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Chapter 1


Desperate Weather


At the far end of the apartment, a row of shutters opened onto a balcony overlooking the swayback roofs of Shanghai. Beyond the low buildings and down a crooked street, the Whangpoo River shushed against the wharves. A heavy, velvet humidity pressed down on this dark belt of water, a perpetual tension that caused a wilted draft, lifting fumes of jasmine and sewage, coal and rotting river weed, into the thick night air.


Inside, the small living room was crowded with a dozen overheated journalists and revolutionaries, as well as the usual assortment of eccentrics that congregated at parties in Shanghai in 1925: a Persian opera singer, a White Russian baroness, and a gunrunner of indeterminate nationality. There was a priest bright-eyed on cocaine he had ordered from the room service menu at the Astor House, and Irene Blum recognized the Italian fascist she had seen the night before, parading through the Del Monte with a tiger on a leather leash. Shanghailanders never needed an excuse to gather, but tonight they had one: the return of Roger and Simone Merlin from France, where the couple had gone to raise funds for China’s Communist party.


The Merlins were late, and a restlessness that matched Irene’s stirred among the guests. She overheard the Italian fascist complain, “Bloody hot,” prompting the Persian opera singer to declare, “Desperate weather. Did you hear about the Argentine ballerina caught stealing spices in the Chinese market? She wears only Coco Chanel. Every time the peddler turned his back, she dropped another pinch of saffron into her pocket. She swears she doesn’t know why she did it. Insists the heat must have addled her brain.”


Irene understood. It was unsettling, the way the heat subverted. She had been in Shanghai only one week, but already, each day around the noon hour, when the sun was high and the city lay exposed, she found herself envisioning the most uncharacteristic acts. Stabbing a rickshaw driver with her penknife, or shoving one of the demure chambermaids down the back stairs of her hotel. Of course she did not act upon these impulses, but their eruption harassed her and caused a heat-stricken feeling of agitation that had reached a new level of intensity tonight. She had not expected to have to wait a week to meet Simone Merlin, and she was wound tight with anticipation. She could not stop watching the door. Unable to concentrate on conversation, she slipped out to the balcony, where she leaned against the railing, plucking the fabric of her dress away from her skin, seeking relief from the muggy room.


She was soon joined by Anne Howard. Anne had arranged the party so Irene could meet Simone, and yet she now said, “It’s not too late to change your mind.”


“Why are you so against this?” Irene asked.


“Darling, I’m looking out for you, that’s all. This is bigger than anything you’ve been involved with before. It’s not a jaunt to Phoenix to find out if you can detect a forged—”


“I did detect it. And I saved Mr. Simms a great deal of money on that statue, not to mention the humiliation of being duped by a greasy con man from Arizona.”


“I know you did. You’re good at what you do. I’m not denying that. But if the wrong person gets wind of this. If anyone finds out what you’re searching for. And the jungles! Irene, you don’t seem to realize what a different league you’re in with this expedition.”


“I’m in the same league I’ve been in for years.” Irene scowled at the woman she thought she knew so well.


Nearly sixty, her gray hair cut into a fashionable bob, Anne was the self-appointed head of Shanghai’s outpost of the Brooke Museum in Seattle. She and Irene had worked together from opposite sides of the Pacific Ocean for ten years, ever since the Great War broke out and Irene was given a job at the museum by its curator, Professor Howard, Anne’s former husband. Anne had helped Irene track down missing relics, providing information that could be gathered only in China.


A friend of Irene’s mother, Anne had divorced and moved to Shanghai when Irene was five. Each Christmas, she sent Irene a gift: cloisonné rings, silk slippers, a lacquer jewel box that could nestle in the palm of a child’s hand. She was the only woman, after Irene’s mother died, who gave Irene the sorts of things she really wanted. Throughout her youth, Irene read every letter Anne had sent her mother, descriptions of foot binding, imperial traditions, and the older woman’s affair with a Chinese revolutionary who had two wives. She lost herself in this exotic world the way other girls her age escaped into Jane Austen and Louisa May Alcott. As teachers fretfully noted her lack of interest in domestic skills or other female pursuits, the life Anne was living in Shanghai gave Irene hope. It proved that a woman could do anything she liked as long as she did not care what others thought. Every day, with her maps and books and her dreams of lost treasures, Irene practiced not caring.


It was difficult, though, not to care about Anne’s opinion. Anne had always encouraged Irene’s dreams, and now she did not want Irene to have this one that mattered most. It made no sense.


Irene took a sip of whiskey. Already she felt a little drunk, and this was unusual, since she was from Swedish stock and could generally hold her alcohol. But there was something about the delayed buildup to this moment, combined with the sweltering climate and its intoxicating effect on the body, that made her cautious with her single malt tonight. She said, “I know the risks.”


“You’re even more headstrong than I used to be.” Anne went back inside.


Irene remained on the balcony, standing apart as she often did at parties, her intense observation hidden behind the Scandinavian coolness of her pale blue eyes. She was twenty-nine, half Anne’s age, and taller than most women, but not so tall as to intimidate men. For this she was grateful, since men, when threatened, even if only by the threat of height, were difficult to manipulate. And manipulation was essential in the world of art trafficking.


With her dark blond hair pulled back into a loose chignon, Irene had dressed in an uninterrupted flow of silk that emphasized her slender figure. Fine white Indian embroidery caught the lamplight. This was a gown she had worn often for occasions at the museum, to welcome patrons and collectors. She had been wearing it the night she greeted Rockefeller with a martini, when the Brooke Museum had been her pride. When she had been its pride—or so she had thought. She shook her head. She had to find a way to stop thinking about the museum. She had already wasted too much time on that bitterness. As she lit a cigarette, the warm stones of her carnelian bracelet slipped over the bend of her wrist. She touched them, for luck.


When the front door finally opened, Irene heard the Merlins’ names shouted out in greeting. Through the men and women who rose to welcome the couple, she glimpsed damp strands of dark hair. The honey light from an oil lamp reflected off a perspiring brow. Smoke adhered to the air. A chill, seemingly impossible in such oppressive weather, whisked up Irene’s spine.


Anne had run out of tumblers, and she descended upon the Merlins with rum sodas in coffee mugs. Drinks were raised in a hearty toast to the French couple whose support was integral to the strikes that were debilitating Shanghai’s European government and empowering the Communist party’s nationalist comrades, the Kuomintang. The Persian opera singer, whose lavender fedora sat askew on her head, giggled drunkenly and slurred, “It’s a miracle you were allowed back into the country.”


Clutching her glass, Irene peered past one of the shutters that hung slack against the balcony’s mildewing wall. Anne was pressing her way back out toward Irene, towing Simone Merlin by her sleeve. This was it. The moment Irene had been waiting for. Beneath the apartment in the well of darkness, she could hear the tenor of the city. Children laughed. Water splashed into dishes being washed while a woman mewed a melancholy folk song.


Irene had seen Simone in photographs, but details had been hard to make out. In person, the young woman was afflicted with the cadaverous complexion of many Europeans who were raised in the tropics. Her floor-length dress was nearly colorless too, as if she had emerged from a landscape by Turner. Irene could not fathom how someone so washed out and small had the stamina to raid a temple and support a Communist revolution, but the contradiction intrigued her. She had no interest in people who could be summed up in a single sentence.


“Ma chérie,” Roger called after Simone from the cluster of his admirers. “Why are you dashing away from me?”


Simone did not look back. “There is someone Anne insists I meet.”


Roger took a few steps after his wife. He appeared to be in his forties, much older than she. He too was slight in build, but he held his chin arrogantly high, and his stern intellectual’s eyeglasses deflected attention from his insubstantial physique. “Are you sure?” he asked.


It was an odd question, and Simone paused at the threshold to the balcony while Roger waited for a response. She stared stoically past Irene into the night. When it was clear that she was not going to answer, he turned to Anne’s lover, Song Yi, whose handsome face was flushed from the praise he had been receiving throughout the night for his recent translation of Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto into Mandarin.


Gently, Anne asked, “How was the journey?”


“We fought the entire time. You know Roger. He doesn’t believe in compromise. I told him I intended to succeed in leaving him this time, and he tried to throw me overboard.” Simone smiled, but there was no humor in her tone as she said, “I’m lucky I’m not feeding the fish at the bottom of the Arabian Sea.”


“He sounds like a horrible man,” Irene said.


“He is,” Simone confirmed.


Irene could scarcely believe that this was her first exchange with Simone Merlin as she asked, “Did he hurt you?”


“I’m alive, so no, I suppose not.”


Anne clasped Simone’s hand. “He’s going to help us save this country.” She said this as if it were a consolation.


Although Roger and Song Yi were inside and speaking only to one another, Roger’s resonant voice carried to the balcony, as if to emphasize Anne’s words. “The next stage in the strikes is a necessary evil. Men will die; it’s unfortunate, bien sûr, but if we are not willing to accept the sacrifices, then we do not truly want change.” Louder, he added, “Are you listening, my dear wife? Do you hear what I’m saying? Are you ready for the sacrifices needed to achieve what you think you want? Do you have enough conviction? Strength?”


None of the guests showed any sign of embarrassment as Roger hurled this challenge at Simone. They merely watched as if the couple were characters in a favorite film serial.


“Do you?” Roger barked.


The drunken Persian opera singer leaned forward. Irene was repulsed by the greediness of the onlookers, and moved by the exhaustion in Simone’s expression as she stepped all the way out onto the balcony and slipped behind the shelter of a louvered door.


“You can’t hide from me!” Roger shouted.


Simone sighed. “Song Yi is lovely. I’m always envious of how calm he remains. With Sun Yat-sen’s death and these latest strikes, everyone else is on edge. And now that Roger has come back, the city is going to erupt, I can feel it. The mood is like it was in Saigon, right before the authorities burned our press.” Wistfully, she added, “I envy you, Anne.”


The conversation was straying too far from where Irene needed it to be, and she hoped she did not seem unsympathetic as she guided it around. “Has Anne told you why I want to meet you?”


“She said you’re going to Cambodia.”


Irene waited for more, but Simone was silent.


Finally, Anne spoke. “That’s all I revealed. The details aren’t mine to tell.”


Simone perked up. “Had I known I was in for a mystery tonight, I would have dressed for the occasion.”


With the woman’s attention triggered, Irene quickly introduced herself. “I’m Irene Blum, of the Brooke Museum.”


“I know the Brooke well. It has quite the layered reputation.”


Irene was pleased. That reputation was her doing, even though she had not been rewarded for it. Had not even been acknowledged, in the end. “Like you,” she went on, “I specialize in Cambodia and its ancient Khmer people. Of course, not exactly like you. I’ve never been to Cambodia, and my father wasn’t an Angkor scholar. He was the night watchman at the museum. I grew up in it. You could say I was its student. Your student too. Your monograph about celestial imagery in Khmer art is masterful.”


“Are you trying to flatter me?”


“I’m being truthful. Your life . . . it’s the life I always wanted.”


“Unhappily married to a scoundrel? I find that a strange aspiration.”


“I’m talking about—”


Anne interjected. “Simone, when Irene was nine, her mother died. Her father had the good sense not to hand her off to the first pie-baking matron who waddled along. He took her to the museum with him every night instead. She spent her childhood sleeping in the Hall of the Apsaras. He gave her a calling. A woman with a calling, now that is a thing of beauty.” She sighed. “Great beauty and great danger. Tread cautiously, my dear,” she warned, before going back inside to her guests.


“The mystery deepens,” Simone murmured.


“It is an honor to meet you,” Irene maintained, thrusting out her hand. She could feel the range of calluses on Simone’s palm, and she considered their source: the ruins Simone had spent her childhood scaling, the bas-relief she and Roger had stolen from the temple of Banteay Srei. Irene had seen the sculpted stone for herself in Seattle, and it awed her to think of Simone prying it from the temple’s wall.


Simone opened her handbag and removed an enamel compact. Her fingertip fluttered into a pad of lip rouge. She applied a thin stain, and when she finished, her reddened mouth reminded Irene of the women in the Chinese district who spat rusty betel nut juice into the street. “Are you going to tell me what you want, or do I need to make tiresome small talk for a while?”


“I’m not usually this nervous,” Irene admitted.


“Is it because you have a secret?”


“A remarkable secret.”


“If it helps, you’re not alone. Everyone who comes to Shanghai has something to hide.”


Irene contemplated the room. “That’s not how it seems. It feels as if everything here is on display. Communism, opium—”


“Cleavage and heartache? How many woe-is-me stories have you already heard of fat English husbands stolen away from their families by nubile Chinese prostitutes?”


“Too many, considering I’ve only been here a week.” Eased by Simone’s candor, Irene asked, “Would you tell me something about your life in Cambodia? Anything you like.”


“So, tiresome small talk it is.”


“Not to me.”


Blinking in the direction of her husband, who was declaring that the Chinese needed foreigners to show them how to rid themselves of foreign rule, Simone reached for a rattan fan that had been left on the railing. As she waved it, stirring the air, the scent of boiled ginger floated across the balcony. “I was a girl when I left. Only eighteen. I couldn’t predict how hypocritical Roger’s version of a revolution would become.”


Irene was not political, but she wasn’t ignorant either. She knew about Communists, and not just how they raided the tsar’s palaces, scattering Botticellis and Rembrandts to pay for their rebellion. She also knew they controlled the Kuomintang and wanted to take over Shanghai, and China altogether if they could manage it. But this did not interest her, despite the role she knew the Merlins played in this situation. “Do you want to go back to Cambodia?” she asked.


“I miss it.”


“What do you miss most?”


“To stand in Angkor Wat is to be humbled,” Simone said. “A temple that served as an entire city, the pinnacle of Khmer civilization, abandoned for centuries, but still, it is . . .” She eyed her husband warily through the slats in the louvers. “It is . . .”


As if facing a mirror, Irene recognized Simone’s guarded expression. “You can trust me.”


“It is holy.”


Irene heard this, holy, as if it were a password. “I’m going to Cambodia in search of a lost temple. I’m going to search for the history of the Khmer.” She had not planned to blurt this out, and she paused, rubbing her collar between her thumb and forefinger.


“Go on,” Simone urged.


The inquisitive look on Simone’s face was encouragement enough, and Irene continued, “I have a diary that belonged to a missionary. It indicates that he found a written history of the empire.”


“Anyone who has ever studied the Khmer talks of such a finding.”


“Dreams of it,” Irene corrected her. “Do you dream of it?”


“I’m not sure anymore.” Simone shifted, and with her back to the yellow light shining down from a torch at the end of the balcony, her face was hidden by its own shadow.


“I want to hire you to help me find the scrolls.”


Simone’s voice lurched. “Scrolls?”


“You’ve heard of them, haven’t you?”


“I’ve heard the rumors, like everyone else.”


“This is more than a rumor. I have a map.”


Simone grazed the fan against her cheek. “Why did you come to me?”


“You took the bas-relief from Banteay Srei. You know how to do this sort of thing.”


“How do you know about . . . Oh yes, you would know. You work at the Brooke. Are you going to take the scrolls for the museum?”


“Actually, I worked at the Brooke. There was a . . . a falling-out. So no, I won’t be taking the scrolls back there. I want them for me, to study, and I don’t plan on taking them anywhere.” This wasn’t true, but Irene could not tell Simone so. She could not risk anyone knowing that she was going to take the scrolls to America as the centerpiece for a new institution—one in which she was in charge. “But I’ll still need secrecy. You know what would happen if a single word of this got out. If anyone knew we’d found the key to a lost civilization, we’d have every archaeologist and treasure hunter out there after us.”


“Naturally.”


“I’ve heard so much about you. How you learned Sanskrit from temple rubbings while you were a girl. That you read fluently in Pali and Khmer.” Irene could not hide her envy, for the only other language she knew was French. “I want you to translate the scrolls for me. I want you to tell me what happened to the Khmer Empire.” Her fingers clenched the balcony railing. “We will be the first Westerners to know.”


“When I was a child,” Simone said, “I wrote stories about how I was going to discover new temples. My father thought I should be a novelist. I wrote the lectures I would one day present to geographical societies around the globe, and I even designed the dress I would wear on my tour. It would be made of Khmer silk, with ivory buttons carved into the shape of the rosettes that are found on the temple walls.”


The wistful moan of a conch horn rose from a junk down on the river. Irene’s beloved job was gone. Her father was dead not even a year, and Henry Simms—the man who had sent her on this quest—was dying. Soon she would have no one left, no one who understood her. But she felt this woman understood. “Then you will come with me?”


Simone looked out at Roger, slouched on Anne’s old chaise, his shoes digging insolently into a red velvet bolster. He raised his glass in the direction of the balcony. She said, “I’m sorry, Irene.”


“What do you mean?”


“You cannot begin to know how sorry I am.”


“Sorry about what?”


“I can’t go. Not now.” Disgusted, Simone said, “Especially not now. Not on the eve of my husband’s revolution.”


“But you sailed all the way to France to raise money for the strikes. I’m authorized to offer you fifty thousand dollars, but I can get more. Name your price.”


“If only this were about money.”


“Fifty thousand dollars is not only money. It’s a fortune.”


“I told you what happened on the ship. Roger will not let me leave him. He’s on the cusp of making history.”


“How long will it take?”


Simone tossed the fan on the chair beside her. “Irene, this is a revolution, not a barroom brawl. Sun Yat-sen is dead, and the parties are splintering. The power struggles alone are enough to drive Roger mad, and if he goes any madder than he already is—”


“You want this revolution more than you want the scrolls?” Irene asked. “Is that what you’re saying?”


“What I want has not mattered for a long time.” Quickly, Simone walked back into the apartment.


Simone had called Angkor Wat holy. She called her husband’s revolution hypocritical.


“Wait,” Irene said. “I don’t understand.”


But rather than explain, Simone returned to Roger, perching on the arm of his chair and affectionately setting one hand on the nape of his neck.


The night seemed to shift, as if Shanghai were settling down into its foundation. A fitful cool struggled to press in from the distant East China Sea. Irene heard propellers thrashing against the black Whangpoo River. And she wondered what in the hell had just happened, while below in the dark a melon had been split, its sweetness clinging to the humid air.




Chapter 2


The Upper Hand


Six months earlier, in January, Irene sat in her office at the Brooke Museum of Oriental Art in Seattle, looking around at the objects that had accumulated over the years. She ran her hand lovingly along the edge of the drafting table that served as a desk, laid flat and stacked with her latest assignment, an inventory of John Thomson’s 1866 photographs of Angkor Wat. She admired the three French oak filing cabinets, hand-me-downs that had drifted in from other parts of the building as her need for more space in which to store correspondence and collection catalogs grew. Above them on the wall was her favorite item in the room, the first thing she had put in this storage-space-turned-office when she claimed it for herself a decade ago: a framed watercolor her mother had painted of the filigreed stone walls of the Khmer temple of Banteay Srei.


Irene remembered how it had hung in such solitude back when she was starting out, before her passion for Khmer studies outgrew the room, dominating all other projects she worked on for the museum’s various departments. Out of necessity, she found herself pinning her maps of Cambodia with one edge over the top of the other, and cramming statues of deities from Khmer archaeological sites wherever she could fit them on the pair of overflowing bookshelves, until one day she walked in and noticed that the office resembled a neglected curio shop. Usually, she was organized, meticulous, and every night as she left for home, she told herself she would tidy up the next day. But with each new day at the museum there was always something more important to do.


Now, she would have no choice, for soon she would need to gather up all of her belongings and move them into Professor Howard’s spacious office at the end of the museum’s second floor. She smiled at the thought of this prospect, and it was the first time she could recall smiling since the day after Thanksgiving, when she had found her father slumped on their sofa, his gaze viscous, his speech slurred, his memory of her already gone, two excruciating weeks before his body was finally destroyed by the stroke that had annihilated his mind.


Even though the office was steamy with warmth from the overheated radiator in the corner, Irene shivered against this recurring vision. Then she banished it. Her father had been so proud of all that she had achieved, and he would have hated for her anguish over his death to mar this one thing she wanted more than any other.


It had been a year since Professor Howard turned seventy and began discussing his retirement. A year filled with anticipation and meetings as he and Irene planned her transition into his place. He had met with the board of trustees no fewer than three times, championing her, as she had hoped he would, paying her back for all that she had done since she’d started working for him. She’d brought the museum to international attention while allowing him to take the credit, to keep his pride—biding her time, satisfied to know that once she took over, her expertise and influence would gradually become public knowledge.


Last week, Professor Howard had formally announced his retirement, and yesterday he’d told Irene that the trustees wanted to meet with her today at three. There could be only one reason for this. It still amazed her, that before the age of thirty she was going to reach her life’s goal of becoming the first female head curator of a major American museum. Euphoria gripped her as she heard footsteps coming down the corridor.


Professor Howard leaned into her open doorway. He was, as always, disheveled, his shirt half-untucked and his wispy, grizzled hair in need of a cut. He smiled. “They’re here.”


Irene grinned back, and when she reached him, she squeezed his hand.


“You’ve been generous to an old scholar all these years,” he said, tightening his fingers around hers. “You deserve this.”


Together they hurried up the back stairs, not just out of excitement but to escape the freezing cold of the hallways. In a jersey dress and matching cardigan, Irene was not attired for January. In general during the winter months, she wore heavy wool skirts and sweaters to work, but today it was essential to look the part she was about to take—slightly Continental, with a vague bohemian professionalism she had discovered that men admired in women who dealt in art.


When Irene and the professor entered the small boardroom, the trustees were already seated at the end of the U-shaped table, with their backs to a pane window that revealed the dingy winter gloom over Portage Bay. On the downward side of middle age, the three men were nearly interchangeable, timber and shipping barons who wore the excess of their prosperity in buffed fingernails and plump jowls, their well-tended paunches not quite hidden inside expensively tailored suits. Encircled by murals of Seattle’s Klondike gold rush boom, in which they had figured prominently, they rose from their leather chairs and tipped their gray heads to acknowledge Irene’s arrival.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Lundstrom,” she said, “Mr. Quinn, Mr. Ferber.”


It was only as Irene finished addressing the men that she noticed another one standing off to the side. He was tall and broad, with his hair greased down like Valentino’s. Even though he was Irene’s age, he was dressed in the style popular with boys on college campuses around the country, in a dark jacket that contrasted with his baggy, cream-colored oxford trousers. What was Marshall Cabot doing here? She glanced at the professor, but he was clearly as surprised as she was by Marshall’s presence. Although she had known the trustees since she was a girl, she could not read their expressions.


Carl Lundstrom cleared his throat. “Irene, I believe you know Marshall.”


A hint of strain in Mr. Lundstrom’s tone turned Irene’s curiosity to unease. Indeed, she did know him. Marshall had studied art history at the Sorbonne, and had written his master’s thesis on archival techniques. His time at Paris’s Musée Indochinois du Trocadéro had been spent researching casts and plans brought back by the de Lagrée mission from Angkor Wat. It was research that Irene had cataloged for him the previous year, when he held a small exhibition of Khmer artifacts at his Cabot Gallery in Manhattan.


“Yes,” she said to Mr. Lundstrom. “Marshall and I met last year at Mr. Doheny’s estate. During the trip the professor and I took to consult with the Los Angeles museum when it started acquiring Chinese art. Hello, Marshall.”


“Dear Irene,” Marshall said, with the entitled bonhomie of a man who has made a place for himself in life, “don’t forget what a great help you were to me when the war broke out.” He told the trustees, “Shipping art to New York through enemy submarines was risky business.”


Mr. Lundstrom nodded knowingly. “Irene has always been a great help. I’m certain the two of you will make a formidable team. Irene, we have good news for you. Marshall has done us the honor of agreeing to curate the Brooke Museum.”


Irene stared at him. “But that’s my job. You can’t give him my job.” She tried to think as a sound like the sea rushed into her ears. She turned to Professor Howard. “You told me . . .”


“I don’t understand,” he muttered.


Firmly, Mr. Lundstrom said, “Irene, you must be aware of our position. You have no credentials. And to be fair, as a woman—”


“As a woman?” Fighting to hold back tears, Irene forced the modest, coaxing smile she had employed to her advantage so many times over the years. “As a woman, I was able to befriend Charlotte Grant. That friendship is the reason we are the only museum in America with a complete re-creation of court life in imperial China. Florence Levy,” she went on, unable to calm the tremor in her voice, “she has done an exceptional job as director of the Baltimore Museum of Art. And Belle da Costa Greene has no formal training, but ever since she took over the Pierpont Morgan Library, Mr. Morgan scarcely makes a move without consulting her first.”


“Before you say anything more,” Mr. Lundstrom interrupted, “you should know that this decision is made.”


“Carl,” said Professor Howard, emerging from his initial bewilderment to address Mr. Lundstrom, “you and I spoke about this just last week.”


“We spoke about Irene’s value to the museum, Thomas. There’s no denying that. You’re essential, dear girl,” Mr. Lundstrom said to Irene. “Marshall will surely benefit from your assistance as he settles in.”


Suddenly, Irene felt as heavy as the granite clouds outside. Hanging low over the charcoal water, they pressed down on the last of the day, crushing the evergreen trees on the hill that rose from the bay’s opposite shore. Dear God, what had she been thinking? Only now—looking at Marshall Cabot, whose nonchalance made it clear that he had been prepared for this scene—could she see how naïve she had been, maneuvering in the background, trusting that she would be rewarded for her hard work and expertise, not ignored for her lack of prestige. But even if she too had gone to the Sorbonne, published monographs, and owned a gallery, Marshall Cabot would still have one advantage, and with this understanding, her distress became desperation.


Around her, the room began to quiver, and the ship laden with Yukon gold on the wall behind Marshall sputtered on the outskirts of her blackening vision. She pressed one hand down on the end of the table as the floor rolled beneath her. “I was grateful to you during the war,” she said urgently to Professor Howard, as if he were the one who could fix all of this. “I really was, for giving me a start. For giving me the chance to work here. I knew why you did it, I never once deluded myself, I knew it was because the men were gone, but I didn’t care. I was happy doing anything just to be here. Filing, typing letters. But soon I was doing more than that. Tell them I did much more than that.”


Professor Howard’s face was so pinched that he seemed to be in physical pain. “I did, Irene. They know. They’ve always known.”


“They can’t have known. If they did, they wouldn’t have . . .” Appealing to the trustees, she said, “I spent every spare second of my time sorting things out. You must remember what it was like before I came here. Artifacts were just piled in the corners of galleries. I went through every piece of paperwork, I tracked down provenances and past sales, I put it all in order. I’ve given my life to the Brooke Museum, to its reputation.”


Irene’s throat burned, and it took all of her strength to resist the insistent push of tears. Was that what they were waiting for, as they watched her so impassively, for her to break down and prove their point, that a woman was too emotional for a job of such importance? “You told me what a fine curator I’d make. You let me think . . .” She could hardly believe it, that after all she had accomplished, these men had so little regard for her. Who did they think they were, sitting there pretending they didn’t damn well know the Brooke Museum had been wallowing in obscurity until she came along? Ashamed and angry at being pushed into betraying the professor in such a way, she declared, “I’m the only reason this museum has a reputation. I put it on the map.”


“Irene, that is why I’ve so looked forward to working with you.” Marshall spoke in a tone of conciliation. “Let me take you to dinner tonight at the Olympic. We can discuss all of this reasonably over a bottle of wine. Colleague to colleague.”


“That’s a fine idea,” Mr. Lundstrom said, sounding relieved.


The other two men nodded, and Irene was horrified to realize that they had assumed she would accept this situation.


Her words came out in a rush. “I couldn’t agree with you more, Marshall.” And although she knew she should stop talking, she recklessly went on. “We have so much to discuss. For example, I’m sure you still wonder how forty Duanfang ritual vessels could have been put on a ship in China and then disappear without a trace by the time that ship reached America. I believe they were intended for your gallery, isn’t that right?”


Marshall looked confused.


“You see,” Irene continued, “along with his interest in Chinese servant boys, Mr. Quinn here has a great interest in Chinese art.”


Mr. Quinn’s ruddy face went white.


“Irene,” the professor cautioned, “don’t do this.”


But Irene’s eyes narrowed, and she felt herself hardening, the callus of comprehension forming as she understood so clearly in hindsight not only how naïve she had been but also how stupid. “That, in fact, is what I was doing in Los Angeles when we met. I had an appointment with C. T. Loo. You didn’t even know he was in California that week, did you? No one knew. No one but me. I’d arranged to buy your Duanfang bronzes for Mr. Quinn’s private collection.” Sure that she would lose her courage or be cut off at any moment, she finished quickly. “Each of the trustees has a fine private collection, but keep in mind that you must be discreet about this. As well as expertise, this job will require your great discretion.”


Though she sounded confident, Irene could feel her defenses dissolving, and she knew she had to get out of the room as fast as possible. “Excuse me,” she said.


As she fled, she could hear the professor trying to find his footing. The words deceptive and disgraceful followed her along the shadowy corridor, where the air was so chilled that the white cloud of her unsteady breathing made it seem as if the overcast day had stolen indoors. Her chest tightened as she walked down the stairs, passing the Japanese, Siamese, and Burmese halls, until she reached the Khmer wing and stood shaking beneath the arch leading to the Hall of the Apsaras.


As Irene stared into the gallery, the brittle frame of her defiance collapsed, and she wept. She had wanted to be the one in charge of this museum for so long, but this was about more than just her job. The Brooke Museum was her home. She had grown up in this small, narrow room. Catching her breath and wiping her eyes with her sleeve, she entered it now and approached the first of the ten sandstone pedestals that lined the walls. Each held a single bronze apsara, and she picked up the celestial goddess in front of her, the way she had when she was a girl, cradling it in her arms. Tenderly, she traced the flowered crown that rose high above the statue’s distant, enigmatic expression.


Such magical days, those days that went as far back as Irene’s memory would take her, when her mother had bundled up food as if they were going on a great expedition and brought her into this hall for picnic dinners with her father. After he began his rounds, her mother would take out her sketchbooks and let Irene choose a statue from one of the pedestals. Side by side they would draw, the honeycomb pattern of a decorative collar, the teardrop shape of an eye, the willowy, outstretched arms of an apsara captured mid-dance for the pleasure of a king.


Then her mother died, and each night her father spread out a bed of quilts beneath the apsaras’ passive gaze. It was more than a decade since Irene had slept on the museum’s floor, but she could still see the statues above her, swaying in the low caramel light that glazed the air from an oil lamp in the corner. She remembered the longing she had felt as she waited during those days and weeks and months after the funeral for her mother to return. How many times had she closed her eyes, desperate to hear mon petit chou, “my little cabbage,” whispered into her ear as she fell asleep?


The only thing from those days that Irene had forgotten was the futility of her longing, the inevitable realization that she would never hear those words again. But she recognized the same hopeless feeling as it washed over her now, as she stood amid the dancing goddesses in a world she had thought would one day belong to her.


Irene walked slowly away from the museum, her impractical, thin-soled shoes unable to find traction on the frozen slopes of the campus paths. Her face tingled in the icy air, and she pulled the lapels of her father’s peacoat over her mouth. Classes were done for the day, and winter’s somber dark encased the early evening hour. With her eyes bloodshot from crying so hard, she did not want to run into anyone she knew, and she was thankful for the piercing cold, which had pushed everyone indoors, where wood fires burned, releasing a smoldering promise of comfort into the night.


As she passed the buildings on the far north side of the campus, a row of white houses—half a dozen tiny two-bedroom cottages provided for the university’s watchmen and their families—came into view. Irene’s house was in the middle, and she had almost gotten used to it being the only one in the row without a porch light on or signs of life stirring from its chimney. Once performed by her father to welcome her home from work before he left for the museum, these small rituals, like so many others she had taken for granted, had perished with him. But tonight, from the distance, she saw a glow in the front window and, as she got closer, a haze of smoke above the roof.


A membrane of frost slicked the metal doorknob, and she had to wrap her hand in her sleeve to turn the handle. Opening the door, she was not surprised to see Henry Simms, her father’s oldest and closest friend, standing at the fireplace. He didn’t say anything as she came in and took off her coat. Irene saw that his hair had been trimmed and smoothed into place, and she guessed that he had spent the afternoon with his barber at the Hotel Washington. He must have come to celebrate what they had both assumed would be good news, and she felt queasy at the thought of what she had to tell him, especially after he had gone to such effort. How deceptively healthy he had made himself appear, even though, at sixty-eight, he had been warring with cancer for almost a year.


She saw a decanter of wine on the coffee table. Beside it were two glasses, and the sight of them arranged so neatly emphasized the room’s disarray, reminder of the full extent of her loss.


Once lined with books, the shelves were bare, and there were dark patches of wallpaper where her mother’s watercolors had hung. Everything Irene owned—plates, glasses, clothing, National Geographic magazines, phonograph records, and her father’s brass sextant—was piled on the floor. Empty crates lay about; they had been sent over by the university, which had also out of sympathy allowed Irene to stay through the holidays, even though the museum’s new night watchman had been hired within a week of her father’s death.


Irene had been born in Manila, but by her first birthday her parents had moved into this house. It was cramped and smelled of damp northwest forests all year round, but as with the museum, she had considered it hers. She knew every groan in its floorboards, every crack in its porcelain sinks. Now, she had to leave it. But whenever she tried to pack, she found herself standing helpless in the middle of the room, holding one of her father’s cowboy novels or the toaster that made two slices at a time, given to him by friends one Christmas because he liked gadgets and they were always able to find something new from the Sears catalog to amuse him.


Taking in her surroundings, Irene’s eyes became damp once again. She told Mr. Simms, “I didn’t get the job.”


“I know.” His expression was solemn. “Lundstrom told me this morning.”


“Why didn’t you warn me?”


“You needed to hear it unarmed.”


“Why?”


“To know how you truly feel about it.”


Irene sat down on the sofa, in the wavering light of the fireplace. This made no sense. Then again, nothing about today made sense. “What did you say when he told you? Did you tell him that you wouldn’t let him do this?”


“Now that I’m dying, my influence with the museum is diminishing.”


“Don’t say things like that.”


Physically, Mr. Simms was not an imposing man, but he was nonetheless one to whom others felt compelled to give their attention. When he spoke, there was a quiet confidence in his voice that conveyed his power. Despite his sickness, that quality remained, and he sounded easily capable of following through on any threat as he said, “My dear, if you want me to make your curatorship a new condition of the Brooke’s endowment, I will. I’ll call Lundstrom right now and tell him I’ll withdraw my money tomorrow, and my collections too, if he doesn’t give you the job.”


Scratching her finger back and forth across a worn patch on the sofa’s tufted velvet arm, Irene thought this over. “Why didn’t you make that threat this morning?”


Rather than answer this question, Mr. Simms half-filled the two wineglasses and handed one to her. “Drink this.”


She took a sip.


“More,” he instructed. “You need it.”


She did as she was told, and as the warmth flowed into her limbs, she felt something coming loose deep inside her. “A great help!” she declared. “That’s what Mr. Lundstrom called me. As if I’ve been nothing more than an able assistant all these years.” The insult was despicable, and she turned away, staring beyond the crystals of frozen white mist that varnished the window.


“Do you intend to stay on?” Mr. Simms asked.


Her outburst in the boardroom flashed back to her, and she could see the flame of her words engulfing the bridge she had painstakingly built over the past ten years. The trustees’ shock would surely turn to wrath, if it hadn’t already. “I can’t.” As she said this, she glimpsed her reflection, the swelling around her eyes blurred against the dark pane. Between her father’s death and the loss of her house and job, she felt as if she were vanishing. “What am I going to do now?” she asked.


“Just as we planned when you learned that you were losing the house. You will come and live with me.” Mr. Simms took a drink of his wine before adding, “Now that I have your undivided attention, we can finish cataloging my collection. This will give us the opportunity to complete it before I’m gone.”


Henry Simms was a formidable collector. Irene had assisted with his purchase of the Villeroy Collection when it came up for sale in Paris, and she’d overseen his acquisition of a portion of first-century Roman silver that was recovered from the ashes of Vesuvius. She had full access to his collections, those he loaned out to museums or displayed at private events, and the ones he kept shuttered away from curators, historians, and the rest of his fellow connoisseurs. She alone knew that he had Titian’s Venus with a Mirror, which had disappeared in the art world skirmish that followed the murder of Russia’s Tsar Nicholas. It was logical that Irene would be the one to prepare his final reckoning, but she was aware that by making this suggestion now, when she needed it most, Mr. Simms was also doing what he did best—saving her.


The first time he rescued Irene, she was not even born. Her father had been a sailor and curio trader in the Orient when her mother, eight months pregnant, was kidnapped in Manila and held for ransom. Irene remembered how Mr. Simms and her father had talked about it, nine years later, during the weeks after her mother’s death. Sitting together nightly at the museum, playing chess on a Ming dynasty xiangqi set in the Chinese hall, the old friends would relive the kidnapping—that damn book . . . never seen so much blood—as if Irene weren’t there. Always, the conversation began with the mysterious book, the reason her mother had been kidnapped, and ended with the two men Mr. Simms had killed and the gunshot wound that had nearly taken Irene’s mother’s life.


Then after her mother died, Mr. Simms stepped in again, distracting Irene from her pain by cultivating her fledgling interest in the Khmer. Alongside plates of gingersnaps made by his cook, he left maps out for her in his kitchen, clever drawings that led her on hunts through the three levels of his Italian Renaissance manor on the top of Queen Anne Hill. With one of these maps clutched tightly in hand, she would follow its trails through greenhouses cared for by a man poached from Kew Gardens or secret passageways enveloped in Pannemaker tapestries, to find the bronze incense holder or glazed stone lime pot that Mr. Simms had hidden for her on any given day—so she could start a collection of Khmer relics of her very own.


Years later, when the war ended and soldiers returned from Europe to take back their old jobs as elevator operators and traffic policemen, Mr. Simms recommended that Professor Howard keep Irene on at the museum. But by that point, the professor had discovered her value. He was pleased by the way she tended the exhibition halls as if each were its own temple. He took pride as the museum’s reputation spread around the globe. Curators, gallery owners, and archaeologists started contacting him, asking for information and advice, and Irene let him be the one to give it—certain of her future, certain of her strategy, and certain that the days of needing Mr. Simms’s help were long in the past.


In her anxiety, Irene had picked a hole through the fabric of the sofa, and the stuffing popped out, wiry and rough. She told Mr. Simms, “It’s not enough.”


“What do you mean?” he asked.


“Managing your collection.” Beneath her exhaustion, a new train of thought was taking over. “It’s not enough to give me the upper hand.”


“Are you talking about revenge?”


“I simply want what I have earned. I enjoy tending your collection, you know that, but the Brooke’s collection—I’ve done everything I could to make the museum a showcase for Khmer art. That’s the one thing I really love. I actually thought that once I took over, I could turn the Brooke into the foremost museum dedicated to the Khmer. Everything I’ve worked for is there. I can’t imagine my life without it, and I have no idea how to prove to them how wrong they are about me.”


Crouching, Mr. Simms picked up her father’s electric percolator from among a pile of kitchenware. He examined the tarnished metal, as if in the dull surface he saw back to all of the conversations it had fueled. When he spoke, he had a strange smile on his face. “If there was ever a time to believe in providence, this is it.”


Smoothing the sofa’s torn fabric, Irene asked, “What do you mean?”


“The box your father left me. Irene, did you look inside it before you gave it to me?”


A few weeks earlier, when she emptied her father’s room, Irene had found a pine box the size of a small travel trunk, bound in twine that was tied with her father’s distinctive hitch knots. The label pasted on top bore Mr. Simms’s name. “No, of course not.”


Mr. Simms wrapped the frayed electrical cord around the percolator and placed the appliance with his hat and overcoat on the sideboard, as if he intended to keep it. Shuffling in the pocket of his coat, he removed a small book. He held it out to Irene. “This was in the box. Have you seen it before?”


The slim, calfskin-bound volume was soft from handling. She turned it over, examining the front and back covers before opening it to a faded inscription.




Property of:


Reverend James T. Garland


Boston, Massachusetts


Beginning on the day of our Lord 1 April 1825


Finishing on the day of our Lord 15 August 1825





“No,” she said. “What is it?” When Mr. Simms didn’t reply, she thumbed through the onionskin pages to one marked with a grosgrain ribbon. Its margins were lined with sketches of stone spires sprouting through feathered palms. The handwriting was firm and masculine.




24 June 1825


I have spent the past 27 days traveling north and east away from the awesome relic of a city called Ang Cor. The weather has been a source of misery. There are hours when it feels as if we are floundering through a seabed. Svai does not seem to notice. He perseveres as if he is a slave and not a paid guide. Yesterday we reached a malarial trading village on a tributary of the Me Cong River. Svai calls it Stun Tren. I calculate that we are within six days of the Lao border.





“But the first recorded sighting of Angkor Wat occurred in the eighteen sixties,” Irene said. “If this man was there in 1825, why—”


“Keep reading.”




This morning Svai woke me before daybreak and said he wanted to share a secret. We walked through the jungle for at least a mile before we came upon his goal. My first sight was of crumbled stone, akin to the debris found in the foliage around Ang Cor. I observed a sloping stone wall with a white fromager tree growing through it. Svai patted a fragment of wall and announced, “Musée.” He led me through a precariously stabilized archway into an untidy courtyard surrounding a collapsing stone temple. When we walked into its center, it was dark. Svai produced a lantern. The reek of bat caused my eyes to water. I was reluctant to go farther, but Svai insisted.


The lantern’s flame rebounded inside the sanctuary, and I discerned a metallic glow. Svai plunged into the temple and returned with a flat metal scroll no larger than a sheet of writing paper, scored with the elaborate hybrid cuneiform of Sanskrit and Chinese characters I had seen on stone steles at Ang Cor. Svai said what I can only crudely translate as “the king’s temple” and then proudly declared that this temple contained the history of his savage people on ten copper scrolls.





Irene looked up, astounded. “Is this what I think it is? This man saw the history? It exists?”


“It seems so.”


“What if it’s still there? But it would have to be there. If someone had taken it, we’d know. If anyone would know, we would. Oh, my God, we have a clue. The first real clue to finding out what happened to the Khmer civilization!” Irene was disoriented by the severe pounding of her pulse. Not just in her chest and wrists, it beat its wings into the corners of the room like a trapped bird. “You’ve had that box for two weeks. Why haven’t you shown the book to me until now?”


Mr. Simms refilled their glasses. Together they drank while she stared at him in wonder, and he—a man who always knew what to say—seemed to be at a loss for words.


“And why did my father leave it to you?” she persisted. “He knew how much something like this would mean to me.”


But Mr. Simms did not answer, and Irene’s attention was drawn back to the diary. “All this time I’ve let the Khmer come to me,” she said. “Whenever I thought about going to Cambodia, it was as a curator. I would visit Angkor Wat and then spend time doing research at the museum in Phnom Penh. I’ve been waiting for so long for their history to be found, but I never dreamed it might be found by me. Unearthing the Khmer’s history could buy me a place, a position that could never be ignored.” Standing up, she declared, “I want to go. To Cambodia.”


Still, Mr. Simms was silent, but Irene saw the rapture that shone in his clear blue eyes, the same look that crossed his face whenever he was preparing to make one of his illicit acquisitions.


“I want to be the one to find it,” she told him, “and you think I can do it, don’t you? That’s why you didn’t force Lundstrom to give me the job. You knew if I got the curatorship, I might not go. You want me to search for this history.”


“I have thought of nothing else since I opened that box,” he finally responded. “The scrolls are going to be the summit of my collection. My swan song. And you, my dearest Irene, will be the one to bring them to me.” In the firelight, Mr. Simms’s age and illness slipped away, and he was a young man again, vigorous, ready to conquer the world. “If you are lucky, you experience one great adventure in your life.”


“Have you had yours?” she asked.


“I have been very fortunate. I have had several incredible adventures,” he assured her, his eyes focused on the diary. “May I give you some advice?”


Irene nodded, eagerly.


“The one thing to remember about an adventure is that if it turns out the way you expect it to, it has not been an adventure at all.”




Chapter 3


In Yellow Babylon


While waiting for Simone Merlin to return from France, Irene had fallen in love with Shanghai. Occupied by the French, British, Americans, and Japanese, each with their own self-governed district, it contained the entire world. Walking among its rickshaws, trams, and Buick touring cars, its Tudor manors and Spanish-style villas, she might come across a haggard Russian prostitute fighting with a pair of Chinese singsong girls over an English sailor. And a few steps farther on, she could encounter an old Cantonese man dragging a wheelbarrow full of pink baby bonnets, or Japanese courtesans dancing to a German-Jewish band in front of a nightclub in broad daylight.


Although Shanghai was a heady concoction of the unfamiliar, Irene was attracted to more than its vitalizing jumble. She was also captivated by the challenge it presented. As she explored, she found herself cataloging all that she saw, the way she had done with the artifacts at the Brooke Museum and in Mr. Simms’s collections. Files opened in her mind, and within them grew lists. From Sikh policemen with their dark hair bound in crisp turbans to Chinese ladies wearing cut-work leather pumps from Italy, the inhabitants of the city could fill a volume. And the shops, selling theater costumes and Hershey’s cocoa and lotus root. What a pleasure it was to group them into categories by what they sold: canaries chrysanthemums larks mice chopsticks dice incense mangoes inkpots flies. Every day her lists grew as she moved through the wide boulevards of the French Concession, fertile with peonies and magnolia trees, or the Chinese quarter, with its narrow lanes of dumpling stalls, fortune-tellers, and toddlers peeing in gutters through the slits in their pants.


Shanghai was a worthy test for Irene’s skills. It felt as if the city were a scrambled, unbounded collection that she had been commissioned to sort, put there to help heal her injured belief in her talent. For ten years she had been doing more than just classifying objects known. She had been pursuing and locating and systemizing objects lost or stolen and hidden away. She had taught herself to analyze rumors as if they were scientific evidence. She had learned how to track the sales of art and the travels of men, and to use calculations to fill in the blanks. She worked with the laws of probability. She put pieces together, every way possible, over and over until they fit. She used her instinct. She had exceptional instinct. Mr. Simms admired this about her.


More than any expert Irene had met, Mr. Simms had mastered the intricacies of dealing in art. He understood an object’s worth, not solely its dollar value but how that value could be manipulated into emotional currency, and he shared this knowledge with her. It was under his tutelage that Irene learned how to appraise an owner as well as an artifact, and to use her appraisals to round up information and sort through it until she found an answer, most often the location of an object that had gone missing. It was what she did best—figuring out—and it was what she was doing now in Shanghai, the day after Anne’s party. If she could collect enough information, she would be able to deduce what Simone wanted, what she needed, and how to convince her to come to Cambodia.


Because Irene always paid attention, subtly eavesdropping wherever she was, she already knew which bars in Shanghai were good for what: French wine, the best jazz, White Russian bodyguards, Siamese virgins. To build a foundation on which to construct theories, local gossip was essential, and for Shanghai’s gossip, the Yellow Babylon was the top choice. As she made her way to this nightclub, dusk faded, leaving the streets burnished, lit by lanterns since the electricity had been cut because of the strikes.


It was the cocktail hour. The room felt sullen with heat, Shalimar, and the masculine reek of cigars. Candles hung like pendants in glass jars from the ceiling, above a dozen tables bunched up at the rim of an empty stage. Irene surveyed the crowd. She dismissed those who regarded her with disinterest. She sought the one—there was always one—who eyed her, a newcomer, greedily. The house rumormonger. A watering hole staple.


She approached the table in the back corner, occupied by an older woman who had fair European skin and tilting Asiatic eyes. She wore loops of pearls, and her hair was powdered, as if she had traveled to Shanghai from the eighteenth century. A blue macaw was perched on the back of her chair.


“May I join you?” Irene asked.


The woman smiled, as if she had been waiting all day for a stranger to come along. “Please, my dear, have a seat.”


“I’m Irene Blum.”


“Countess Eugénie. A pleasure to meet you. What would you like to drink?”


“Scotch.”


“Excellent.” This too was said as if an expectation had been met. Signaling to a waiter, she asked, “What brings you to the Yellow Babylon, Irene?”


“The revolution,” Irene said. “Communism in China.” There was nothing to be gained in tiptoeing around. As she had long ago discovered, the more candid she was, the more callow and less suspect she seemed. “I’m wondering why a foreigner would want to be involved in it. Why would he care?”


The countess laughed. “Good Lord, darling, I have no idea.”


“Is it a romantic notion?”


“Romantic? Chinamen are murdered in the streets in the name of the cause. The cause! What a ridiculous term. Factories are burned to the ground to make an ideological point. If you ask me, it’s a nuisance more than anything else.”


The waiter brought a decanter. His pour was generous, but Irene did not pick up her glass. She asked, “Does this revolution need Simone Merlin?”


The countess clapped. “Oh dear, you’re not a very good spy.”


Irene let this remark stand, unchallenged.


The countess winked, and Irene knew the story would travel around Shanghai, about the American spy asking after the wife of Roger Merlin. But as Irene also knew, tales spread by women like this countess were always taken with a grain of salt. While this meant that few would believe the countess, it also meant that Irene must be judicious in acting on anything she confided. “How delightful. I assumed this was going to be another dull night of opium and jazz. Do you smoke? Would you like a pipe?”
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