat against the wall. Aziza had disappeared 

entirely. 

The Spaniard was gone. 

Restell had not moved from his chair. He was looking at 

Agapoulos on the floor, and then at the empty corner where the 

Spaniard had been, and then at Leyla. She met his eyes. It was 

not the expression she had seen during the dance. It was 

something more careful and more precise: an assessment, moving 

rapidly through the events of the evening, arriving at its 

conclusion. 

“You agreed to point me out,” he said. He spoke quietly, 

without particular emotion, which was worse than emotion would 

have been. “You changed your mind.” 

She said nothing. 
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“He’s down because you took their money and then didn’t 

deliver me.” He looked at Agapoulos. “That’s what happened.” 

“I saved your life,” Leyla said. 

“Yes.” He stood and picked up his coat from the back of the 

chair with the automatic tidiness of someone who does not leave 

things behind. He looked at her once more—not with the managed 

expression, not with the assessment, but with something she found 

harder to bear than either: the look of a man who has filed a 

fact and returned to his ordinary arrangements. “Get clear before 

the police arrive. He’s still breathing.” 

He went out through the side exit. 

Leyla stood in the salon with the scarlet veil still in her 

hand and the sound of the shots still in the air, and the smell 

of them, and the dark stain on the pale carpet still spreading. 

The room was entirely empty except for Agapoulos on the floor and 

Hassan frozen in the doorway and herself. 

She let the veil go. It fell without ceremony, a piece of 

cloth meeting the floor. 

She knelt beside Agapoulos and took his hand. He was 

breathing in the shallow, effortful way of someone who has 

received something unexpected and is taking stock of it. His face 

was turned against the pale carpet and his expression had the 

quality of a man being required to revise several long-standing 

assumptions simultaneously. She held his hand and told him in a 

voice she kept steady that it was going to be all right, which 

she believed, and that help was coming, which was almost 

certainly true. He said nothing. He gripped her hand with a force 
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that told her more about his condition than any words would have. 

She was still there when the sirens became audible, and still 

there when the first officers came through the door. 

She told them everything she knew about the two men except 

the name of the man they had come to kill, which she did not 

know, and except the name of the man they had come to kill for, 

which she did not give. 

The Spaniard was never found. The blind man was found the 

following morning in a room in Bethnal Green, on the third floor 

of a building whose other occupants had heard nothing and seen 

nothing and were consistent and credible in their claims to have 

done so. He was seated in the room’s single chair with his hands 

folded in his lap and his dark glasses on and the heavy stick on 

the floor beside him. He would not answer questions in English or 

in Spanish or in any language the officers tried. He did not 

react to the questions and he did not react to the silence 

between them. He simply sat with the contained stillness of a man 

who has been waiting a long time for something and has been 

denied it and has not yet decided what to do about the denial, 

and he remained in this state for six hours before they released 

him for lack of anything to charge him with. He did not ask for 

directions when he left the station. He walked out with the stick 

and was not seen again. 

Agapoulos recovered after six weeks and retired to Cyprus. 

He did not reopen the house. 
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Leyla did not look for Restell. She was not entirely sure 

what she would have said if she found him, and she thought the 

uncertainty was probably its own answer. 

What she thought about, in the weeks that followed, was the 

expression she had seen during the dance. She had seen it, 

briefly and unmistakably, and it had been real—she was certain of 

that—and then it had been replaced by an assessment, and the 

assessment had been accurate, and both of these things were true 

at the same time. 

She had saved his life. She had also, by taking the money in 

the first place, contributed to Agapoulos lying on the floor of 

his own salon for six weeks with tubes in his arm. Both were true 

at the same time and she had decided, over the weeks of thinking 

about it, that the method of holding contradictory true things is 

not to resolve them but to make them both present simultaneously, 

which is harder than resolution and produces less comfort but is 

more honest. 

She kept the envelope. She had, after all, earned it. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

THE HAND OF THE MANDARIN SHENG 

 

I first heard the name Selwyn in a hotel bar in Singapore, 

from a man who introduced himself as Jennings and had the 

particular quality of ease that comes from spending twenty years 

in a place and making peace with what it has cost you. He had 

been an officer in the Straits Settlements in a previous life, he 

said, and had come back to find out whether the peace he had made 

still held. It appeared to, more or less. He ordered two drinks 

and began to talk. 

The hotel bar had the quality of all such places in cities 

that have been receiving Westerners long enough to develop a 

specific mode for it: comfortable but not quite native, familiar 

but not quite home. The drink prices were London prices and the 

air conditioning was set for people who could not entirely 

tolerate the heat outside. Through the large windows that looked 

onto the marina, the city performed its nightly display of lights 

on water. I had been there for four days and had grown accustomed 

to this display without finding it less extraordinary. 

I was in Singapore for the magazine—a piece on the city’s 

relationship with its own criminal history, which is 

substantially more interesting than its official relationship 

with its present cleanliness would suggest. Ben Darling had a 

contact there, a retired pathologist named Dr. Whitlock who had 

agreed to speak with me on background, and I had arranged to meet 

him the following evening. In the meantime I was in the hotel bar 
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with Jennings and two other men—a slow-spoken engineer called 

Esmond who had lived in the city for fifteen years, and a 

compact, observant American, Whitlock himself, who had arrived a 

day early and found us in the lounge. 

The conversation moved through the usual channels—the heat, 

the changes, the question of whether the city was better or worse 

for being so conspicuously successful—and then Jennings said, in 

the way of someone testing whether a name means anything: “What 

became of Selwyn?” 

A particular quality of stillness settled over the table. I 

watched it happen. 

Esmond examined the surface of his drink. “I heard he came 

to a bad end,” he said. “Something connected to a Chinese 

gentleman out in the Johore direction. I don’t know the details.” 

Whitlock had been watching the group with the quiet 

attention of a man who has made a long study of how people react 

to names they would rather not have mentioned. He glanced at me, 

then back at Esmond. “I think I can carry the story further,” he 

said. “If Trent doesn’t object to hearing something that isn’t 

for attribution.” 

I did not object. I have made my career partly on the 

willingness not to object to things I would later need to decide 

what to do with. 

Selwyn, Whitlock told us, had been the sort of man who is 

described by people who dislike him in consistent terms and by 

people who like him in almost identical ones. Conspicuously 

wealthy—his father had built a fortune in commodities and left it 
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intact—with a directness of manner that read, depending on the 

observer, as either refreshing or appalling. He had been 

stationed in Singapore towards the end of his military career and 

had made use of his money and his rank in ways that his superiors 

found increasingly difficult to ignore. 

The particular matter that had eventually ended his career, 

Whitlock said, placing his glass down carefully, concerned a 

woman who was a member of the household of a Chinese gentleman 

known locally as the Mandarin Sheng—a man of considerable 

standing among the Chinese community of Johore Bahru, of 

significant wealth, and of a reputation that inspired in those 

who knew him the particular respect that is composed in roughly 

equal parts of admiration and fear. 

Selwyn had met the woman at a function, had pursued her with 

the single-mindedness that characterised all his pursuits, and 

had eventually brought her to his house in Katong, where she 

lived, under circumstances that the official record described as 

uncertain and that the unofficial record described with 

considerably less charity. 

I visited Selwyn’s house once, I told them. There was a 

silence of the specific quality that follows a statement made by 

someone who has been listening and is now, unexpectedly, part of 

the story. 

Esmond raised an eyebrow. Jennings leaned forward. 

The house had been everything the Singapore rumour said it 

was and more. The entrance hall alone had two carved columns of 

teak that must have come from an earlier century and an earlier 
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building, and the courtyard had a tiled fountain attended by a 

boy whose job, apparently, was to remove the fallen leaves from 

the water and replace them with gardenia blossoms. Selwyn had 

shown me through the lower rooms with the pride of a man who has 

acquired beautiful things and knows they are beautiful, which is 

a different quality from the pride of a man who understands them. 

He talked primarily about what things had cost and who had been 

surprised when he bought them. 

The woman had appeared at the far end of the long room that 

opened onto the garden, in the light of a single lamp. She had 

been wearing a green silk dress that caught the light, and she 

had looked, in that glimpse, entirely composed—not the composed 

of someone comfortable, but the composed of someone who has had a 

great deal of practice managing the expression her face presents 

to the world. She had seen me at the same moment I saw her, and 

something had crossed her face: not alarm, exactly, but the 

specific attention of someone cataloguing a fact they will need 

to refer to later. Then Selwyn’s mood had changed in the way it 

changed, quickly and completely, and she had withdrawn, and I had 

found a reason to leave shortly afterward. 

I had thought about her, on and off, in the years since. Not 

with guilt about the situation I had observed and not acted on—

the situation had not been legible to me as anything requiring 

action; I had thought, as many would have thought, that it was a 

complicated arrangement between adults in a foreign city. But I 

had thought about the expression on her face, which had been 

neither frightened nor unhappy exactly. It had been the 
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expression of someone who has resolved to manage a situation that 

does not admit of change, and who has been managing it long 

enough that the resolution has become a kind of steadiness. 

I had not, I admitted, seen the shadow on the curtain that 

Selwyn had asked me about afterward. Or rather: I had seen it, 

and had not known what it was, and had put it from my mind with 

the efficiency of a man who has had enough strong drink and wants 

to stop noticing things. 

Whitlock nodded. He told us about the night he had found the 

Mandarin Sheng in the road. 

He had been returning from the hospital at Katong—late, on 

foot, by a route he preferred because it ran along the edge of 

the gardens and had a quality of comparative quiet. He had nearly 

tripped over the man before his torch found him: an elderly 

Chinese gentleman of considerable dignity lying in the dust with 

his evening clothes bloodied, having dragged himself some 

distance from wherever the injury had been received before the 

blood loss dropped him. 

The injury was to the right hand and wrist. Something had 

severed the hand almost entirely, leaving it attached by a thread 

of skin and tendon, and whoever had done it had done it fast and 

deliberately. Whitlock had improvised a tourniquet, sent for 

help, and later amputated what could not be saved. The Mandarin 

Sheng had an iron constitution and a profound and apparently 

limitless will not to die, and he recovered over the following 

weeks with the grim purpose of a man who has a specific reason to 

remain alive. 
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He had made one unusual request before leaving Whitlock’s 

care. He wanted the severed hand returned to him. The hand, which 

had been preserved as was standard, included one remarkable 

feature: the nail of the index finger was enclosed in an engraved 

case of gold, perhaps three centimetres long, protecting a nail 

that had grown to an extraordinary length over what must have 

been many decades. The Mandarin Sheng had taken the gold case and 

the hand it enclosed and departed without explanation. Whitlock 

had not seen him again. 

He told us something more about the Mandarin Sheng, 

unprompted, as though the story of the injury required context to 

be properly understood. The man was seventy or older, he said, 

and had been a significant presence in the Chinese community of 

Johore Bahru for as long as anyone could trace. He had made his 

money in trading in the earlier part of the century and had spent 

the subsequent decades in a mode of life that was neither idle 

nor aggressive but deliberate: accumulating relationships, 

resolving disputes, maintaining the kind of authority that 

requires no official title. He had a quality, Whitlock said, that 

he had encountered in perhaps four or five people in his entire 

professional life: the quality of a person who has decided what 

they are and what they will do and who will be entirely 

consistent with that decision for as long as they live. It made 

him difficult and it made him reliable, and Whitlock had found 

the combination, in retrospect, admirable. “He was not a man who 

left things unfinished,” Whitlock said. “That was the impression 

he gave. A very complete person.” 
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He said this and then was quiet for a moment, and I 

understood that this was meant to be relevant to what had 

happened, and that Whitlock had understood it as relevant from 

the moment he improvised the tourniquet on that road in the dark. 

The table was quiet for a while after that. Jennings poured 

more drinks. The Singapore night pressed against the hotel 

windows with its particular tropical weight, and outside the 

marina the city’s lights moved on the dark water. 

“My own conclusion,” Whitlock said finally, “was that the 

injury had been received in the vicinity of Selwyn’s house in 

Katong, on the night of—or shortly before—the incident with the 

shadow on the curtain which Trent has described. That Selwyn, 

confronted with whoever had come over the wall, had responded in 

the way that Selwyn generally responded to problems, which is to 

say with more force than the situation required and less thought 

than the situation deserved.” 

I walked back to my room that night along the marina front, 

where the night air was only slightly cooler than the day air and 

the water made its usual quiet argument about the scale of 

things. The conversation had given me a great deal to carry, and 

the heat was not helping me carry it. I thought about the shadow 

on the curtain, which I had been telling myself for years was 

nothing specific—a branch in the wind from the garden, a bird on 

the ledge, a trick of the light from the road below. I thought 

about the gold nail-case, which was real and precise and required 

no interpretation. I thought about the Mandarin Sheng dragging 

himself along a dark road with one hand gone and something still 
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unfinished, and about what it takes to continue in that 

condition, and about what specific thing would make it worth 

continuing. 

I did not sleep particularly well. 

I did not think about Selwyn himself for several months 

after that. Then I met him in St. James’s Street on a wet Tuesday 

in September. 

I recognised him at twenty yards, which surprised me, 

because he looked worse than I had expected him to look and I had 

not expected him to look well. He had the pallor of a man who has 

been spending time indoors for the wrong reasons, and something 

in his eyes—some quality of constant peripheral attention, as 

though he were always watching the edge of his own vision for 

something he did not want to see—that I found, when I thought 

about it afterward, harder to account for than his ordinary 

deterioration. 

He appeared, however, to be genuinely pleased to see me, 

which put him in a small category. He gripped my hand too hard 

and for too long and asked where I was living and whether I was 

free that afternoon, and something in the urgency of it overrode 

my better judgment and I said that I was. 

His chambers were a ten-minute walk: a mansion block in a 

street of similar properties, where the lift attendant greeted 

him with the careful blankness of a man who has seen a great deal 

and is paid to have seen none of it. 

The flat itself confirmed what his appearance had suggested. 

It was still expensively furnished, but with the entropy of a 
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place being slowly abandoned by the person living in it. The dust 

on the sideboard. The curtains at an irregular angle that 

suggested he had stopped adjusting them some weeks ago and the 

irregularity had simply become the norm. There were empty bottles 

arranged on the mantelpiece in a row that was nearly deliberate, 

as though someone had started to set them up for some purpose and 

then lost track of what it was. Books lay open on the table at 

pages he had been returning to not because they gave him what he 

needed but because they were the places he kept arriving. The 

television was on in the other room with the sound all the way 

down, its screen visible through the open door: light rather than 

company, which is a specific stage in a particular kind of 

deterioration. 

He sat me down and poured two drinks and did not drink his 

own, and then he said: “Do you remember the shadow?” 

He meant the shadow on the curtain. In Katong, years before. 

I told him I remembered it and that I had never been entirely 

certain what I had seen. 

“I’ve seen it again,” he said. “In this flat. Twice in the 

past week.” 

I did not ask what he meant by seeing it again, because his 

expression made the question feel cruel rather than clarifying. I 

asked instead whether he had spoken to anyone about it—a doctor, 

anyone. 

He looked at me with a sharpness that cut through the 

deterioration for a moment and showed the man underneath, who was 
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still technically present. “It’s not that kind of thing,” he 

said. “You know it’s not. You saw it yourself.” 

Then the door of the sitting room opened and his valet—a 

compact, careful man of Portuguese extraction who had worked for 

Selwyn for years and whose opinion of the work I had never been 

able to determine—came in with the post. Among it was a parcel: 

brown paper, sealed with wax, bearing a Singapore postmark and 

addressed in a hand I did not know. 

Selwyn looked at the postmark. He looked at it for long 

enough that the valet excused himself and left the room, with the 

instinct of someone who has been present for a series of bad 

moments and knows when another one is arriving. 

He unwrapped the parcel with hands that were not entirely 

steady. 

Inside the brown paper was a casket of ebony and ivory, 

carved with considerable skill into the forms of flowering 

branches, standing on four claw-shaped feet. It was perhaps 

thirty centimetres long and fifteen wide, and it had a brass 

clasp, and it was the most beautiful object of its size I had 

seen since the amber carving three years before, and I felt about 

it, immediately, the same thing I had felt about that: that it 

was carrying something it should not be carrying. 

Selwyn opened it. 

He made a sound I had not heard from a human throat before 

and stepped back so sharply he collided with the chair behind 

him. I looked into the casket. 

Inside, on a lining of dark silk, rested a human hand. 
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It was the right hand of an elderly person, yellow and dry 

with the quality of something preserved over time, severed 

cleanly at the wrist. The index finger was enclosed in its gold 

case, engraved with characters I could not read. I looked at it 

for perhaps five seconds, which is long enough to see a thing 

clearly and not long enough to do anything useful with what you 

have seen. The rest of the hand was unremarkable in the way that 

hands are when they are no longer attached to the person they 

belong to: the slight curl of the remaining fingers, the specific 

pallor of the palm, the ring of loose skin at the wrist where the 

flesh had retracted slightly over time. The gold case on the 

index finger caught the light from the window. There was 

something wrong about this—the wrongness of something decorative 

in a context that had ceased to have any use for decoration. 

I closed the casket. 

“Take it away,” Selwyn said. He had sat down heavily in the 

armchair and was pressing both his own hands flat against his 

thighs in a way that seemed to be designed to stop them shaking. 

“Trent, for God’s sake. Take it out of my sight.” 

“What is it?” I said. I knew perfectly well what it was. I 

was asking something different. 

“Take it away. Throw it in the river. Keep it. Do whatever 

you want with it, just take it out of here.” He looked up. The 

peripheral alertness in his eyes had become something rawer. “I 

can’t explain it to you. You’ll think I’m mad. But I’ve been 

followed for three years by that thing, Trent, and I cannot—” He 

stopped. “Please.” 
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The word cost him something, which told me more about his 

condition than anything else had. 

I took the casket and left. 

In the street I stood for a moment with the casket under my 

arm and the September rain falling and the traffic moving past 

with its ordinary indifference to whatever a man might be 

carrying. I thought about Whitlock in Singapore, and about the 

Mandarin Sheng dragging himself through the dark along a road in 

Johore, and about Selwyn’s face when he had opened the lid. Then 

I took the casket back to my flat and set it on the desk and 

called Ben Darling. 

He was in his office and he listened to everything I told 

him without interruption, which was unusual. When I finished 

there was a silence of perhaps ten seconds. 

“Don’t open it,” he said. 

“I already looked inside.” 

Another pause. “I’ll come to you.” 

He arrived within the hour and he stood in front of the 

casket on my desk and looked at it in the particular way he looks 

at objects that are carrying more than their physical weight. 

Then he opened it. 

He looked for a long time. He examined the gold nail-case 

with the lens he carries, not touching the hand itself, reading 

the engraved characters with the attention of someone who knows 

enough of the script to go slowly. 

“Sheng Mi Su,” he said. “A name and a title. There are two 

further characters that I think express a wish or an intention. 
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My Chinese is imperfect.” He looked at them once more. “I think 

they mean: this is returned.” 

We sat with this for a moment. 

“He’s dead,” I said. “The Mandarin Sheng. He must be. He 

sent his own hand.” 

“Perhaps,” Darling said. He closed the casket. “Or perhaps 

he arranged, in anticipation of dying, for it to be sent. There 

is a difference.” He set the casket gently aside. “In either case 

Selwyn received it as it was intended to be received.” 

I took the casket home that night. I put it on the shelf 

above my desk where I could see it from the door, and I sat with 

my laptop open and my notes in front of me and did not write 

anything for a long time. I thought about Darling’s translation: 

this is returned. I thought about what it means to spend several 

years—possibly the last years of your life—arranging the return 

of a thing. Not revenge, exactly, because revenge is a simpler 

operation than what the casket represented. This was something 

more ceremonial: a completion, the gesture of a man who has 

decided what is owed and has arranged, with considerable patience 

and considerable care, for the debt to be acknowledged in a form 

that cannot be argued with. Whether acknowledgement required a 

response was a question I could not answer, and I had a sense 

that Selwyn could not answer it either, and that the inability to 

answer it was precisely what had been doing to him what it had 

been doing. 

At half past eleven my phone rang. 
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It was Selwyn. He was in his flat and he was frightened in 

the specific way of someone who has been frightened for a long 

time and has reached the point where fear is no longer something 

that comes and goes but something continuous and ambient. His 

voice had the quality of a man speaking through rather than 

around something. 

“Trent,” he said. “It’s here. It’s in the flat.” 

“What is?” 

“The shadow. On the wall by the window. The same as in 

Katong.” He lowered his voice as though there were someone in the 

room who should not hear the conversation. “It’s been there for 

twenty minutes. It comes and goes but it keeps coming back.” 

I said the things one says in such a call: that he should 

leave the flat, that he should go somewhere with other people, 

that he should call the police if he felt unsafe. He was not 

listening to any of it. He was listening to the flat around him 

with the absorbed, helpless attention of someone who can hear 

what they are afraid of hearing. 

“It’s moving,” he said. “Trent. Trent, it’s—” 

The line went dead. 

I called back immediately and the phone rang without answer, 

and after the fourth attempt I put on my coat and walked to St. 

James’s Street. 

It took twelve minutes. I have made walks like this before—

to addresses where someone has given you reason to be concerned 

and has then stopped answering their phone—and they have their 

own quality, these walks. The city goes about its late business 
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around you and you are doing something specific in the middle of 

it and the specificity separates you from the ordinary traffic. I 

thought about Selwyn’s voice and the way it had been using the 

remaining resources of its range, which were not many. I thought 

about the shadow on the wall by the window. I thought about 

whether there is a meaningful distinction between something you 

cannot see but that is nevertheless real and something that is 

not verifiably real but that is, nonetheless, happening to you, 

and whether the distinction matters when you are the person it is 

happening to. 

I arrived to find the flat empty. 

The door to the street had been standing open. The lift 

attendant had seen Selwyn come through the lobby at speed, 

without his coat, and go out into the night. He had been running, 

the attendant said, and he had been looking back over his 

shoulder, and he had not replied when the attendant called after 

him. 

They found Selwyn in St. James’s Park at two in the morning, 

floating face-down in the ornamental lake near the bridge. The 

cause of death was drowning, complicated by what the pathologist 

described as acute physical shock, and there were marks at his 

throat consistent with compression, though the compression had 

not been the cause of death. 

I gave a statement and went home in the thin gray light of 

the early morning and sat in my flat for a long time before I 

could bring myself to look at the casket on the shelf. When I 
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did, I noticed what I had not noticed the night before: it was 

lighter than it had been. I opened it. 

It was empty. 

Darling came at eight and looked at the empty casket for 

some time without speaking. 

“When did you last see the hand inside it?” he asked. 

“Last night. Before his call. I looked at it before I went 

to bed.” 

Darling nodded slowly. He set the casket down and went to 

the window and looked out at the street below, where the morning 

was beginning in the ordinary way, with delivery vehicles and 

dog-walkers and a man repainting a shop front with the methodical 

satisfaction of someone doing a job they understand completely. 

“I can tell you that Selwyn drowned,” he said, still looking 

out. “And I can tell you that the marks on his throat may have 

been made in a struggle, or may have been made before he went 

into the water, or may have been made by something that has no 

ordinary explanation, and that I cannot determine which of these 

things is true.” He turned. “What I think I should not do is 

investigate further.” 

This was not what I had expected him to say. “Why?” 

Darling looked at the casket. “Because there are cases where 

investigation finds the answer it is looking for, and cases where 

it finds an answer it was not looking for, and cases where it 

finds nothing at all. And then there are cases where the absence 

of investigation is itself a kind of answer. I think this is one 

of those.” 
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He picked up his coat from the chair where he had laid it. 

“Selwyn did something in Katong that injured a man severely 

and separated him from what he valued most,” Darling said. “The 

Mandarin Sheng spent the years between that injury and his death—

or the anticipation of his death—arranging a response. Whether 

the response extended beyond the posting of a parcel, I do not 

know, and I have decided I would rather not know.” He looked at 

me steadily. “That is a choice, Trent, and I am making it 

consciously. You are not obliged to make the same one.” 

I thought about the empty casket. I thought about what had 

been in it and was no longer in it and about the alternative 

explanations for this that I was able to construct, none of which 

entirely satisfied me. 

“What happened to the woman?” I asked. “The woman from 

Katong.” 

Darling paused at the door. “She returned to Johore Bahru,” 

he said. “Some months after Selwyn left Singapore. I believe she 

has family there.” He opened the door. “That much, at least, 

resolved itself.” 

He left. I sat with the empty casket for a while longer, and 

then I put it in the top of my wardrobe behind a box of old 

broadcast notes, which is where I put things I have no 

satisfactory category for. 

The inquest returned a verdict of accidental death. The 

marks on Selwyn’s throat were attributed, with careful 

qualifications, to the physical stress of drowning in cold water. 
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The case was closed, and the press, which had taken mild interest 

in the story for forty-eight hours, moved on. 

Scotland Yard’s cold case team made one further discovery, 

some weeks afterward, that was not widely reported. In the course 

of dredging a section of the lake in connection with an unrelated 

matter, they recovered a small object from the silt. It was a 

gold case, engraved with Chinese characters, of the kind designed 

to protect a long and carefully preserved fingernail. 

The case was empty. The nail was gone. 

I do not know what to make of this and I have not tried to 

make anything of it. It sits in the file with the rose and the 

amber carving and the other things I carry from one year to the 

next, and I keep it there, and some nights I think about Selwyn’s 

face when he opened the casket and some nights I think about 

Whitlock’s description of a very complete person being found in 

the road, dragging himself through the dark with one hand gone 

and something still to accomplish, and most nights I try not to 

think about either. 

The casket remains in my wardrobe. I have not looked inside 

it again. I find that I prefer not to know. 
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CHAPTER TEN 

THE KEY OF THE TEMPLE OF HEAVEN 

 

The preview evening for the Hartwell Collection was held on 

a Wednesday in November, in the kind of room that exists for 

exactly this purpose: high ceilings, perfect lighting, the smell 

of fresh flowers over the older smell of old money. The 

collection was primarily Asian antiquities—ceramics, bronzeware, 

textiles, a scattering of exceptional jades—assembled over three 

generations by a family who had acquired most of it in ways that 

three generations of improving standards had rendered 

increasingly uncomfortable to acknowledge. I was there for the 

magazine, researching an episode on cultural repatriation, with a 

press lanyard and a notebook and the professional discipline of 

keeping my opinions off my face. 

Outside on the pavement, twenty minutes before the doors 

opened, I found Carradine. 

He was standing against the railings with his coat collar up 

against the cold, and he looked significantly worse than when I 

had last seen him, which was several months before. He had always 

been thin but there was a quality of attrition to it now, as 

though something had been working on him steadily from the 

inside. 

“I heard you were coming,” he said. “I wanted to speak to 

you before you went in.” 

I asked why he wasn’t coming in himself. 
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“She’ll be there.” He said it with the flat certainty of a 

man who has checked. “She’s been working the London auction 

houses since October. The Harding sale, the Marchetti collection. 

Always Asian material.” 

I asked who he meant. 

“Madame de Mornay.” He turned the collar further up. “You 

haven’t met her. I’m going to tell you two things. The first is 

that she’s more convincing in person than anything I’m about to 

say will make her sound. The second is that she uses people. Not 

in the ordinary way. She identifies someone who has access to 

something she wants and she persuades them to get it for her in a 

way they won’t remember clearly afterward.” 

“Persuades,” I said. 

“Something between persuasion and suggestion. I’ve spoken to 

four people this has happened to, in different cities over the 

past several years. None of them can fully account for what 

occurred. There may be a chemical component—something in a drink, 

something she wears. There may not be. It may be entirely 

psychological.” He looked at me directly. “I know precisely how 

this sounds.” 

“It sounds like what it is,” I said. “Which is your warning. 

Who is she working tonight?” 

“I don’t know specifically. But there are two pieces in that 

collection with serious repatriation claims against them. The 

jade imperial seal on loan from the Sherborne family, and the 

Hartwell bronze. The Chinese Cultural Ministry has been pursuing 
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both through diplomatic channels for years.” He paused. “She’s 

not working for herself. She always has a client.” 

He said good night and walked away down the street, and I 

watched him go and then went inside. 

The Sherborne seal was in a case near the centre of the 

room, lit with the focused attention of serious money. It was 

carved grey-green jade, perhaps ten centimetres across, showing a 

coiling dragon in high relief above a flat undersurface that, 

centuries before, would have borne the impression of the 

emperor’s authority in vermillion ink. The carving was 

extraordinary: each scale on the dragon’s body distinct, the 

claws hooked with a precision that had required not just skill 

but the specific kind of patience that knows the work will 

outlast the maker. I had been doing enough reading for the 

episode to understand what I was looking at in general terms, but 

no amount of reading prepares you for the specific gravity of 

things made with this kind of care across this kind of time. I 

stood in front of the case for perhaps three minutes, which is 

long enough to understand something you will spend years trying 

to articulate. I thought about the impression this seal would 

once have left in red ink and about the documents that impression 

would have authorised, and about the chain of disorder and 

opportunism and ultimately banal transaction that had brought it 

to a vitrine in West London on a Wednesday in November. 

Colonel Sherborne was standing near the case with his nephew 

René, receiving congratulations on the loan of the piece. The 

Colonel was seventy, lean and deeply tanned, with the settled 
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sociability of a man who has been good company all his life and 

sees no reason to change. 

René was twenty-six and had spent the previous two years 

working for a cultural consultancy that placed European art in 

Gulf-state collections, which meant he had spent a great deal of 

time in rooms full of objects that meant different things to 

different people and had learned to move through these rooms 

without requiring the question of what things meant to be 

resolved. He had his mother’s French blood in his energy and his 

restlessness, and the Colonel’s brother’s willingness to be 

agreeable about almost everything, which sometimes looks like 

character and sometimes looks like the absence of it. He was 

visibly finding the evening too slow, too careful, and too full 

of people who discussed objects they would never touch. 

I was speaking with a curator from the Victoria and Albert 

when the room changed. 

I can account for what I mean by that only imprecisely, 

which is itself informative: the room changed in the way a room 

changes when something enters it that it did not previously 

contain, and the source was a woman who had come through the main 

entrance and stopped for a moment in the doorway with the ease of 

someone who knows exactly what stopping in a doorway does. 

She was tall, perhaps forty, and her physical presence 

announced itself before any specific feature became visible. Her 

dress was dark and severe in the way of things that cost a great 

deal. Her hair was black and her skin had a luminosity that the 

room’s careful lighting found immediately. And her eyes—I noted 
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these specifically, because I am a journalist and noting specific 

things is the habit that keeps me professionally solvent—were a 

colour I had not seen in human eyes before: a clear, warm amber 

that, when they settled on you, produced the curious effect of a 

temperature falling and rising in the same moment. 

She moved into the room and the room rearranged itself 

around her without quite knowing it had. 

I watched her work. This is not, I should say, a comfortable 

thing to call it, but it is the accurate word. She moved from 

group to group with the ease of someone for whom social 

gatherings are professional environments, and at each stop she 

left something behind: a quality of complete attention, a remark 

that landed precisely, a question that implied she had already 

arrived at the answer and was only being courteous. At each stop 

she also learned something, which I could tell from the specific 

quality of her listening, and what she was learning was the 

layout of the room and the contents of its cases and the 

relationships between the people standing near them. 

She reached Colonel Sherborne and his nephew. 

I moved to a position from which I could observe without 

appearing to, which is a skill my work has required me to develop 

and which has costs I do not often examine. 

She had been looking at an ivory Buddha in a case to the 

Colonel’s left: an eighteenth-century Qing dynasty piece, carved 

from a single tusk, standing perhaps thirty centimetres high with 

the serene composure of an object that has been beautiful for 

three hundred years and expects to go on being beautiful. She 



Gael / THE CITY BELOW / 150 

examined it with the attention of someone who genuinely knows 

what they are looking at, and when the Colonel noticed her 

attention he opened the case and invited her to examine it more 

closely, which she did, and the conversation that followed was—

from the Colonel’s expression—as informed and as pleasant as any 

he had had that evening. 

She asked about the jade seal. She did not labour this—did 

not linger or indicate anything beyond the aesthetic. She put a 

specific question about provenance with the easy curiosity of 

someone who asks such questions professionally, and the Colonel 

answered with the frankness of a man who has answered such 

questions a hundred times and long since stopped being careful 

about what the answers reveal. She listened with the amber eyes 

attentive and then said something that made the Colonel laugh and 

moved the conversation elsewhere. 

Ten minutes later the Colonel picked up the ivory Buddha and 

gave it to her. 

I cannot account for the exact sequence. I was watching and 

I could not entirely trace the steps. She had admired the piece; 

he had said something; she had demurred; he had insisted; and now 

it was in her hands and she was thanking him with the quality of 

attention that makes the person being thanked feel they have done 

the most natural and satisfying thing in the world. 

René was watching her with the unguarded admiration of 

someone who has not yet learned to distrust that quality in 

himself. 
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I reached him before she left the group. I told him I was an 

acquaintance of Carradine’s. I told him, as plainly as I could 

manage without sounding like a man given to melodrama, that the 

woman he was looking at was a person of considerable professional 

ability and that he should not accept any invitation from her 

under any circumstances. He received this advice with the 

expression of someone who finds it well-intentioned and has 

learned that finding it well-intentioned is usually sufficient 

response. 

The following afternoon he went to tea at her rented house 

in Mayfair. 

He was at my flat at seven the following morning, having 

called at six-thirty with the specific agitation of someone who 

has woken in the night and found their surroundings not quite as 

they remembered leaving them. He sat in my kitchen with his hands 

around a coffee cup and told me what he could. 

The house was in a mews near Grosvenor Square. She had 

received him in a drawing room of composed, impersonal elegance, 

the kind of room prepared rather than inhabited. There had been 

tea. He remembered the tea with particular clarity: a specific 

fragrance, a slight sharpness at the palate. 

He remembered particular things very clearly—the pattern of 

the cup’s rim, the quality of the afternoon light through a 

certain window, a detail she had mentioned about a piece she’d 

seen in Berlin—and between these clear memories were gaps, and 

the gaps had the specific quality of things that were there and 

had stopped being accessible rather than things that had never 
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happened. He was a careful observer by professional habit and the 

gaps bothered him precisely because he knew what his observation 

was usually like. He remembered feeling, at some point, very 

comfortable—more comfortable than circumstances warranted. Then 

there was an interval of which he could give no account, and then 

he was in the street outside and it was evening and he did not 

know how he had come to be there. 

“And when you got home?” 

“I went straight to bed. I woke at three. The desk lamp was 

on.” He paused. “I never leave the desk lamp on.” 

I asked if he had looked in the desk drawer. 

He had. In the top right drawer, among his passport and a 

few items of personal significance, there were two objects that 

did not belong there: a length of black silk with two holes cut 

in it, as though intended as a mask, and a small empty box of the 

kind used to transport a medium-sized object without damage. The 

box was lined with cotton wool and had the shape, pressed into 

the padding, of something flat and round. 

I thought of the jade imperial seal in its case. 

I called Ben Darling before René had finished his coffee. 

Darling listened in the way he always listens—without 

interruption, without the sounds of comprehension that most 

people make to signal they are following—and then asked: “Has 

Colonel Sherborne checked his safe?” 

The Colonel had not checked his safe. It had not occurred to 

him that it required checking. He checked it when Darling and I 

arrived at his house at nine, in the study that smelled of 
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leather and decades of accumulated reading, and he stood looking 

into the open door for a long moment before he spoke. 

“It’s gone,” he said. His tone was less surprised than I had 

anticipated. “The jade seal. It was here yesterday afternoon.” 

Darling asked who knew the combination. 

The Colonel said: himself, René, and his housekeeper of 

thirty years. 

Darling asked whether the Colonel had mentioned the 

combination to anyone outside the immediate household within the 

past week. 

The Colonel began to say no, and then stopped. He looked at 

the middle distance. Then he said, very quietly: “I may have 

mentioned that René knows where the combination is kept. In case 

I’m not available. I may have said this at the preview evening, 

while showing Madame de Mornay the seal.” 

The study was quiet for a moment. 

“I see,” said Darling. 

He asked nothing further, and we drove to Mayfair in 

silence, and I spent the journey thinking about what it means to 

be made an instrument of something without your knowledge or 

consent, and whether the instrument bears responsibility for the 

result, and whether the answer changes depending on what the 

result is. 

Madame de Mornay received us in the drawing room of the mews 

house with the ivory Buddha on the low table before her. She was 

different here than she had been at the preview. At the preview 

she had been deployed, every element of her manner consciously 
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directed at a professional purpose. Here she was simply present, 

and the effect was, if anything, more considerable. She sat with 

the composed stillness of someone who has been in difficult rooms 

many times and has long since stopped needing the room to arrange 

itself around her requirements. The room arranged itself anyway. 

She was not alone. Seated to one side, very still, was a man 

I had not seen arrive: small, precise in his movements, dressed 

with a care that suggested formality was a matter of respect 

rather than habit. He was perhaps sixty, and he watched us enter 

with the expression of a man who has been deciding something and 

has reached his decision. 

She introduced him as Mr. Chen Wei, a representative of the 

Guqin Cultural Heritage Foundation of Beijing, which had been 

engaged for fifteen years in attempting to recover Chinese 

cultural artifacts removed during the colonial period. He had the 

quality of someone who has been working towards a specific thing 

for a very long time and has organised the rest of his life 

around it without letting the rest of his life become its 

servant. He did not, I noticed, look at the ivory Buddha on the 

table before him. He looked at the room, and at Madame de Mornay, 

and occasionally at Darling, reading the temperature of things 

with the practiced accuracy of a man for whom reading rooms has 

been a professional necessity. 

Mr. Chen Wei inclined his head. He said, in careful and 

formal English, that he had been seeking the return of the 

Sherborne seal through official diplomatic channels for seven 

years. Those channels had been exhausted. 
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“And so you found a different channel,” Darling said. 

She looked at him with the amber eyes. I had the impression, 

not for the first time that morning, of a temperature that fell 

and rose without changing. “I found a solution that legitimate 

processes had failed to produce,” she said. “The seal belongs in 

Beijing. It was removed without right. Colonel Sherborne’s 

grandfather bought it in good faith from someone who had no right 

to sell it. These are compatible facts and they do not change 

each other.” 

René had come with us and he stood near the door with his 

arms at his sides. “You used me,” he said. His voice was very 

controlled, which I suspected was costing him more than any other 

tone would have. “Without asking. Without telling me what I was 

doing or giving me the choice of whether to do it.” 

She looked at him. It was not the look she had given him at 

the preview evening, which had been a professional instrument. 

This was something more direct: the acknowledgement of one person 

by another that carries weight precisely because it asks for 

nothing in return. 

“Yes,” she said. “I used you. It was wrong of me in method 

and right of me in purpose, and I have spent enough of my life in 

that position to have stopped pretending the wrongness disappears 

because of the rightness.” 

René looked at her for a long moment. Then he said: “I want 

to understand what happened to me.” 

She considered this with a seriousness I had not expected. 

“A specific compound in the tea, combined with a guided 
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relaxation technique and a prepared suggestion. It works on 

approximately one person in three. After twelve hours there is no 

trace of the compound. You carried out a simple task and returned 

to your bed and woke with a fragmented memory that is consistent 

with a number of ordinary explanations.” She held his gaze. “You 

were not harmed. I was precise about that.” 

“You were precise,” René said, “about what you needed.” 

She did not argue with this, because it was true. 

Darling had been looking at the ivory Buddha throughout this 

exchange. “The seal is inside it,” he said. 

She picked it up with the care of someone handling a 

beautiful object and held it for a moment, and then she pressed a 

point at the base and a section turned and came free. She 

inverted the figure and the jade imperial seal dropped into her 

palm. 

Even in those circumstances, in that room, under the 

pressure of everything that had led to that moment, the object 

had the quality that very good things have of briefly reordering 

the room around them. The carved dragon caught the grey November 

light from the window. The flat vermillion surface, darkened with 

age, had the particular gravity of something that has been 

significant for a very long time. 

Mr. Chen Wei rose from his chair. 

She held the seal and looked at him and he looked at the 

seal and the room held a silence of the kind I have learned to 

stay very still inside. 

She placed it in his hands. 
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He held it with both hands, with the focused, complete 

attention of someone receiving something they have been looking 

for across a great deal of time. He did not speak for a moment. I 

watched his face carefully during that moment. It did not do what 

faces usually do when people receive things they have wanted for 

a long time—it did not soften or open or produce any obvious 

relief. It simply became more still, with the specific quality of 

stillness that belongs to someone who has arrived at a place they 

have been walking towards for many years and has not yet quite 

understood that they have stopped walking. Then he said, quietly 

and in Mandarin, something I did not understand but that had, 

unmistakably, the quality of a formal declaration rather than a 

personal one: an acknowledgement of receipt and transfer, the 

kind of language that objects of significance have always 

required to pass properly from one keeping to another. 

Then he looked at her and said in English: “The Foundation 

is grateful.” 

“The Foundation paid me,” she said. “Gratitude is optional.” 

He inclined his head and went out. 

Darling had not moved from the centre of the room. “The 

Colonel may choose to pursue a charge,” he said. “The provenance 

of the seal makes that difficult for him, but it’s his right.” 

“I know,” she said. 

“What you did to René is separately actionable.” 

“I know that as well.” She looked at Darling with the amber 

eyes in the flat November light, and I thought: she does not need 

to dominate a room. She simply needs to be in it. “Mr. Darling. I 
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have been doing this work, in various forms, for twelve years. I 

have returned eleven objects to institutions or communities that 

had superior claim to them, using methods that the law would 

prefer I had not used. In none of the eleven cases was I able to 

find a legal path to the same result. I am not asking you to 

approve of this. I am explaining it.” 

Darling looked at her for a moment with the expression I 

have come to think of as his professional neutral: the face of a 

man registering a fact without committing to a position on the 

fact, which is a harder thing to maintain than it looks. Then he 

put on his hat and walked out. He did not look at the ivory 

Buddha. He did not look at the space on the table where the seal 

had been. He walked out as he had walked in: with the composure 

of a man who has decided what he thinks and has left the deciding 

room. 

I followed, because that is what I do. René came last, 

without speaking, and the three of us stood on the mews 

cobblestones in the cold. 

René walked away without a word. Darling watched him go. 

“Is she right?” I asked. “About the seal. About the method.” 

Darling stood with his hands in his pockets, looking at the 

end of the mews where René had turned the corner. “She is right 

about the seal,” he said. “She is right that the legal processes 

failed. She is right that the result is the correct one.” He 

paused. “She is not right that the wrongness of the method is 

cancelled by the rightness of the end. And she knows this, 

because she said so, unprompted, in the first three minutes of 
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our conversation.” He began to walk. “I find that considerably 

harder to argue with than a simple wrong.” 

We walked for a while in the grey November afternoon. 

“Will you report it?” he asked. 

“Not today,” I said. “Not this year.” 

He nodded, as though this were a reasonable answer, which I 

suppose it was. 

I went home and sat at my desk for a long time with my 

laptop open and the cursor blinking in the empty document. 

I thought about Mr. Chen Wei’s hands receiving the jade seal 

in that room in a Mayfair mews, and what he would do with it 

next, and the distance it would travel before it reached where it 

was going. I thought about Colonel Sherborne and the open safe, 

and René standing on the cobblestones, and Darling walking 

through the November city with the particular composure of a man 

who has decided what he thinks about something and recognises 

that thinking it does not resolve it. 

Then I thought about the ten months that had preceded this 

evening, and the cases that had accumulated over that time like 

sediment, and what they added up to. 

I had started the podcast research with a specific 

intention: to document the criminal operations that use London’s 

particular geography—its port history, its layered communities, 

its capacity to conceal—as both cover and infrastructure. I had 

found that, and it was there in the recorded episodes and the 

notes and the briefings and the formal statements. But underneath 

it, and in some ways more difficult to manage, I had found 
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something else: a series of cases in which the line between the 

criminal and the correct was not a line at all but a zone, and in 

which the people I had come to know—Haldane, who had blown his 

whistle and gone back inside; Darling, who had given Ma Renzi 

forty-eight hours and then picked up the telephone; Leyla, who 

had kept the envelope; Whitlock in Singapore, returning a severed 

hand to its owner without asking what the owner intended—were all 

living and working in that zone, and had made their various 

peaces with it. 

Arthur Huang scattering jade across his daughter’s body in a 

Limehouse warehouse. Haldane’s son walking home from school into 

something his father’s work had created. The amber carving in its 

drawer and the rose beside it. The Guanyin in her museum gallery 

with her expression of patient engagement with suffering. Ryan 

Pryor’s service records and the birthmark on his shoulder and the 

people who had known specifically what to remove. A white hat 

smashed on a pavement in Shepherd Market. A glass cylinder on a 

shelf in Pennyfields. A casket in my wardrobe that I had not 

opened again. 

I thought about Carradine, standing against the railings 

outside the auction house with his collar up, thinner than he 

should have been. He had spent some considerable part of himself 

following a woman from city to city, documenting what she had 

done and not being able to do anything with the documentation 

except give it to someone who might. I thought about what that 

costs, and about the specific kind of person who continues doing 
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something they know to be necessary and knows also that the 

necessity does not make it sustainable, and who continues anyway. 

Each of these things was complete in itself and each was 

also part of something larger, and I had not, in ten months of 

looking, found a name for the larger thing that satisfied me. The 

hidden city was the nearest I could manage: the city underneath 

the city, the one that operates by different rules and is visible 

only to those who have reason to look and the tolerance to keep 

looking when what they find is not what they expected. 

It ran on a different currency from the city above it. Not 

money, though money was always somewhere in it. The specific 

currency of knowledge and proximity and the willingness to be 

present in places that most people are not willing to be present 

in, for reasons that are not always reducible to courage or 

professional commitment or the simple fact that someone has to. 

Justice, I had learned, did not live there—not reliably, not 

in the form I had been trained by the conventions of my 

profession to expect. What lived there was something more 

provisional: a series of decisions made by people in imperfect 

circumstances, some of which turned out to be right and some of 

which turned out to be wrong and many of which turned out to be 

both at the same time, in proportions that shifted depending on 

where you were standing and how long afterward you were judging. 

This was, I recognised, either a profound conclusion or a 

very easy one, and I genuinely could not determine which. 

I closed the laptop. 
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The amber carving was in its drawer and the rose was beside 

it. The casket was in the wardrobe. The jade seal was on its way 

to Beijing, or would be, as soon as Mr. Chen Wei completed 

whatever formalities were required to take it through customs at 

Heathrow, which would be interesting to watch. 

Outside my window, London was doing what London does in 

November: producing a darkness composed equally of the absence of 

light and the presence of everything that happens inside it. I 

had a podcast to record, a piece to file, and a file of 

unbrodcastable material that was—I reflected, not for the first 

time—getting heavier. 

I opened the laptop again. 

I began, for the first time in ten months, to write about 

something other than crime. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


