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“Keep your fears to yourself, but share your courage with others.”
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– Robert Louis Stevenson
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Glossary
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Selkie—sea creature from Celtic folklore that takes the form of a seal in water but can take human form on land.
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Hawaiian words

Kahuna—wise person, sorcerer.
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Cantonese words

Feng shui—traditional Chinese art where the placement of objects enhances the natural yin/yang balance.

Gweilo—foreigner. 

Jiaobei—also called moon blocks. Wooden divination tools thrown in pairs to answer a yes/no question.

Kau chim—Chinese fortune telling practice using numbered bamboo sticks to seek answers from ancient oracle texts.

Po po—grandmother.
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Prologue
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We can’t stop touching each other, and the stewardesses giggle behind their hands. They must have seen amorous passengers before. But not in our age-group. Not in first class.

Alister murmurs in my ear, “I keep pinching myself that you’re sharing this with me, Selkie. My life. My quest. You’ve brought me more than love, you know that. You’ve brought me ... hope. Because if I can find you, I can find ... him.”

He’s talking about his long-lost son. Thirty years ago, baby Deshi was kidnapped by his Chinese grandparents, and Alister has been looking for him ever since. Now two separate leads have suggested that the elderly couple are living in Hong Kong. They’re the only ones who know where Deshi is. And after years of searching alone, Alister has asked me to join him. 

I snuggle into his neck. “I just hope I can help.”

“Keep loving me.”

“That’s easy. Set me a test and I’ll pass it with flying colours.” 

He dozes off and I cast my eyes over the plan we’ve made. His private investigator supplied a few clues before suddenly dropping the case. We’ll navigate through them, and with the help of my psychic twinges, see if they lead us to Deshi’s grandparents. It’s how I solved a century-old murder in Ireland last year, but this time the stakes are higher. 

To calm my nerves, I flip through the in-flight magazine. A previous traveller has scribbled comments here and there. Next to an ad for a gold watch he’s written: Sir buy knock-off Rolex?

I smile. The words bring back all the sights and smells of my first trip to Hong Kong and the pushy street vendors. That trip was with my ex-husband. I gaze at Alister, his face unlined in sleep, and a muddle of emotions swells my chest: love, excitement. And tension. 

What if we luck out on finding Deshi? 

After flipping to an article on the English art of tea making, I pour the same beverage from a tiny bone-china teapot into my matching cup. The blue and white willow pattern is exquisite. First class has comforts I could get used to.

Cute little stewardess read my tea leaves, says another scrawled comment. Said I’d have many lovers. Asked for her phone number ...

“I read your tea leaves, madam?” The stewardess smiles in encouragement. “It’s a company tradition. We combine British custom with Chinese horoscope.” She indicates the horoscope booklet under her arm. “It’s unique.”

Fascinated, I take one last sip before passing her my cup. Her eyes drop and she gasps.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

As she shows me the arrangement of tea leaves, she can barely get her words out. “It looks like ... n-number ... four.” 

“Four is bad?”

Her smile has gone. “In Cantonese and Mandarin, 'four’ sounds like another word. The horoscope won’t help.” 

She hesitates, but reading the tea leaves is a company tradition. I swallow hard.

“Death.”
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Chapter 1
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It catches my attention. 

A scream. 

The night market in Kowloon is a mass of movement and noise, so the scream of one child is not remarkable. Or shouldn’t be. But this child’s cry punctuates the buzz like an exclamation mark. Just for a moment, everything stops. Even the cry. Then another scream follows. The keening of a woman.

As I turn, a woman in a yellow blouse starts running, her arms outstretched, towards two dark figures zigzagging away through the throng. She wails something in Cantonese and her words need no translation. One of the men holds a crumpled form to his chest, not for protection but for speed. 

“They’ve taken my baby!” Every sense tells me that’s what she’s screaming, but I seem to be the only one who’s heard her. Then I start running too, past stalls lit by glaring fluorescent bulbs that dangle from wires strung across the lane like bunting, my eyes on the woman’s bobbing yellow blouse as I collide with shoppers who curse when I push past them.

The woman’s pace is slowing as if she’s out of breath. The market ends in a busy road, where the jostling of cars mimics the human traffic. The thought stops me as I reach the curb. The men have disappeared but the woman has dodged between the vehicles and is stumbling up the pavement on the other side. That phrase. I’ve heard it but never really thought about it till now—human traffic. 

By the time Alister appears beside me, the city has swallowed the incident and I’m staring into space.

“Thank God, Selkie.” He wraps his arms around me. “I thought I’d lost you. One minute you were there; then you weren’t. I ... panicked.” 

“I’m so sorry. They kidnapped her baby. She chased them, and I chased her, but they’re gone.”

His frown deepens. “Take some deep breaths. Then tell me everything.”

As I recount what I saw and see the anguish on his face, I try to find another explanation. “Maybe it’s a custody battle. The running man might be a father taking his son.” I’m sure it was a boy. 

Then why two men? The child wasn’t going to resist. Unless it was to deal with the woman. I imagine her catching up to them, oblivious to the danger, thinking only of her child.

“Some sixth sense made you pay attention.” His pain is palpable. The incident must be triggering every emotion he’s tried to keep in check since we left Hawaii.

“I didn’t see the snatch, only a woman chasing two men with a baby.” 

“You still need to report it,” Alister sighs.

We’re standing on the pavement like rocks in a fast-flowing stream. It’s after nine at night, but this is a city that never sleeps. We only arrived this morning. We planned to eat at the market, stall-hopping to satisfy my appetite for street food. But now I just want a family restaurant—preferably upstairs and in a back street—with great home cooking and zero chance of witnessing a crime.

Alister cranes his neck and spots a policeman on the next corner. Grabbing my hand, he pushes us towards him. My expectations crumble when I see how young he is, a junior constable on street patrol. Alister speaks to him in Cantonese and a short conversation follows.

“Would you recognise the men?” Alister asks me.

I shake my head. “They were bulky, thug-like. They had their heads down. Chinese.” This is Hong Kong. Most people around us are Chinese.

“A tattoo would be too much to hope for,” he says.

I recall the woman. She was Chinese too. I tell Alister about her blouse.

The constable listens, his face blank. If I was expecting him to make chase, it’s not happening. I suspect he doesn’t know what to do.

“Was there anything memorable beyond her clothing?” Alister asks.

I say that she was short and a little plump, with straight black hair. “There was something else.” I try to remember. “I can’t think what.” 

Another glance at Alister’s frown reminds me that he was hoping to contact the police on his own terms. They closed the case on Deshi years ago. Will they help us find a thirty-year-old who might not want to be found? 

Even though Alister wanted me with him, I’m starting to wish I’d stayed in Honolulu. Trouble has always been my middle name. Now I’m stirring it up again.

The constable mumbles something and Alister hails a cab. When he asks for the station headquarters on Hong Kong Island, the cab driver blinks, looking as if he might refuse the fare. When he nods, we jump in.

“Not all Kowloon taxis will cross the harbour,” Alister explains. “Some of the island taxis stay on their side too.”

“Isn’t there a closer police station?” It’s a long way from the site of the snatch.

“He said we want the Crime Squad. In Central District. On the island.”

When I take his hand, I find he’s made a fist. At my touch his hand relaxes a little.

“I’m so sorry,” I murmur.

“You can’t help what you saw. And you’re a hero for trying to follow them. It’s not a coincidence, Selkie. Our first night here and this happens. Is it a good sign or a bad sign?”

I press myself against his chest and he kisses the top of my head. Good or bad, it’s a sign. And wherever it leads, we’re in it together.

A tunnel takes us under the harbour, then the busy road hugs the foreshore opposite Kowloon all the way to Central. The cab pulls up outside an imposing complex of low and high-rise buildings.

Inside, another fresh-faced officer takes notes and asks us to wait. After thirty minutes of watching complainants in various body shapes and garbs jabber out their concerns in incomprehensible tones, we’re ushered down a corridor and into an office. 

The man behind the counter is an expat close to retirement age. His lined face beneath a receding hairline is tired but reassuring. In a British accent, he introduces himself as Superintendent David Butler, head of the Crime Squad. 

“Thank you for seeing us,” I say. 

“We take every child abduction seriously. Tell me where you were and what you saw.”

He listens without interruption, only dropping his eyes once or twice to make a note on his tablet.

“The night market in Temple Street?”

I don’t know the name. “Parallel to Nathan Road. Near the Novotel.” 

He nods. “Is that where you’re staying?”

Alister says, “We’re in a friend’s apartment here on the island.” He gives Butler the address. 

“Ocean View Apartments? Nice.” His tone implies expensive. He turns his attention back to me. “Nothing you saw identifies this woman or the child-snatchers.”

I know he’s right. “Why did they take the baby?” I ask. “Where could he end up?”

“If he’s lucky, an adoption to the US. There are legitimate adoptions that start with child abductions. We don’t get many in Hong Kong, but it’s a lucrative market that requires a steady supply of so-called orphans.”

I’m shocked. “And if he’s ... unlucky?”

“Not all babies are suitable. They may find new parents here, especially boys. If not, they ... disappear. Possibly sold into slavery.”

Feeling sick, I look across at Alister. His face has gone green. Butler notices.

“Are you all right, Mr Sloane?” He realises that Alister can’t speak. “Toilets are along the corridor, on the left.” Once Alister rushes from the room, the superintendent asks, “What’s your interest in abductions and adoptions, Miss Moon? Beyond the fate of this child? Something personal, by the looks of it.” 

He’s not accusing me of anything, but we could be a desperate couple wanting a baby ourselves. I could be spinning a vague story in the hope of getting inside information on local adoption scams. 

“Alister will tell you what happened.” I hope he’s OK. “It was a long time ago—and the case was never solved. This abduction has triggered buried emotions.”

“So it seems. And if it’s at all related to child trafficking, I’d like to know the story.” He looks at his watch. “I’ll be finished here at ten and your friend looks like he’s going to need a stiff drink.” He scribbles an address on his notepad and hands it to me. “Meet me there in twenty minutes. Better if we’re not seen leaving together. It’s not far but take a taxi.”
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The cool air brings some colour back to Alister’s face.

As he hails a cab, I ask, “Did you come across Butler the last time you were looking for Deshi? He looks old enough to have been around since then.” 

“No. And there were so few clues, they didn’t take long to lose interest.”

“A fresh approach could help us.” I take his arm. “And even though it’s late, instead of going home, Butler wants to hear your story.”

Alister’s mouth is a tight line. I know that his past experiences with the Hong Kong Police have made him wary, and thirty years of dead-ends have crushed his hopes that they can help. One of my jobs is to rekindle his optimism and generate new paths to follow. Tonight’s abduction is so confronting that it feels like a negative start, but what if it’s the opposite? 

The cry of that baby is haunting me. I’m sensing that he’s alive and crying for his mother. It mirrors my very strong sense that Deshi is still alive too.

The cab drops us off on a narrow street lined with bars, a block back from the harbour front. Sporting a British flag over the door, Churchill’s is easy to spot. Inside, the heavily timbered bar with a neon glow is populated by a range of nationalities but few Chinese. I’m guessing that's why Butler suggested it, or it’s simply his preferred drinking hole. 

Alister is quiet and declines a drink. I head to the bar and order some food—nothing as authentic as the street food we never got to eat, but calamari and chips will do. 

Butler arrives. He’s changed into a casual shirt and sports jacket but his expression is a little too grim to pass for a tourist. 

He orders a beer then pulls a stool up to our table, getting straight to the point. “There’s enough noise here to keep your story private, Mr Sloane.”

Alister nods and tells the story he’s told many times. “My wife was Chinese and we were living in San Francisco. Her parents never liked me but after Fleur and I had a baby, they doted on him. When Deshi was only ten months old, Fleur was killed in a campus shooting. Her parents helped me look after him, until one day they were gone, taking my son with them. I’ve been looking for him ever since.”

“How long?”

“Thirty years.”

Butler exhales loudly. “That’s tough.”

Alister shows him a photo of Deshi with his mother and grandparents, then the lock of baby hair he carries in his wallet.

“He doesn’t look very Chinese,” Butler says, “but that doesn’t mean he’d be easy to spot. Not in a melting pot like this. Maybe he’d stand out in China—if you knew where to look.” He hands back the keepsakes. “And the night you arrive here, your girlfriend witnesses an abduction. That’s enough to turn anyone green.” He takes a slug of beer. “I’m guessing you tried the police here already. Before the handover?”

Alister’s nod is stiff. “They weren’t very interested. Too much serious crime and nothing much to go on anyway. For the last fifteen years, I’ve had a team of private investigators on the case. Ads in the papers in San Francisco, here and China. Online. A reward.”

“And a lot of tyre kickers hoping to meet their long-lost daddy. You’re using DNA?” 

“First we use a birthmark, but it could have faded. DNA’s sorted the frauds. It’s been all frauds until a few months ago. Deshi’s cousin came forward. Su Yin. She’s in San Francisco with the rest of Fleur’s extended family. I got my hopes up, but she doesn’t know where he is.”

“So why return to Hong Kong now?”

“Are you offering to re-open the case?”

“It’s why I wanted your story,” Butler says, “but after thirty years, it’s not really possible. Your son’s an adult. But I’ve been here for a long time so ask me anything.”

Alister hunches his shoulders. “After a lead that they were living in one of the new satellite suburbs, my private eye suddenly disappeared. I wondered if he’d found them—and got paid off to forget it. I’ve quizzed Su Yin, and she’s dropped a few casual questions at home.”

“They don’t know she’s talking to you?”

“No. I was never welcomed by the family. She’s had to be discreet. Her mother is Fleur’s cousin, so Deshi’s grandmother and Su Yin’s grandmother are sisters. It’s as close as I’ve ever come to Fleur’s parents, and Su Yin says they’ve lived in Hong Kong for years. They occasionally fly over to the States for family get-togethers, but never with Deshi. I suspect  they changed his identity while he was still a baby—gave him a new Chinese name and applied for a Hong Kong passport.”

“An easy way to make him disappear,” Butler says.

“But Su Yin has never heard mention of anyone who could be Deshi. She only answered my ad because of the family name—and the reward.”

“You’re sure about her? She isn’t just after the money?”

“The DNA’s a match. She even looks like Fleur.” 

Alister holds my gaze for a long moment. I know that Su Yin gave him a pang when they first met. Her resemblance to Fleur took him back to that fateful morning when he kissed his wife goodbye and never saw her again. But Fleur has been dead for thirty years, and Alister has committed himself to me in heart and body. I have nothing to fear from Fleur’s memory or from Su Yin. His eyes brim and I squeeze his hand.

“So now you’re going to roll up to your former parents-in-law and ask them for Deshi’s address? Why would they tell you anything? You said yourself, he’s probably got a new identity.”

“And he won’t know who I am,” Alister says. “I’m more than likely the father who’s never been mentioned. No, I won’t be confronting them, not until I have some leverage. And I don’t mean violence—not my style. But I have to find them first.”

The heart of our quest: finding Deshi’s grandparents. In a metropolis the size of Hong Kong. 

Butler starts patting his pockets then stops, as if he’s looking for cigarettes and remembers he’s given up. He takes another slurp of beer.

“You’ll need to wring all you can out of the Red Cross and other tracing services,” he says.

“Done that. Wong is a common name.”

Butler nods. “You’re going to need an edge to find them.”

Alister doesn’t respond. He’s so engrossed in his private tragedy that he misses the hint.

“What edge?” I ask.

Butler tilts his head as if to puff out smoke. The action is so automatic, I’m guessing he gave up the habit recently. 

He drops his voice. “When I’ve finished my beer, I’ll leave her card on the table. But don’t mention my name to anyone except her. I’ll deny it anyway.”

“Her?”

“She’s a banker, but I’ve used her other skills a handful of times. Unofficially. We met on another abduction case and she impressed me so much that I started seeking her help whenever a child’s involved. She’s got a ... gift.”

A psychic. He’s sending us to a clairvoyant. In Honolulu, a kahuna named Coral has helped me more than once. She lives in a bus shelter and barks out one-word predictions so I was sceptical at first. But she’s been so spot-on that I trust her now. Is Butler’s contact Coral’s local equivalent?

“Do we use the name on her card?” I ask.

“Call her Miss Tigerlily. Then she’ll know I’ve sent you.”
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Chapter 2
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The cab weaves its way around Hong Kong Island, gradually snaking up ever-narrowing roads that cling to the mountainside behind low stone walls. On our right, we catch glimpses through the trees of a dark expanse of ocean, dotted with the lights of passing ships. 

When we arrive at our address, we step out into a stiff wind straight off the sea and hurry to swipe ourselves through the security door. Only a few degrees cooler than Honolulu in March, Hong Kong is surprisingly chilly.

Alister actually owns an apartment in this building, but when he gave up on finding Deshi’s grandparents here last year, he rented it out. We’re using his neighbour’s one-bedroom bachelor pad instead. Rents in Hong Kong, some of the highest in the world, are calculated by the square foot, so it’s not surprising that fly-in fly-out executives go for small spaces. Everyone seems to socialise in bars or on the street anyway. Apartments, even the luxurious ones, are for crashing.

We enter the lift and ascend in silence. Even though he didn’t witness it, the abduction has taken a bigger toll on Alister than it has on me. His body has visibly wilted and his optimism from the plane has evaporated, leaving a shell. I take his arm and decide not to bring up the subject of consulting Miss Tigerlily. Not tonight. It’s late and the jet lag is catching up with us, but I’m curious about whether he used a clairvoyant in the past. He knows that Coral, the kahuna, is accurate and he’s open to the psychic world, but he’s never mentioned seeking that kind of help to search for Deshi.

Our temporary home is on the same floor as Alister’s apartment. As we step out of the elevator, his tenant is emerging from his own front door. Klaus Hofmeier is a German expat, an executive of some kind, and he’s shorter and balder than his name suggests. Alister grunts a greeting but Klaus only has eyes for me. His stare burns through my sweater like a blow torch.

“Nice. Let’s party some time.” He winks as he steps into our lift. “I handpick my housemaids, know what I mean?”

His final leer makes my flesh crawl.

Once he’s gone, Alister says, “Sorry about him, Selkie. He had good references, but it seems he uses his posting here to exploit the locals. Morals like his give expats a bad name. Let’s hope we don’t bump into him again.”

After the night’s events, it’s a comfort to close the door on the world and fall asleep in Alister’s arms.

*
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Something wakes me in the early hours. 

I look around wondering what it was. Probably just the jetlag, but I’m suddenly aware of Alister beside me. In the dark, I feel his effect on me more intensely—the power of his presence, even in sleep. It’s a sensation that’s new to me, a connection that goes beyond the physical. I listen to his breath for several minutes, savouring the sound like music.

We stumbled upon each other by chance early last year, after he attended my business seminar and offered to represent me. The instant chemistry caught us both by surprise. I’d only just escaped from my controlling husband in Sydney, followed by another bad choice of lover, so at first I ran a mile from Alister Sloane. But, after many years searching for the right woman, he was sure about me from the start. 

“Do you know about the lunar matchmaker, Selkie?” he asked over lunch one day. “He ties an invisible red cord to the little fingers of two people who are destined to be lovers. No matter where we are in time and space, we’re joined by that cord. It will stretch, even get tangled,”—he laughed at how much I tied him in knots—“but never break.”

The folk tale suits us perfectly and now that we’re finally together, I sense our connection even when he’s asleep. Snuggling into his naked body, I drift off too.

*
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It’s late morning when we wake and we linger over the pleasures of our bachelor pad—a very private king-sized bed. This is our first time away as a couple and we’re still getting to know each other, so our lovemaking is at the romp stage: fresh and fun. 

This is different from his Honolulu penthouse. With his live-in staff, it always feels like his space, not mine. I keep finding reasons to continue sharing a humble flat in Waikiki with my hula-dancing flatmate. My best friend, Derek Delaney, insists that my reluctance to settle down is putting too much pressure on the fledgling relationship, but even though I’m crazy about Alister, do I want to get married again and possibly spoil what we’ve got? 

All these decisions are on hold for now. Here we can share a space that’s totally neutral.

“If it wasn’t for our quest,” Alister murmurs, the search for Deshi never far from his mind, “I’d be tempted to stay here all day. Give our red cord a proper workout.”

I roll onto him and whisper, “Another time, Haiku. I won’t forget.”

The nickname popped up the way nicknames do. Alister is an unusual name in the US, so a close friend calls him Stair, and sometimes Stairway. The Stairway to Heaven is a forbidden hiking trail on Oahu, also known as the Haiku Stairs. Once during our lovemaking, I called him my stairway to heaven. That turned into Haiku. The name stuck.

Hunger calls. Since I’m the one who’s starving, I offer to search the tiny kitchen for whatever I can find. Alister probably knows where we can buy supplies nearby, but he’s jumped into the shower. 

I gaze out the window through the March haze. Perched on the mountainside, this building feels like it’s on the edge of the world. 

As I look for anything edible, I wonder about the day ahead. When Su Yin called out of the blue to confirm that Deshi’s grandparents are living somewhere in Hong Kong, Alister made the arrangements quickly. He wanted me along and, with my next seminar not for another month, I left Derek in charge of registrations and jumped on the plane too. 

Last night’s abduction is our first lead. 

With that thought, a shadow darkens my morning. It descends like nothing I’ve ever felt before, wrapping itself around my neck. I struggle to breathe and collapse on a stool, enveloped in an invisible bubble of terror. As my chest heaves, I force my eyes to close. It’s visceral. Menacing. Old. Lurking on the fringes—trying to get in. 

Into my head? 

Through this suffocating fog, thoughts of last night surface. Everything starts with Deshi’s abduction. And last night—our first night here—we were treated to another abduction. It’s not a coincidence. 

How does it relate to this shadow?

But from the shower, Alister has started singing. His voice fills the apartment with joy, instantly dispelling the threat. After our lovemaking, he’s back from the dark places of last night, and my presence here is responsible for that.

Pushing my unease aside for now, I busy myself with finding eggs that even I can cook, coconut water and a mango. A chunk of what looks like sourdough is a little stale, but I slice it and toast it before lathering it with butter. I also find an automatic coffee machine.

When Alister emerges in a terry robe that matches mine, I’m standing beside a platter on the island counter, my chest puffed out like a cooking student at a bake-off. 

“Agile in the bedroom and the kitchen.” He bends over and kisses me. “I’m a lucky man.”

As we tuck in, he notices the business card from Superintendent Butler lying where I left it on the counter. “What’s her real name?”

I reach for the card. “Lee Mei Yee, Vice President, Jadeite Financial Group.”

“Why does a banker make psychic predictions for the police?”

I’ve already wondered about that. “As a community service? Butler said she’s gifted—and he obviously admires her—so she must have other qualities, like integrity. Maybe she got wealthy by predicting the market and this is her way of giving something back. Or she lost her own child and it’s her mission to save other kids.”

He takes the card and turns it over, but the other side is blank. “So we ring her direct line and ask for Miss Tigerlily?”

“Do you know another way to contact a clairvoyant?” I laugh at my joke. He doesn’t.

“I used one once.” His expression is grim. “She wasn’t giving anything back. She was taking money from desperate people. In spite of what Butler says about this woman, I’m not sure I can do it again.”

It’s the first time he’s told me about this and the betrayal he suffered ignites my anger. “You don’t have to do it again. I’ll do it.”

“See Miss Tigerlily in my place? It’s a wonderful offer, Selkie, but you’re not the real client. Can a clairvoyant do a reading—a reading that’s worth anything—through an intermediary?”

I haven’t thought this through. “I could take something of yours to her. Coral reads personal objects—and photos. Or ... what if I check her out for you? Make sure she’s legit.”

“How will you do that?”

“Ask her to do a reading on me. See if she gets things right.”

But Alister is frowning again. “She’s a Chinese banker so she’s shrewd at reading people. Fake psychics are good at that too. They read your clothes, how you talk, your body language, then they throw out teasers and get all their information from you, but make it look like foresight. You might be ... out of your depth.”

Like he was with the psychic who conned him?

“Yeah. I might be. A banker who could be psychic scares the hell out of me. But if there’s any chance she’s what Butler said—our edge in the search for Deshi—then we can’t pass up the chance. So ... I need an edge too.”

Alister loses his frown, then laughs. “You’ve got an idea! Of course you have.”

I pick up my phone and start googling. When I’ve found what I want, I show it to him. He laughs again, then hugs me. 

Before we set off, I call police headquarters and ask for Superintendent Butler. He’s not happy to hear from me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says in response to my request.

“OK. That’s what you said you’d say, but I need one more favour. Please.”

“Make it quick.” Alister’s story must have touched him. It’s what I hoped. 

“I need you to call her and make the appointment.”

“What’s wrong with your own phone?”

“It’s complicated. Just ask her for a time, later today or tomorrow. Tell her to expect a woman called Elkie. It’s my nickname. A bit like hers.”

“Then what?”

“I’ll call you back in a few minutes and you can tell me when and where.”

He grunts and I hang up, but when I call back it’s done. Miss Tigerlily will see Elkie at midday today.
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The cab drops us in the Central District, near the ferries that carry thousands of people back and forth each day across Victoria Harbour to Kowloon. The place I found on the internet is just a stroll from here. 

We leave the bustle of traffic, the gleaming high-rises and glitzy shops, and dive into a maze of alleyways, the underbelly of old Hong Kong. It’s another world, with narrow buildings, both decrepit and spotless, crammed together as if to save space. Multiple levels of apartments teeter above us, their ancient air-conditioners and poles of washing projecting from every window. At pedestrian-level, each door opens off the laneway into a tiny shop. 

We make our way on foot past an enormous tree emerging from the pavement. Amidst the dilapidated awnings, washing poles and aerials, it’s the only thing bearing foliage. Beneath it, an old man in baggy pants and a sweatshirt sits on a concrete wall and smokes. 

The shop I’m looking for has a flat facade painted orange. Huge funky letters spell the name in English: Empo Retro.

Alister takes my hand and we descend the few steps to the entrance, where we stop, look at each other as if for courage, then giggle like teenagers. We’ve found a moment of fun in our quest for Deshi, and I’m glad I’m here. 

Pushing open the door, we arrive in an Aladdin’s cave. The interior is bigger than it looks from the outside, the space divided by aisles with clothing racks on two levels. Luckily there aren’t many customers and we move past tuxedos and men’s jeans through to the women’s section at the rear of the store.

“Should I go for a completely different look? Or confuse her psychic flow with odd things that don’t match?”

“I don’t think it matters, Selkie. As long as what you’re wearing has belonged to anyone but you.”

Running my fingers along the racks of retro rags, I hope something will jump out. Designer labels from the fifties, judging by the styles, have price tags that make me blanch. I’m drawn to the club-hopping gear, but Alister vetoes the tiny skirts and skimpy tops, reminding me how cool it is outside. At last, I pounce on a long-sleeved mod-style cocktail dress from the sixties, with big black and pink checks and a boat-style neckline. I have fun teaming it with a matching Carnaby Street peaked cap and hot pink boots.

Alister casts an approving eye over me. “Now your hair. It says too much about you.”

My spiky cut and silver streaks are a symbolic link to my aquatic namesakes: seals. Before we left Honolulu, my hairdresser gave me an extra-perky trim.

Alister asks the shop assistant about wigs. She rummages in a box and finds a shaggy blonde one. Almost there.

“Give me all your jewellery,” he says. “If she’s any good at cold reading, she’ll glean a lot from it.” 

I take off the necklace from my Irish great-grandmother and the blown-glass locket that hangs beside it. The heart-shaped locket was made for me by Fabienne, my French artist friend, and contains a fingerprint from both Alister and me. I hand them over for safekeeping, before taking off the silver bangle that Alister found for me in a French brocante market. I ditched my wedding ring over a year ago so my fingers are bare.

As we step outside into a low haze, my body starts to tingle. Excitement mixed with total panic. Alister will follow me as far as Miss Tigerlily’s building, where a receptionist will usher me to a meeting room.

“Turn off your phone, just in case she picks up something from it. And remember not to speak.” We’ve decided my voice would give too much away. “Not a word.” 

In this getup, I feel anything but myself, so that part of the plan is working. But I’m worried that when I sashay down the street, every eye will be outing me as a fake. Luckily the lane outside Empo Retro is relatively free of pedestrians. I remember to breathe.

“Let’s separate here,” Alister says. “It’s probably an unnecessary precaution but better not to be seen together as we get closer to her building.” 

“And risk losing sight of me in the crowds?”

Suddenly it’s back. The shadow I felt in the apartment. It’s stronger this time, swirling around my neck with menace. Is it following me? Or Alister? As I gulp for air, I sense how old it is. Chinese? Because surely there’s nothing more ancient than this culture. 

But Alister laughs at my comment, and it’s gone.

Armed with the Nathan Road address in Kowloon, I give him a huge hug. 

“I’ll follow you onto the ferry,” he murmurs. “Remember I’m with you all the way.”
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Chapter 3
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As soon as I hit the main road, it’s clear I needn’t have worried about drawing looks. Pink and black check frocks with hot pink boots are unremarkable in the melee of garments and styles. If anything, they make me blend in. 

I forget about the shadow and relax. I can do this. Crossing to the ritzy shopping arcade, I make my way along marble floors towards the bus terminal and the Star Ferry wharf beyond. 

With my phobia of the sea, ferries are not my preferred form of transport, and the waves are choppy from the breeze. I remind myself that even though I can’t see him, Alister is connected to me by the red cord. And it’s only a few minutes to Kowloon. Keeping my eyes above the white caps, I take in the view. Barges and pilot boats cross paths, along with one traditional Chinese junk bobbing beneath a sail. A tourist cruise, I suppose. On both sides, competing skyscrapers crowd the tiny foreshores, reminding me of Honolulu.

The wig is making my head sweat and the boots are a little too big for comfort, but otherwise the outfit is the easy part. The real challenge will be facing Miss Tigerlily without uttering a word. What will she do? Kick me out as a time-waster? Or guess what I’m up to, then kick me out?

For the first time, I think about my strategy beyond the recycled clothes. If I’m going to help Alister, I need evidence that she’s a woman of integrity, a real clairvoyant and not just a reader of body language. If she guesses what I’m up to, she’ll have passed the first test. But I’ll only know that she’s caught on if she tells me. Then not kicking me out will be the second test. Except that might just mean she likes a challenge—and that’s already established. She’s a businesswoman, after all. 

And the third test? This is the big one for us. She’ll have to come up with a reading about me that could only come from a psychic. All I have to do is stay mute and keep my nerve. The rest will be up to her.

The wharf on the Kowloon side spills the passengers onto a paved area that leads to another high-rise shopping mall. I head up Nathan Road instead. As the flow of pedestrians channels me under awnings of bamboo scaffolding and past a myriad of shops adorned with paper lanterns, I start enjoying myself. 

Every woman should do this. Dredge out a hidden side of herself and take it on an outing. Or maybe something more personal is at play, because I’m loving the invisibility of tinkering with my identity. I remember all the years I spent not being me—when my step-mother and my ex renamed me Elkie—until I reclaimed my birth name and moved to Hawaii. Finding fun in being someone else for a while confirms how comfortable I’ve become in my own skin. The selkie metaphor makes me smile. 

As I near my target, I’ve got time to duck into one of the many perfume stores and choose a fragrance at random. The tester on the counter produces one that’s not my style—way too floral. The shop assistant tries to sell me something else but I decline. I buy a tiny bottle, splash it on my wrists and neck, then toss it into a refuse bin. On the other side of the street, I catch a glimpse of Alister and ignore him.

The Jadeite building is almost opposite a laneway that leads to the night market where the child was taken only last night. With David Butler on the case, I push the memory away and walk between the two marble lions guarding the tiled entrance.

Sweeping across the air-conditioned foyer, I say to the receptionist, “Elkie to see Lee Mei Yee. I have an appointment.”

She consults her screen before directing me to the seventh floor, but first I detour to the restrooms. After a much needed stop in the loo, I scrutinise myself in the basin mirror, wipe the sweat from my forehead and upper lip, and add another layer of eye makeup. Making sure my wig’s in place, I give my cap a jaunty tug and remind myself to keep breathing. As I take the elevator up, I wonder where Alister has stationed himself.

The meeting room is empty, so I gaze out between the buildings at the glimpse of Hong Kong Island peeping out of the haze. Then I hear the door close behind me and turn to see an older woman looking across the room at me. Probably in her fifties, she’s still beautiful and her cream business suit must be silk. A colourful designer scarf, draped over her shoulders like a shawl, adds panache. Around her neck is a single strand of pearls.

She extends her hand and I shake it.

“David Butler said to call you Elkie. Not your real name. But ... a name you hide behind, am I right?”

Bloody hell. But Butler probably told her it’s my nickname.

I open my mouth, remember my vow of silence, and shrug.

She gestures to a chair and we both sit down.

“So, Elkie, I understand the nickname. You want to remain anonymous. Let’s move on.” Her voice is accented but her English is perfect. “David only sends me cases that have hit a wall—or have touched him. What are you dealing with?”

She wants me to tell her the whole story? Alister’s warnings come back. Keeping my gaze steady, I say nothing.

After several seconds she says, “I see. Are you going to say anything at all?”

When I toss my wig in a headshake, she looks at her watch.

“I think I know what’s going on. The nickname. The silence. It can make my work more difficult—and take longer. Did David tell you I don’t charge for this? I trust him, so I’ll trust you. I’ll give you fifteen minutes and see if we can get anywhere. OK? Then I’ll have to put my other cap back on. While you take yours off, am I right?” 

She looks at mine and I blink an acknowledgement.

“This is how I work,” she says. “I say whatever comes into my mind. A stream of consciousness. Did you bring a notebook?” 

Another headshake. She’d see my handwriting.

“Pity.” She pauses. “I’ll let you record it. Nod your agreement not to share it with the press.” 

I bow my head. She waits as I pull out my phone and turn it on, risking that it won’t tell her anything.

“Pay attention,” she says. “Even though it’s recorded, your first reactions are the most important. Some of it may be rubbish. Or all of it. Keep an open mind. If something resonates, don’t cling to it and dismiss what comes from left field. It could be your own preconceptions blocking the truth. Let it all wash over you, but notice anything that triggers a strong emotion, including disbelief.”

She closes her eyes and I’m reminded of Coral in her Honolulu bus shelter. Miss Tigerlily is dropping into the zone. I close my eyes too, doing my best to lose my expectations and empty my mind. Suddenly I’m aware of my disguise. Will vibes from the previous owner muddy her visions and render her insights useless? We were so busy wanting to test her, we didn’t consider that these garments might prevent her from demonstrating her gift.

It’s more than a minute before she begins. Her voice doesn’t change, but as torrents of words bombard me, her accent becomes more pronounced.

“Boots too big. Hair too hot. Scent too cheap. Wait, a shadow! Pink, black, pink, black. Ghost wants to sleep. Can’t. Wants to blame. Can’t. Changes shape. Sly. Dark. Wants to play. Wants to win. Remember your mother. Man waiting. No! Gone. Too much beauty. Skin deep. Save him. Your job. Carrying bygones. Can’t let go. Stones in the belly. Cut it open. Carry a stone to the mountaintop. Not Chinese enough! Baby called Moses. Touched by the gods. Danger! Danger! Danger! Endless circle. Trapped in time. Look in mirror. Go down to the sea. Speak the truth. Watch out for him. For her. Pray. Burn. White Tiger. Something sharp. Know. Who. To. Trust.”

My head is doing cartwheels. Are the words a threat or a warning?

The rapid-fire delivery must have exhausted Miss Tigerlily. She falls back in her chair and inhales deeply, as if she’s just been to a place where the air was thin. I know about thin places from my Irish quest only a few months ago. Places where this world and the next collide. The connection feels important.

I have no idea what she’s given me, but her words were so alarming that I’m glad they’re recorded. I was supposed to pay attention but right now I remember none of it. I realise how naive I’ve been. I thought this would be simple. Dress up, see if she’d tell me the name of my first pet and I’d know if we could trust her. 

Now I’m confused. Out of my depth. Alister was right about that.

Save him. Your job. Does she mean Alister? Is he in danger? From the shadow? All he wants is to find his son. His job. But Deshi’s a man too. Am I to save him?

When Miss Tigerlily opens her eyes again, she’s back. She looks at me, then at her watch. She stands up. 

“I don’t know who you are, Elkie. But whatever you do, stop using this name. Especially as camouflage. It drains your power. But you know that already.”

I start to reply but she puts her finger to her lips. 

“If you speak now, you’ll doubt everything I’ve said—if you got anything useful. I forget the words as soon as they’re out. Your idea to test me was a good one, but there’s something about this disguise that got in the way. The clothes are pointing to something. Not the ghost of the previous owner, she’s long gone. We know about ghosts around here, the ones who can’t move on. This is more complicated. I sense a threat. Be careful.”

As she walks me to the door, she adds, “And stop being a blonde. That spiky black cut with the silver streaks is who you really are.”
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Minutes later, I’m staggering onto the street as if I’ve been slapped. The cool air hits me with another punch. I rip off the wig and look for a bin to dispose of it as words from her barrage return for a fresh onslaught: Danger! Danger! Danger! 

The wig is in my hand along with the pink and black cap. Pink and black. I remember what Miss Tigerlily said about these clothes. After a Google search only a few hours ago, I found the vintage shop and chose this outfit at random. Random. Is anything truly random? For the first time I fear I was attracted to these clothes for a reason. A reason that’s hidden from me, as the outfit itself was supposed to hide me.

I scan the passing crowds for Alister. Where is he? Gone. Danger! Panic drenches me in sweat. Stepping into a doorway, I check my phone. There’s a text message from him and I almost collapse with relief. 

Help is here, Selkie. An amazing surprise. I don’t want to spoil it. Timing with your visit to Miss T is prescient, but we may not need it now. Sorry to abandon you but I know you’ll understand. Meet me at the apartment. I’ll be back in a couple of hours. Then you’ll know everything. A. xx

My cheeks burn with anger and confusion. I try phoning him but it goes to voicemail. His parting words to me come back: “I’m with you all the way.” What kind of surprise took precedence over my meeting? He knows I’ll understand. It can only mean he’s found a lead on Deshi. But he doesn’t know about Miss Tigerlily’s warnings.

Where are you? I text back. What’s the surprise? 

And why aren’t you here? 

I’m standing in the entrance of a little eating house. My legs are barely supporting me and I spot an empty table and sit down. The wig and cap are still in my hand. I’ll hang onto them until I know what’s going on.

At least a plate of noodles is something I can rely on. I check out what someone at another table is eating and when the waitress plonks a glass of tea on my table, I point to their meal. Only then do I notice my surroundings. A concrete floor full of cracks. Plastic chairs. A tray with chopsticks and condiments on each table. A menu on the wall. Homesickness for the Pearl in Honolulu rises up because I’m suddenly alone.

When my bowl is empty, there’s still no reply from Alister. Feeling abandoned, I stumble outside into thick air and retrace my steps to Empo Retro. I left my own clothes there this morning, saying I’d return the disguise. They were happy to receive the purchase price for a few hours of rental, but I’ve changed my mind. Alister isn’t here to talk me out of it.

As I catch the ferry back to the island, words from Miss Tigerlily’s outburst pop into my mind. Too much beauty. Skin deep. Save him. Your job.

Suddenly I realise that I trust her. Every word she uttered told me something I need to know. Someone is in danger. I don’t know the victim or the perpetrator, but there’s more at stake than finding Deshi.
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At Empo Retro, the shop assistant pulls a face when I tell her I’m keeping the clothes. “No good. You didn’t say.” 

“I paid the price you sell these for, so I can keep them.”

She throws my jeans and sweatshirt at me. “Not retro. Can’t sell.”

“I might have something retro at home,” I lie, sidling up to a question. “Where do you get your clothes? Where did you get this pink and black dress?”

She shrugs. “Ask boss. I only work here. Maybe dead people.”

Her words unnerve me but my reaction doesn’t make sense. Of course many retro clothes come from dead people. People who kept clothes from their youth, their families sorting through old suitcases in the attic after their loved-ones die.

Why am I freaking out? Because of what Miss Tigerlily said. After a Google search and a browse through a retro shop, I’ve picked up a dangerous frock?

The thought feels both ridiculous and disturbing, but I decide not to change out of my disguise. The shop assistant’s lingering pout suggests she might try to seize it. 
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