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Frenchman Thomas Rawicz, whose only 
crime is a rather scatter-brained approach 
to life, is being held prisoner in a dingy room, 
sitting opposite a Chinaman convinced that 
he has finally tracked down Tomas Krawczyk, 
a gangster involved in prostitution and child 
trafficking whom he has been chasing for 
weeks. The Chinaman, ‘Zuo Luo’, is a private 
detective who has forged a reputation for saving 
battered women, assisted by Wanglin, the 
brains behind this unlikely partnership. Once 
the case of mistaken identity has been resolved, 
Thomas is released. Interested to learn what 
brought these two allies together, he joins them, 
postponing his departure for Irkutsk, where 

he was supposed to meet Marie, his Franco-
Russian girlfriend.

What connection can there be between 
a Korean prostitute, a professional movie extra 
with a long career in Hong Kong Kung-Fu films, 
two soldiers killed in the Sino-Soviet war of 
1969, a strange bright-eyed Siberian woman 
and a Latino gang leader? What happens 
when personal histories become entangled 
with world history? From Vladivostok to the 
shamanistic Olkhon Island on Lake Baikal, 
via the subways of New York, what started 
out as a straightforward manhunt will end up 
having unexpected consequences …

1
I’m the one asking the questions

Thomas folded the newspaper with his free hand and placed it back on the 
small table between him and the Chinaman, prominently displaying the article 
he’d just glanced at without reading, and the somewhat blurred photo printed 
next to it. He jutted his chin at the photo.

‘That ‘Zorro’ is you, isn’t it?’ he asked, with a grimace.
His other hand, the one tied to the cast-iron radiator, was hurting.
‘Shut your mouth, Krawczyk,’ said the Chinaman.
‘How many times do I have to tell you that my name isn’t Krawczyk. It’s 

Rawicz. Thomas Rawicz. You took my passport, so you should know.’
The Chinaman drew deeply on his cigarette then slowly exhaled the smoke 

through his nostrils.
‘Shut your mouth, Krawczyk.’
Then, with his eyes fixed on his trainers, the Chinaman murmured, shak-

ing his head.
‘Your passport … Do you take me for a fool?’
Thomas sighed.
‘Is your name really Zorro?’ he asked again.
‘It’s a nickname,’ replied Zorro through a fresh cloud of smoke. ‘In Chinese, 

it’s pronounced “Zuo Luo”’.
‘And you don’t mind? I mean, don’t you think it sounds a bit stupid?’
Zuo Luo inhaled deeply, blew the cigarette smoke into Thomas’s somewhat 
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bruised face, then turned his head towards the small round window. Every so 
often, there was a nauseating whiff of diesel. Darkness fell slowly like a thick, 
damp quilt. They could hear voices, the din of birds and a few cars, which 
sounded farther away, their engines muted. Probably a park, thought Thomas. 
Perhaps the small scruffy park below the avenue that ran alongside the port, 
between the boulevard with its busy traffic and the cranes. I think I saw what 
looked like an abandoned shed there yesterday. He coughed and asked for a 
sip of water.

‘Yeah, and then what?’ said Zuo Luo.
‘Just a sip,’ repeated Thomas. ‘Anyway, you’re hardly going to keep me tied to 

this radiator for months, are you? At some point, you’re going to realize you’ve 
got the wrong man. Then you’ll be sorry.’

Zuo Luo just sat there, gazing at his trainers.
‘What’s your real name?’ asked Thomas.
‘What’s it to you?’ replied Zuo Luo. ‘Planning to take me to court, are you? 

Fat chance.’
‘Not necessarily. But I do like your nickname. A while ago, I read a book 

about a bloke with the same name. Or, at least, his nickname was Zorro or Zuo 
Luo. He was Chinese too. Odd, isn’t it?’

Zuo Luo drew on his cigarette.
‘A book,’ he repeated.
‘Yes.’
‘A book about me.’
‘That I don’t know. A book about someone called Zuo Luo, anyway. A story 

about a private detective who helped young women who had been sold by their 
families. His real name was Tchou Weng Wang.’

Zuo Luo leant towards Thomas.
‘What did you say?’
‘Tchou Weng Wang. At least, I think that was his name. It was spelt Z-h-u, 

I read it as Zu or Zou, but someone told me it was pronounced Tchou. 
Or Djouw. That said, he didn’t look much like you. He was much fatter.’

‘Why, were there photos?’
Thomas sniggered.
‘Not fatter, but definitely heavier. You do know that there are such things as 

portraits, or descriptions, in novels, don’t you?’
The irony seemed lost on Zuo Luo.
‘Tchou Weng Wang, you said?’
‘Something like that. Chinese isn’t really my thing. Why, is that your name?’
‘It’s close,’ said Zuo Luo. ‘Badly pronounced. It’s also my nickname and my 

job. That adds up to quite a bit.’
‘But he wasn’t your build. He was much bulkier, I’m telling you. Fat cheeks, 

a real sumo wrestler type.’
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‘Hmm. What was the book about?’
‘Stories, I guess. Zorro in Canton, Zorro in New York, Zorro in Japan, Zor-

ro’s childhood, Zorro growing up, Zorro in love, that kind of thing. A friend 
of his was also in it, as I remember, an informer called Duck Face. As well as 
loads of women.’

Zuo Luo took a deep drag, then threw his cigarette butt on the floor and 
crushed it out with his heel.

‘Duck Face. That’s ridiculous,’ he murmured, blowing a thick pale grey 
cloud into the air.

‘No more ridiculous than Zorro,’ said Thomas.
‘Who wrote it?’
‘Do you think I remember that?’ said Thomas. ‘Why don’t you just give me a 

sip of water. When your friend gets here, he’ll realise I’m not the man you think 
I am, and you’ll be in deep shit for treating me so badly.’

Zuo Luo sighed, stood up, filled a glass of water from the tap, and offered it 
to Thomas, who gulped it down in one. Through the small, open window, they 
could hear occasional snatches of conversation in Russian, floating above the 
more distant noise of the cars.

‘That’s rubbish,’ said Zuo Luo. ‘I’ve never set foot in New York. Or Japan.’
‘I never said it was you,’ said Thomas wiping his lips with his free hand. ‘It’s 

only a novel, after all. Wouldn’t you like to untie me?’
‘What? No. No way,’ murmured Zuo Luo, absent-mindedly. ‘Tell me, was 

the book written by someone Chinese? Or was he French like you?’
Thomas sighed.
‘Listen, I don’t remember. I think it was attributed to a Frenchman but writ-

ten by a Chinaman. Or the other way round. Understand?’
‘No.’
‘Fine. Either that, or I don’t remember. Anyway, I don’t give a damn. When 

will your friend get here?’
‘He won’t be long now,’ said Zuo Luo.
There was a silence. Darkness had fallen. The strange darkness of an electri-

cal night. The birds were quiet now. All they could hear was the odd fragment of 
Russian conversation and the rumble of lorries in the background. And there 
was still the smell of diesel fumes. Even though it was night time, the heat was 
sticky and uncomfortable.

‘If you’re not the man we’re looking for, what the fuck are you doing in Vladi-
vostok?’ asked Zuo Luo.

‘Why are you here?’
‘I’m the one asking the questions, remember,’ said Zuo Luo.
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2
The Day Before

In fact, I’d ended up in Vladivostok by mistake.
The day before, I’d been in Belogorsk. I’d gone there to meet Yuri Berdaiev, 

head of Galiana Editions, to make an offer for the rights to the latest books by 
three of the authors with that publishing house, which had been kind enough to 
give me the odd paid assignment from time to time: a novel by Igor Phren, one 
by Eugenio Tramonti and a posthumous story by Norwich Restinghale, with 
an introduction and commentary by George Traunberg. We’d agreed terms for 
two of them (Tramonti and Restinghale), and I stayed for two days, one spent 
walking in a beautiful forest with Yuri and his wife some thirty miles out of 
town, along the Chinese border, a magnificent, fertile region where tigers had 
been seen, although we didn’t spot any. We then spent the evening drinking. 
My train for Irkutsk was due to leave during the night.

After that, I simply went to the wrong platform. I blame those stupid, 
bureaucratic, centralized Russian train timetables, though the booze might 
have had something to do with it. I was supposed to take the 3.37 a.m. Trans-
Siberian train to Irkutsk where I was meant to be meeting Marie, who’d arrived 
in Moscow the day before, but I got on the train going in the opposite direc-
tion, to Vladivostok, where no one was waiting for me. I’d forgotten that the 
timetables for all Trans-Siberian trains are based on Moscow time, not that 
of the cities they pass through. So, although the Belogorsk-Irkutsk train did 
leave at 3.37 a.m., it was 3.37 a.m. Moscow time—in other words, the one leav-
ing at 9.37 a.m. from Belogorsk. I’d showed up at the station six hours too 
early, in the middle of the night around 3.00 a.m., suitably sozzled from all 
the vodka I’d been drinking to keep me going which, incidentally, had been a 
very bad idea. When I couldn’t see any train indicated at 3.37 a.m., I’d remem-
bered this business with the timetables and muttered a mouthful of abuse at 
the perverse inventor of such a bloody stupid system. Helped by the booze (or 
rather not helped by it), I’d proved completely incapable of coming up with a 
mathematical calculation to subtract—or was it add?—six hours—or was it 
five or seven?—I couldn’t for the life of me remember—from or to the train 
times, and had therefore simply tried to find a train leaving at 37 minutes past 
the hour, any hour, and I’d found one—a nice old Trans-Siberian train. That 
had to be the one, the train indicator said 9.37 p.m. Moscow time, yes, that 
had to be the right train, I’d told myself, there must be six hours’ time differ-
ence. I’d added six hours to 9.00 p.m. in my head and ended up with 3.00 a.m., 
but of course I was doing it the wrong way round, because I should have been 
adding six hours to that bloody stupid 3.37 a.m. Not only that, but I’d done 
it all, in my fuddled state, without realising that the indicated direction was 
Vladivostok, not Moscow via Irkutsk. I’d headed over to the freezing-cold, 
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deserted platform, had climbed into the carriage, where, unaccountably, no 
one checked my ticket—usually a carriage attendant, the provodnitsa, inspects 
your ticket, but perhaps he’d gone off for a pee or had overslept, who knows. 
By another stroke of bad luck, my seat (upper bunk on the left as you entered 
the carriage) was unoccupied. I stretched out and, without even taking off my 
shoes, fell into a fitful asleep, continually interrupted by noises, lights when 
the train passed through a station without stopping, and both when the train 
stopped, plus a bad headache due to the amount I’d drunk. And, even stranger, 
the provodnitsa didn’t show his face for the entire journey. I didn’t realize my 
mistake until I’d fully woken up, about five hours later, seeing towns I hadn’t 
noticed on the way out flash past. In the meantime, a small plump woman had 
taken the lower bunk, and an old man the one opposite. I greeted them with a 
silent smile. There were another fifteen hours to go before we arrived in Vladi-
vostok. I had nothing to do there but, after all, what did I have to lose? I prayed 
no ticket inspector would show up and make me get off the train in the middle 
of nowhere, in some gloomy town surrounded by impenetrable forests, dis-
used factories or former gulags.


