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Phylippa Smithson  

If you like intriguing plots, engaging 

characters, real-life issues, and the 

emotional turmoil of losing a loved 

one, all wrapped up into a (small ‘p’) 

political drama, this one is very 

definitely for you.  

Paul has isolated himself physically and 

mentally from the world he has lived for 30 

years since moving with his parents from 

the US to Hong Kong.  Living on a quiet 

remote island away from the chaos, noise, 

‘full-on’ world of Hong Kong, he has 

escaped to come to terms with the 

devastating loss of his young son to 

leukaemia.  His marriage has ended.  His 

sense of purpose has ended.  He’s in his 50s 

with no-where to turn. 

And then he meets Elizabeth Owen who 

herself is in search of her lost 30 year old 

son, Michael.  He has disappeared from his world, from the highly successful 

and profitable family business (a car parts supplier in the exploding Chinese 

market).  His Mum is worried and she engages Paul to help. 

His minimum and reluctant commitment given his mental state, was an offer to 

contact his good friend Zhang, an honest, hard-working and hard done by 

homicide police officer in China. 

Together they unravel what the official police investigation is working hard to 

avoid getting into the public eye. 

Touching on so many strands beyond a very well structured murder plot – 

family relationships, the Chinese culture (today and the demands and 



consequences of the Mao era), life choices, bereavement and loss.  All packaged 

up with brilliant descriptive language. 

Highly recommended. 

 

Suzanne Marsh 

I wanted to read ‘Whispering Shadows’ as I read enjoyed ‘The Art of Hearing 

Heartbeats’.  ‘Whispering Shadows’ is the first in a suspenseful new trilogy. The 

story has equal parts crime thriller, romance and view of China's 

Cultural Revolution, this novel is at heart, a story about the burden 

of survival. It packs a punch. 

The gripping story of ‘Whispering Shadows’ follows a retired expat journalist in 

contemporary China who tries to crack a murder case as he battles his own 

personal demons. 

Paul Leibovitz was once an ambitious advisor, a dedicated father, and a loving 

husband. But after living for nearly thirty years in Hong Kong, personal 

tragedy strikes Paul's marriage. 

Paul and his wife Meredith thought that they had both failed as parents as they 

had not been able to shield their son Justin from Leukaemia leaving Paul's and 

Meredith marriage falling apart.  

When Paul meets an American distressed woman Elizabeth and her husband 

Richard Owen, they want Paul to help them find their son who has disappeared. 

As the investigation delve deeper into the mystery, they begin to uncover some 

dark secrets at the heart of Hong Kong. I look forward to Jan-Philipp-Sendker 

next novel. 

 www.ireadnovels.wordpress.com 

 

Jo-anne Atkinson  

Masterful fusion of emotional turmoil and exciting thriller. 

After losing his child and then his marriage, Paul has retreated from the world.  

He lives in solitude on Lamma Island in Hong Kong, enjoying the peace and 

avoiding crowds and conflict.  On the anniversary of his son's death he hikes up 

the Peak and whilst resting at the top he gets into conversation with Elizabeth 

Owen, an American whose son has disappeared in Shenzheng, just over the 

border.  Reluctantly Paul becomes involved in the mystery surrounding Michael 

Owen and through this re-evaluates his relationships with Zhang, a police 



officer he has known for many years, and Christine, a new friend. 

Usually books that try to run two narratives parallel to each other fail 

miserably, the writer is more comfortable in one genre and the other becomes 

frustrating, this is not the case here.  Sendker has written an exciting thriller 

which looks at the changes to modern Communist Chine as commerce and 

wealth come up against tradition and party values.  On the other hand he has 

written a beautiful story of old sorrows being addressed and life moving 

forward, of love and of friendship.  Paul needs to address the death of his child 

and accept that he can love again, Zhang needs to confront the horrors of his 

youth.  Both work brilliantly because of the power of the plot and also the 

emotional power of the characters' stories.  Sendker is a truly talented 

writer and this book is haunting in so many ways. 

www.pluckedhighbrow.wordpress.com  

 

Catherine Bryce  

A gripping novel covering various writing genres which keeps your 

attention to the very last page.  

A very enjoyable book from author Jan-Philipp Sendker which commences very 

sadly for the main character of the book but as the story progresses Paul 

Leibovitz slowly begins to see light at the end of the tunnel for his problems only 

to be faced with other problems that were not of his making. 

Set in a cultural changing country, China, the plot of the story is well written 

and keeps the readers attention throughout the book as the reader is eager to 

see the outcome of each problem and how it has affected Paul Leibovitz.   

Several genres are touched within the book and each plays its part within the 

novel.  This is a book that will delight many people from a variety of reading 

backgrounds and is a delightful first read from the author.  I look forward with 

enthusiasm to the remainder of the trilogy and am sure that I won’t be 

disappointed. 

 

Linda Hill  

A novel of intrigue and trust set in a post revolutionary China. 

I absolutely adored 'The Art of Hearing Heartbeats' by Jan-Philipp Sendker and 

as I began reading 'Whispering Shadows' the emotion of the prologue as Paul 

contemplates the death of his son, Justin, made me think I would enjoy this book 



just as much. However, I was slightly disappointed. I don't know if there was a 

different translator, but the writing didn't seem to flow as fluidly and I didn't 

get the same emotional pull. 

However, the story is a strong and intriguing one and the book is well worth 

reading. The murky world of corrupt officialdom and business is very 

effectively described and I found the practices very distasteful as Paul Leibovich 

and Zhang try to discover who really murdered Michael Owen. 

Descriptions of the food and the setting make this a very vivid read. There are 

themes of love and trust that resonate with us all so that Paul's rehabilitation 

into the world becomes important to the reader. Having read 'Whispering 

Shadows' I want to know what will become of Paul and Christine in the future. 

I think that readers of John Grisham would enjoy 'Whispering Shadows' very 

much indeed.  

www. lindasbookbag.wordpress.com/  

 

Edel Waugh  

This is the story about a man called Paul, he lives in Hong Kong and has been 

here a very long time. Once married with a child his circumstances have 

changed a lot but something is about to come into his life that will make him 

take an interest in life again in the form of a woman called Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth's son lives here and works in the family business as a director 

alongside a man called Victor Tang. They are a wealthy family and Elizabeth 

asks Paul for his help with translating and anything else he can do when her son 

goes missing. So begins a mystery and a story about corruption, deceit and 

moving forwards. I really enjoyed the setting of the book and the 

author writes so beautifully even if he is describing Paul's friend 

Zhang preparing a  Meal or the hustle and bustle of travelling in the 

area , you really feel like you are there and I loved that! 

I recommend this to everyone, especially if you love books based in different 

countries.  

http://www.edelwaugh.blogspot.com 

 

Jan Kirkcaldy   

An unusually sad yet ultimately compelling start to this book almost 

put me off reading on but it ultimately turned into one of the best I’ve 



read in recent years.  What starts as one man’s efforts to overcome a 

traumatic period in his life soon becomes so much more as he finds himself 

almost unwittingly drawn into what becomes a high profile murder in Hong 

Kong. Corruption is high on the agenda with the Chinese not normally to 

admitting to murders of foreigner as anything more than a suspicious death.  

German authors tend to write in a serious, almost lecturing manner but not this 

one if the English translation is accurate.  Accurately portraying Hong Kong 

and China to this day, it is frighteningly accurate about the people, how divided 

they are and to this day often too scared to express opinions.  A fascinating 

story that is gripping throughout with totally believable characters.  I cannot 

recommend it highly enough. 

  

Emma Barton  

This is an interesting book giving a real insight into how industry 

and commerce work in modern day China and how the past still 

haunts many people.  

I was really looking forward to reading this book after enjoying ‘The Art of 

Hearing Heartbeats by Jan- Philipp Sendker. ‘Whispering Shadows’ is a very 

different story. It is beautifully written but unfolds at a slow pace while slipping 

between several stories, past and present. The detail given to describing the 

horrors people faced in China's recent past are appalling, whereas the 

information about customs and rapid change in modern day China is 

fascinating. 

The investigation in to a missing American businessman is the central theme 

but not the most interesting or gripping. If you like thrillers this book may not 

really hook you, but is an interesting and well written account of life in China. 

 

Judith Smith  

This is a compelling, page turning story, not to be missed.  

Set in modern day China and Hong Kong this compelling detective story is 

underpinned by shadows of the former communist regime and of modern day 

corruption where the rich and powerful can control events. The characters are 

brilliantly drawn showing them dealing with past memories and tragedies, and 

Paul, the lead character doggedly trying to solve a murder with help from a 

detective in China. I couldn't put this beautifully translated book down and I am 

looking forward to reading other books by this writer. 



 

Joan Sidwell 

Paul Leibovitz is a former journalist now leading a virtually solitary life on a 

remote island off Hong Kong following the death of his young son and his 

subsequent divorce.  Following a chance meeting with an American woman he 

is drawn into helping her and her husband find their adult son who is missing in 

China.  With the help of his old friend Zhang, a homicide detective in Shenzhen, 

he discovers that Michael Owen, the American, has been found murdered on 

mainland China. 

This is a brilliant book, beautifully written with a gripping 

narrative.  It moves between Hong Kong, the islands and China as Paul and 

Zhang get more drawn into Michael’s business ventures with the Chinese as 

they try to discover what happened to him.  The pace continues through the 

book, the characters are real and believable, sympathetically portrayed and 

written by someone with an incredible knowledge of a fascinating country. 

It is also an absorbing lesson in social history and the story of a nation which 

has caught up with and indeed in some ways overtaken the Western world and 

yet, underneath, there is a completely different culture, the China of many 

centuries, still thriving and apparent on every page. 

A mystery, a thriller, a travelogue, but also, and very importantly, a 

book about love, friendship, trust, hope and redemption, this book 

encompasses everything you could want.  One of the most exciting and 

interesting books I have read and the first of a trilogy, I can’t wait for the next 

one. 

 

Sue Broom  

A fascinating setting, vividly described, with intriguing insights into 

China’s rapid change over recent decades.  

Interwoven stories of two men, emotionally damaged in different 

circumstances.  Paul is a retired American businessman, long-term expatriate 

in Hong Kong, who lost his young son, then his marriage, and has retreated to 

an isolated island.  Zhang is his mainland Chinese friend, a policeman who is 

still haunted by his experiences during the Cultural Revolution.  They come 

together after many years to uncover the people responsible for a young man’s 

murder and prevent a miscarriage of justice - a mission which forces Paul to 

look beyond his personal grief and start reconnecting with society and allows 



Zhang to confront and overcome the trauma of his youth.  A sensitive and 

touching study of people’s motives and feelings of guilt, and how it is possible to 

reconcile the past with a purposeful present and future. 

The author presents a fascinating setting, vividly described, with intriguing 

insights into China’s rapid change over recent decades.  I thoroughly 

enjoyed my fleeting immersion into a very foreign culture and making 

the acquaintance of believable and sympathetic characters - and am so glad this 

is intended as the first book in a series and that I can look forward to meeting 

them again. 

 

Tracey Poulter 

Paul Leibovitz, an American living in Hong Kong, is still coming to terms with 

the loss of his son and breakdown of his marriage. He has a chance meeting 

with another American, Elizabeth, and agrees to investigate the disappearance 

of her son. The investigation soon becomes a murder case which exposes 

Chinese corruption and leads Paul into danger. 

This beautifully written novel is not simply a murder mystery story 

as it delves into the meaning of love and friendship, forgiveness and 

redemption, secrets and lies. The author manages to keep the plot moving 

at a swift pace whilst giving the reader time to reflect at a deeper level. 

This is the first book in a trilogy and I will definitely be looking out for the 

others. 

 

Sarah Tilley 

A fascinating read and very well written. 

A fascinating read and very well written. 

I was completely absorbed by the story, and in particular the insight in to 

life in China, both in the current time and how it used to be. 

There is a little of everything – romantic love story at the edges, with a very 

good whodunit at the centre, plus the very descriptive cultural references. 

A lot of the novels set in other countries can leave you a little adrift if you do not 

know the places referred to, but this left you feeling that you knew Hong Kong 

personally. 

An excellent book. 


