Chinese Burn
1.
“It would benefit from some repair work”. That’s estate agent code for “It’s a wreck”.  I should know, I’m a retired building surveyor and I’ve bought enough to know better.
In this case, though, there was something about the house that drew us in.  A 1930s Department of Agriculture one and a half storey house, Braeside had a slate roof and two front dormer windows, a red painted corrugated iron roof over the porch and a lean-to kitchen extension at the rear.  Peat-smoke stained a crack that ran up the gable end to the chimney.
The need for improvement was plain, even from the gate at the end of the single track access road.  Years of neglect had taken a toll on the roughcast walls, that were spalling great sheets of render into the gravelled path about the house.  One chimney pot heeled downwind from the decades of winter westerly gales, mimicking the only tree in the overgrown garden, paint peeled from the timber windows, a rone hung drunkenly from the roof edge.  Improvement was a euphemism alright. And yet.  And yet, this felt more than just a bolt hole, it already said home to Catriona and me.
The agent tried his best to accentuate the good points: “Mr and Mrs Alexander just look at that amazing view down to the loch, tranquillity, a perfect holiday hideaway for an overworked civil servant and his lady such as yourselves”.  He needn’t have bothered, and we didn’t bother to tell him we intended to live there.  We were sold the moment we saw it, and just had to wait for a gap in his galloping spiel for me to interject “How much will it take to get it off the market?” 
‘Braeside’ had belonged to a John MacDonald, a retired master mariner with scattered offspring and relatives. It had taken months to get their agreement to sell, and the Sheriff’s formal approval. The delay had meant many potential buyers had lost interest, so we had a clear run at it.  We had the money, I had expertise, and friends in the building trade.  Our offer was accepted without negotiation, and we completed the purchase on a windy March day. 
There was no point in a survey; a wreck is a wreck in anyone’s language. The day we got the keys only served to confirm what a project this was going to be.  The old lock and door creaked, and my foot went straight through the porch floor, releasing the unmistakeable odours of mice and dry rot.  
The plan was to camp, using our motorhome as a base, but we lit a fire in the old cast iron range, using some old peats stacked against the kitchen lean-to, and played at crofting using an old iron pot to boil some water for tea.  We sat cradling our IKEA mugs and pondered where to start.  The whole floor was going to have to come up, so why not do that.  Tomorrow.
Ventilation is death to dry rot so, next day, we opened all the windows that would open, propped both doors, and after a peat-fired fry-up of bacon and eggs, put on our dust masks and set to with gusto.  Some of the joist ends were rotten, but away from the walls the pitch pine floorboards were in sound order.  It seemed a shame to rip them up, but up they had to come.  We worked our way across the face of the living room fireplace and into the corner where a recess made for a press cupboard – empty except for some old newspaper to the shelves.  The depth of the recess seemed shallower than the chimney breast suggested it should be, and tapping with the end of a crowbar was rewarded with a distinctly hollow sound.
We carefully prised away the back panel and there, lodged in a niche in the old stone wall behind, was a small black metal document box.  I eased it away and, after wiping the dust off, found faded gold lettering with a name – Captain John D. Macdonald – Indo-China Steam Navigation Company, and beneath some Chinese looking characters.  As a one-time valuer of antiques Catriona was excited, and grabbed the box from me.  She turned it in her hands and then, lifting it to an ear, shook it.  It rattled: there was obviously more than paper inside.  
“What about the Chinese writing, Cat, what does that say?”
 Catriona studied the characters for a while, but then looked me straight in the eyes rather seriously. 
“My Mandarin is a bit rusty, but I think it might be a warning of some kind.”




2.
Catriona was stirring soup, Calor gas and steam adding to the evening fug in the motorhome.  
“I managed to ping a photo to my old Oriental Studies tutor yesterday, and he says the inscription reads “Now you will suffer too”. So, it is a warning of some sort, but what about?”  
I cut some bread, and pushed it across the tiny table.  
“I don’t know. Is it saying that we’re already in trouble for disturbing it, or “don’t open the box or else”?  
Between slurps of soup Catriona thought for a moment, dunked her bread, and carried on.
“We could try to open it, but we don’t have the key. In theory it might belong to Mr Macdonald’s estate, but if he forgot to put it in his Will, they wouldn’t even have known about it. Maybe he didn’t want to leave a cursed box to his loved ones and buried it in the wall on purpose!”  
I laughed, but a little worm of unease wriggled down my spine.  I decided not to decide. 
“Seriously, Cat, I think we’d better ask our solicitors to contact MacDonald’s executors.  Meanwhile, to be honest, with that inscription I don’t feel comfortable having it in here, so can we leave it in the shed out the back, we’ve got other things to worry about?”
Months passed in a welter of demolition and dust, sawing and hammering, trips to builders’ merchants, occasional hikes to the top of a nearby hill for a better phone signal, or to an internet terminal in the Fort William library.  A near permanent bonfire burned its way through rotted timbers and we made good progress on the inside of the cottage.  We almost forgot about the box, the days lengthened, and we began to settle.
Then the postie brought a solicitor’s letter.  Macdonald’s family didn’t want the box, and we could dispose of it as we wished, so we brought it back into the house.  It sat there, challenging us, while we carried on making the house habitable.
The summer solstice came, and we celebrated by sending for some of our furniture.  We threw the last of the rubbish on the bonfire and toasted marshmallows, and ourselves with champagne, safe from the attention of midges wreathed in its smoke. 
We were retreating to the van, the deep blue of the coming night pushing pink from the sky but, emboldened by alcohol and the euphoria of our success, Catriona suddenly took my arm and dragged me to the house.
“C’mon, let’s do it.  Get the tools.  Let’s find out what the old Captain has left us.” 
The lock was surprisingly firm, resisting several blows from a bolster and hammer.  Catriona must’ve sensed a certain reluctance on my part, because she said “C’mon Ross Alexander, you need to give it some wellie. Give it here.”  And I did.  
Under her assault the dented top finally gave way, popping open to release scents of cedar, and old paper.  For a moment we just stared at it, and each other, then with the excited enthusiasm of a child at Christmas, Catriona threw back the lid.
She rummaged past some folded papers bound in ribbon, throwing them to me as she went, to find the thing that had rattled.  She suddenly stopped, and said “Oh my God, look at this, Ross!  
Already examining the paper bundles, I looked up.  She was holding an exquisitely carved white object. 
“Wow!  That looks like it might be worth a bit, is it ivory?”
Catriona was wide eyed, almost reverentially cradling it in cupped hands.
“Oh, it’s valuable alright.  Not Ivory. it’s white nephrite Jade, perhaps from Xinjiang.  A decorative piece could be very valuable in its own right, but it’s a puzzle box, much rarer, and there might be something inside it, even more valuable, or some secret that the owner wanted to keep safe.  We just have to solve the puzzle, Ross!  This is so great!”.  
Then I remembered the inscription, and the little worm wriggled again.
____________________________________________________

3.
“Cat, we just don’t have time to mess about with this.  We have to organise trades to work on the outside before autumn sets in, and we need to press on with finishing the inside.  There’s no chance I’m spending a winter in the motorhome.”   
But, after 25 years of marriage, I knew it was futile trying to dissuade her.  She was positively glowing.
“I know, I know” she pleaded, “but we just have to solve the puzzle!  It’s the most exciting thing I’ve seen in years, and it’s ours!.”
Sensing my weakening, she pressed on.
“Look, I have an old Uni friend, Justin Lau, and he works at the Burrell.  He’s a specialist in Oriental art.  I’m sure he’d help.  I could send him a picture, but he’ll want ‘hands-on’ and there’s no way I’m trusting this to the likes of DHL.  I could take it down to Glasgow, and be back next day.  You can spare me for a day or two can’t you?  Pleeeease, pretty please?”
“Alright, alright!  Go. Straight there and back, mind.  No side trips to IKEA or Dunelm. Deal?”
Catriona has a way of negotiating extras for herself, and making them sound advantageous to me.  “Deal!  You just have to drive me to the station, and pick me up after, but I expect there are things you’ll need from Travis Perks, right?  “And,” she added with a coquettish smile, “I’ll make it up to you when I get home.”
I sighed, half in defeat, half in expectation, but remembering the sheaves of paper, I bundled them up and gave them to her.
“Here, you might as well take these with you.  They’re all in Chinese anyway, so you can ask friend Justin to translate them as well.”
Two days later I picked Catriona up from the station in pouring rain, and getting into the dry of the motorhome took precedence over her news. Once she’d shaken off her Goretex and pulled back the hood, though, I could see she was flushed from something other than the rush to get dry.  Her eyes blazed with excitement but anxious to get home I started the engine and eased out of the carpark, raising my voice over the drumming rain on the roof and slap slapping of the wipers
“Well, what did you find out?  Are we stinking rich?”
She put her hand on mine, and said “Maybe. The truth is we don’t know, not yet anyway.  There’s definitely something, but you’d better pull over.”
I did as I was told, and switched off again.
“Justin said the box is not especially old, nineteenth century, possibly even a tourist piece, worth hundreds not thousands, but the papers are potentially significant.  Some of them are just administrative stuff, receipts and so on. A couple though are property deeds, land on mainland China that MacDonald seems to have bought with a Chinese partner. Whatever it is, or was, probably got forfeited in the Chinese communist revolution.  
One is very intriguing.  A birth certificate.  Brace yourself, Ross. The unmarried parents are named as MacDonald and Chalmers, and isn’t Chalmers a name I’ve seen in your family tree?”
“Well, yes it is, Cat, but a long, long, way back on my mother’s side.  It’s also true that the Alexanders are linked to the Macdonald clans but I’m not aware of any Alexander connections to China, so I shouldn’t think it means anything at all.  What about the puzzle box, though?”  
“This is the best bit.  Justin was able to open it, and it had a key inside, a key to an HSBC safe deposit……….in Hong Kong.  And there’s a letter of authority for the bearers to open it.  We have to go there!” 
____________________________________________________

4.
I was stunned by Catriona’s certainty that the madness which seemed to be taking over our lives was worth it. I wondered if this was what the inscription really meant, that by opening the box and following this trail, by uncovering whatever might wait for us in China, was what was meant by “suffering”. I even wondered if, by refusing to follow her, we might suffer a fracture in our relationship.  For all her boldness, her childlike enthusiasm, her “Light Brigade” tendency to sometimes charge headlong into the unknown, she needed me, needed my steady counterweight to provide a context for her creative impulses.  I reluctantly agreed to go, but with conditions. 
“Now that The Peoples Republic have Hong Kong back from Britain it will be difficult, perhaps impossible, to navigate official records, possibly even to get into the bank vaults.  We need to finish the house.  If I’m to come too, for more than even a few days, we’d need a contractor to take over from me here, and that’s not easy to arrange at short notice.”
I wasn’t prepared for her response.
“There’s no need for that.  Stay here, and get on with the house.  Justin could come with me, in fact he’s already offered.  He’s half Chinese, speaks the language, even has relatives there so we could possibly save on hotel bills.  He says he could use some of the time looking for museum pieces, so his expenses could be offset.  It’s a win/win.”
I just said, “It seems like you’ve both got it all worked out.  I need time to think about it”, and then went quiet for the rest of the drive home. 
Catriona went to bed early, tired from the trip and, no doubt, the adrenaline rush of it all.  I sat up in the driver’s seat, trying to unpick the strands of a mental ball of wool.  Why had we been drawn to the house, only to find this extraordinary challenge from Captain Macdonald?  Why did his family want nothing to do with it; had they known all along what it contained?  Was there anything in the Chalmers connection, or was it all just a wild coincidence. Who was this Justin Lau, and was his interest in helping Catriona for more than just old times sake?  Was there more between them ‘back in the day’, before I came along.  I woke at 3 in the morning, cold and stiff, gave up and joined Catriona under the duvet.
I put the same questions to Catriona over breakfast but got no further, other than to have to defend myself against a predictable charge of jealousy over Justin.
“Oh, Ross!  Really?  Don’t be so bloody juvenile, but if that’s what you think I won’t go.”
I thought better of suggesting that it might not be so cut and dried for Justin and that whatever she or I felt about it, maybe, just maybe, he might have been carrying a torch for her.  Instead, I asked her to reconsider the inscription on Macdonald’s box.
“Look Cat, to be honest it feels like we’re at some sort of point of no return here so, before we get in any deeper, can we not just think about it and go back to the beginning?  First of all, we might never have found the document box, right?  It could have been found by anyone, or no-one at all.  We might never have bought the house, and Braeside could have just rotted away, Macdonald’s box with it.  Why would this man, however many years ago, and completely unknowing of who, if anyone, would discover his box, the documents, the jade box, set this puzzle with his mysterious inscription?  It seems like everything we are finding out, bit by bit, is drawing us on but what if we just never knew about it, or forget all about it?  Would we be any worse off?  In some ways, the way things have developed, we might actually be better off, not worse.”
I could see that Catriona was calmer, and thinking about what I was saying, so I continued.
“I can see why you’re hooked and want to pursue it.  It’s your ‘thing’ and I ‘get it’.  But can you see that there are really good reasons for me to stay behind?  My reservations about you going have nothing really to do with you and Justin Lau, but don’t you find it odd that he can find the time to drop whatever he’s doing at the Burrell to swan off to Hong Kong with you, or maybe even without you?  It’s been years, decades, since you were students together, so how well do you really know him now?  Is it possible that, somehow, he already knew that such a jade puzzle existed somewhere, that it literally held the key to some fortune or other, and that, unknowingly, you’ve dropped it right into his lap?”
Catriona suddenly hugged me, and looking up into my eyes said,
“Yes, I have to concede it is possible to see it that way.  But the only way I, we, are going to find out is if I follow through and go to Hong Kong.  Anyway, I kept the letter of authority, but I’ve left the box with Justin for him to study, so I have to go.”
----------------------------------------------------------------------------

5.
“What are the flight details Justin, I’d like to tell Ross?”
“KLM Edinburgh to Amsterdam at 16:40 then China Eastern to Shanghai and onwards to Hong Kong.  There’s a bit of a layover at Shanghai.  We should be in Hong Kong by breakfast tomorrow.  If we can get some sleep on the plane we could start at the Bank after lunch.  I’ve already made an appointment.”
Between fitful periods of sleep, and in-flight entertainment, the long east-about flight from Amsterdam to Shanghai gave us both time to examine and re-examine the jade puzzle, re-read all the documents and speculate on the contents of the safe deposit box.   
Waiting for the internal connection in Shanghai, I took advantage of the opportunity to sleep again, while Justin strolled through the shopping malls, made a couple of phone calls and took a shower.  When I woke, I called home and spoke to Ross.  He still seemed upset that I had gone, the exchange was cool, almost mechanical.  
“It’s going OK, I’m tired but that’s how it is on long flights, isn’t it.  How are you?  What’s the weather like?”
“It’s fine.  I’m fine.  Where are you?  How’s Justin?”
“We’re at Shanghai International, waiting for the connecting flight.  Justin’s been really helpful.  I’m not sure where he is at the moment,” I looked round, “he went off.  Shopping for his relatives I wouldn’t wonder.  He’s made all the travel arrangements and been planning ahead, smoothing the way with the authorities, and so on, and he made an appointment at the bank for tomorrow before we left.  I’ll call you and let you know how it goes.  We are about 8 hours ahead of UK, so if I call just before bedtime it’ll be about lunchtime-ish there, is that OK?  Ah, there he is.  He’s waving to me, so I think I’ll have to hang up.  Love you.” 
Justin was holding a couple of tickets and boarding passes.
“I’m afraid there’s been a bit of a snafu with the flights.  Overbooked or something. We’ve been bumped to a flight in the morning, Cathay Pacific CX 363.  Our bags have already been taken off and sent to a hotel.  It’ll all be free of charge, and a business class upgrade on the morning flight.”
I was too tired to hide my disappointment.
“This is too much.  What about our appointment at the bank?”
“It’s OK, I’ve already rearranged it.  We might as well make the most of it, and get an early night.”  
As promised, our bags were waiting at the Ramada Pudong reception, and the formalities were quickly completed.  
I was also too tired to eat so, before I went to my room, we agreed to meet for breakfast at 7.30.  Justin had said, 
”Don’t be late. remember, we have to go through security all over again, and the flight is at 11.  If I don’t see you at breakfast, I’ll see you at the gate.  Here’s your ticket and boarding pass, just in case.  Just in Case, Justin Case. Get it?  He laughed.
The following morning, at 7.30 sharp, while waiting to be seated, I scanned the large and busy dining room.  I couldn’t see Justin, so I asked the maître to find him.
“Mr Lau is not here yet, would you like to sit now, or wait for him in the lounge?  Perhaps he will come soon?”  Remembering Justin’s firmness about not being late, I opted to eat.  
Spectacular though the buffet was, I had a quick continental breakfast and, worried that it was Justin that was going to be late, I went to reception and asked them to phone up to his room.  I was poleaxed by the receptionist’s reply.
“Mr Lau is not here, he did not stay last night.  He checked out again and took a taxi back to the airport.” 
Justin was not at the Cathay Pacific check-in desk either.  “Mrs Alexander, there is some mistake I think.  This boarding pass and ticket is for this flight, but tomorrow.  May I suggest you return to your hotel and come again then?”   
I stared at the ticket and boarding pass which Justin had given me the night before.  I had not checked it, just put it into my shoulder bag.  I could feel my face flushing,
“I don’t understand.  I’m travelling with Mr Justin Lau. I’m supposed to be meeting him here.  We came in together last night from Amsterdam and got bumped to this flight.  Has he checked in?”
The clerk scrolled through her computer searching for Mr Justin Lau.
“Ah, here he is!  Not today.  Mr Lau took our last flight to Hong Kong yesterday.”
“Did he leave a note, a message of some kind?
“No, no message.  Perhaps you could telephone him?”
I sat on the bench opposite, and checked my bag.  At least the jade box was still there, but not the letter of authority.  I shook the box. It did not rattle.
___________________________________________________________

6.
“Ross?  Is that you?”  
Ross rubbed the sleep from his eyes, and looked at his watch.
“Jesus Cat, it’s 2 in the morning!
Catriona was near to tears as she spoke.
“Oh, Ross. I know.  I’m sorry to wake you, but something has happened and I don’t know what to do.”
“What is it, have you been in an accident?  Where are you, are you in Hong Kong? Are you OK?”
“I’m fine.  Well, fine-ish.  No, I’m not in Hong Kong.  The thing is that Justin’s done a runner with the safe deposit key and letter, and dumped me in Shanghai.  I’m stuck here until tomorrow, by which time he’ll probably have stripped the safe deposit box.”
“Oh God.  Have you tried phoning him, to ask him what the hell he thinks he’s playing at? What about the Jade?  Have you still got that?”
“Yes, thankfully. it’s in my handbag and, yes, I’ve tried phoning him, but his number is unobtainable.”
“What do you want to do, Cat?  Are you going on, or coming home?  You could maybe get another flight today, rather than wait until tomorrow. Our bank balance can stand the cost, so don’t worry about that.”
Catriona, was still fighting back tears when she said,
“No, I don’t want to come home.  I want to find Justin and nail his miserable hide to the wall, and I want to get whatever is in the bank vault, but I’m too shaken to go on alone.  If I stay in Shanghai, can you come out?”
Ross didn’t hesitate.  “Right.  Of course.  What hotel are you at?”
“Well, I was at the Ramada, by the Pudong airport.  I checked out, but I can go back there I should think.  Make sure you book for Pudong International, there’s another Shanghai International at Hongqiao and it’s miles away.  Do hurry, please.  I’m scared.”
“Hang in there Cat, go back to the Ramada and sit tight.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.  Meanwhile, if you can, try phoning the bank.  See if he has been already, if not maybe they can stall him.  If he has been, though, I suppose it depends on what’s in the box.  If he’s not interested in the land deeds, but something portable, he may already be on his way out of the country.”
“OK, I’ll do that.  D’you think I should phone the police as well?”
“No, not at this stage anyway.  At the moment he probably hasn’t committed a crime, not one serious enough to interest them, anyway.  If he’s hanging around for some other reason, we don’t want to scare him off until we know what the hell he’s doing.  A good thing is that though he might be watching out for you, he doesn’t know me at all. That might play to our advantage.  Now, let me get on to the airlines.  It may take a while, the internet being what it is here, but I’ll be as quick as I can.  I love you.”
Ross hung up, so Catriona was left mouthing “I love you too” to the buzzing handset.  Fifteen hours later, Ross was in Shanghai holding her tight.
“I’m so, so sorry for dragging you into this Ross.  The house, the work…”
“Don’t worry about it Cat, the house will still be there when we get back.  The most important thing is that you are safe.  First things first.  I’ve had time to think about what is going on, and how to play it going forward.  What did the bank say?”
“They said Justin hasn’t been there, in fact they said they’ve never heard of him.  It’s weird, don’t you think?”
“Yes it is, but it suggests he’s not after the land, or other documents.  Unless there was something in the texts that he translated, that he didn’t tell you about, he must be waiting for something or someone else.  I think this is what we should do.  You swap your ticket for a later flight.  I’ll get there ahead of you and wait to see if he tries to contact you at the airport or the hotel.  You should check in under your name, we don’t want a booking under mine.  Which hotel is it by the way?  Oh, and what does Justin Lau look like?”
“He booked us into The Four Seasons, and I should think you can find a picture of him on the Burrell’s website.”

Next day, I was at the arrivals door outside customs, watching Catriona from a distance.  There was no sign of Lau but amongst a line of uniformed chauffeurs was one holding up a Four Seasons Hotel branded card saying “Alexander”.  I followed them to the kerbside and then jumped a cab.  After I watched Catriona check in, making sure she had caught my eye, I settled into one of the plush leather armchairs to wait in the lounge.  I didn’t have to wait long.  The air conditioning had hardly had time to dry my sticky shirt when Lau arrived at reception.  

_________________________________________________________

7.
As Lau moved away towards the lifts, I picked up my jacket and bag and followed, just catching the car doors as they closed.  It was an express lift, but I had time to study Lau. The Burrell photo was out of date.  He had aged.  His luxuriant jet black hair was receding and greying at the temples, and he has a slight stoop.  Shorter than me, and carrying a bit of extra weight, he still looked reasonably fit, so I decided on discretion.  I didn’t know which room Catriona was in but, rather than get out with Lau at the 21st floor, and follow him along the corridor, I pressed the button for the 22nd, got out there and ran along the corridor to the escape stairs and down one floor.  I was in time to see a door open and close behind Lau.  Not knowing what confrontation might be ensuing, what danger Catriona might be in, I knocked firmly on the door and announced, “Room Service!”.
Catriona calmly opened the door.  Over her shoulder I could see Lau lying against the bed, his head bleeding.  The shattered fragments of a bowl lay mixed with assorted fruits on the plush carpet.  We hugged.
“Goodness, Cat, are you alright?  I see you’ve been busy!  What happened.”
“I lost it.  He just breezed in as if nothing had happened, and asked for the box as if it was his.  The nearest thing was the bowl.”
“Wow!  You might easily have killed him, but he’s breathing, just a bit dazed.  Lok, before he comes round, I think we need to tie him up somehow.  Quick, get the tie backs from the curtains, they’ll do.”
They pulled up two chairs and waited.  When Lau came round he briefly struggled, but then subsided and hung his head.  We both spoke at the same time but, seeing that Catriona had a head of steam, I deferred.
“After you Cat”
“Alright Justin, you slimy weasel, what’s this all about, eh?  Why did you take our key and letter, why did you dump me in Shanghai?  What’s at the bank that is worth all this?  Drugs?  Diamonds? C’mon, spit it out.”   
Justin Lau shifted his weight to sit upright and looked up at them both.
“Mr Alexander I presume?  I didn’t know Catriona was quite so strong.   She surprised me.”
“Yes, she’s surprised me once or twice. You should see her swing a sledgehammer.  Perhaps you’d better answer her.”
“Very well, but first Catriona, do you still have the jade puzzle box?”
Catriona was irritated but answered “Yes, why?”
“Because it is the box itself, and what is in it, that is important to me.  Coming to me with it, out of the blue like that, was an opportunity too good to miss. I knew immediately what it was, though I lied. It is not a nineteenth century tourist trinket, it is three hundred years older than that.  I wanted to get it into China, though Hong Kong, but I couldn’t risk bringing it through customs myself because I wanted to use it to bring something else, inside.”
We were both perplexed.
“What do you mean?  There’s nothing inside, you took the key.  I shook it – it’s empty”
“Not quite.  I’m not interested in the contents of your bank vault.  I only took the key and the letter to make sure you followed me with the jade box.  I gambled that you would be angry enough to follow because, while you were asleep on the plane, I put something else inside.  A micro disk with information.  I wrapped in tissue, that’s why it didn’t rattle.”
Catriona was furious, and I had to restrain her from hitting Lau again.
“What?!  What are you, some sort of spy, a drugs baron?  You bastard, you used me as a mule!?  What if I’d got caught, did you think about that?  I could be rotting away in a Chinese jail!  Don’t let me go, Ross, or I’ll kill him for sure!”
Lau continued.
“No, I’m not a spy.  It’s not drugs or diamonds or anything like that.  It is antiquities, especially Chinese art and artifacts.  It is my specialism after all.  Working at the museum provides an ideal opportunity to identify and authenticate pieces that travel round the world, shall we say, unofficially.  Sometimes I make ‘mistakes’ with the objects that I authenticate.  Values get adjusted, up or down, copies get made. Copies get switched. I have been working for a syndicate, based here in Hong Kong but connected to the mainland.  There is enormous desire in China to recover original pieces, objects, that have been dispersed across the world before the revolution.  The micro disk has records of such pieces and transactions, all such objects. The information is almost more valuable than the items themselves.  My employers need it, but if it fell into the wrong hands the international art market would go into free fall.  Museums and private collectors would discover that some of their treasures are, for want of a better word, ‘reproductions’.  Not good for business or the reputations of institutions the world over.  
I whistled.
“So. Now, what are you going to do?  Go to the police?  Do you really want to get dragged into that?  I’ll have to resign my post at the Burrell of course, probably never work officially again, but some of the people I work with can be quite…abrupt.  
On the other hand, it’s been a bit of an adventure for you, and you’ve had an expenses paid trip to Hong Kong’.  Why not give me the jade box, I will give you the letter to the bank and the key to the safe deposit box, and we’ll say no more about it?  What do you say?” 
We didn’t have to think about it for long.
“OK. You can have your disk, but you leave the box with us.  That’s fair, don’t you think?”
“As payment for your trouble, yes, I suppose so.  It was yours to begin with anyway, but taking an undocumented artifact out of China will be a problem for you.”
“Then get us documentation!  You must have contacts here who can provide something official looking that says we already owned the box and brought it into the country.  We’ll need something like that to get us through customs back in the UK.  Bring us that, and we’ll give you the disk.  You can hold the box as security ‘til then.”
___________________________________________________

8.
We let him go, and went to the bank, but the safe deposit box was a disappointment.  There were some love letters between Macdonald and Chalmers, but no further clue to the identity of the child they bore, and a few faded black and white photos.  We decided to pass them on to the family.  There was nothing to connect the Alexanders to John Macdonald. 
As we suspected, the property deeds were valueless so, with nothing else to do while we waited for Lau to keep his end of the bargain, we did a bit of sightseeing.  A couple of days later a discreet exchange of envelopes in the hotel lobby concluded our dealings with him.
On the flight home we mulled over how we had allowed ourselves to be sucked into this wild goose chase and Catriona remembered the warning inscription on Macdonald’s metal box.
“What do you suppose it meant, after all that?”
“Ah”, I said, “I asked Lau about that too. Apparently it’s an extract from a longer traditional text.  The full line reads “If you shall steal from me now, you shall suffer too.”  It’s just a sort of catch-all warning to anyone who would try to steal someone else’s property.  Apparently, in the old days, Far-East seafarers even bought boxes and chests already marked that way.”
Catriona was deflated.
“You mean it wasn’t anything specific at all!  We dug ourselves into a non-existent mad mystery because of it”, and then added ruefully, “and I did most of the digging. I’m sorry. But why d’you think Captain Macdonald buried it in the wall then?”
 “Don’t beat yourself up Cat, I handed you the shovel and held your coat, but honestly, I haven’t a clue.  Maybe he really knew the puzzle box was valuable.  The only thing I can think is that he expected one of his children would take Braeside on after he died, and would find it with all its contents.  Perhaps he would’ve thought the family history papers might be hard for them to deal with.  I don’t know, Cat, it’s all guesswork and I’m just glad we can put it all behind us.”
Exhausted, we slept through much of the business class flight to Amsterdam, and sailed through customs at Edinburgh courtesy of Mr Justin Lau. In due course, the correctly valued jade box paid for the rest of the renovations to Braeside, with a bit left over for a new motorhome, but we resolved never, ever, to open another mystery box.  
The End	
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