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         Praise for Betsy Tobin’s Bone House:
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A gripping narrative shimmering with psychological depth.” New York Times
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A surprisingly delicate murder mystery, tempered by great detail and remarkable control.” Los Angeles Times
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Mesmerizes the reader with its gentle mysticism, carnal themes, and dreamlike qualities… A fine gothic novel which burrows under the skin.” The Times
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “An elegant, haunting novel…The realistic period detail is meticulously rendered, and the naturalness of the heroine’s thought processes and inner life adds to the authenticity.” Publishers Weekly
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A polished debut novel… Tobin’s neatly measured prose cuts through a tangle of dark and dirty secrets with pearly clarity and precision… Her writing has weight and resonance.” Time Out
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Wonderful, poignant and gripping… Betsy Tobin has skilfully portrayed life in a 17th-century English village as well as written a compelling mystery.” Tracy Chevalier
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “An entertaining and highly original first novel.” Harpers &  Queen
         
 
         
 
         
 
          
         Praise for Ice Land:
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A vivid evocation of an ancient volcanic land… Tobin combines the sensuality of Angela Carter with a profound feeling for a violent, unstable and fascinating landscape… this world pulses with subversion and unexpected passion. An elegy not merely to a different age… but crucially to a tradition of storytelling; the gathering around a bright fire to hear tales of hardship magic and love. It is surprising just how resonant they still are.” Daily Telegraph
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Tobin’s novels are dark and bloody, sensual and mythic. They are also set in a past that, thanks to her skill at inhabiting her characters, seems often more immediate than the world around us… Tobin inhabits this pagan land with the passion and intensity of her characters.” Observer
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “A lyrically written epic inspired by the beauty and history of that island, and the rich world of Norse mythology that infuses that island, and the rich world of Norse mythology that infuses mythology.” Sunday Telegraph
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Tobin’s descriptions are triumphant.” Time Out
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “One does not often meet a heroine with the power of flight, but Betsy Tobin’s characters are hardly ordinary people… Not just a good story, but one of the greatest – beautifully told.” The Times 
         
 
         
             

         
 
         “Tobin captures this world in all its complexity: the fierce feuds, the slyness and warmth of a people who will sacrifice a daughter to kin, and slit the throat of kin for the sake of a stranger. Here is a world where magic and mystery rise from the currents of  nature and not in defiance of in.” Independent on Sunday
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            In memory of all those
 who perished at Morecambe Bay
 on February 5th, 2004
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
          
         
 
         
            Epigraph
            

         
 
         
            Share the sweet and the bitter. 
            
 
                      Old Chinese proverb
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         Sometimes it would be so easy to succumb – to slip beneath the icy surface of her life without a trace. Angie has blundered through the first half of her existence, she thinks drunkenly. Why not cut a fast path through the remainder?
         
 
         She is nearly through the bottle before she realises that this is what her mother must have felt, the night she drove onto the sands. The thought makes her recoil. She did not empathise with her mother during life. Why should she do so in death? For the first time, she wonders if her mother’s blighted spirit has not lodged somewhere deep inside her, like a canker.
         
 
         She switches off the car’s engine and stares out across the vast expanse of bay. One year ago today, her mother had sat in this same spot, contemplating death. She had been diagnosed just before Christmas with cancer of the liver. (Too much bile, Ray had said.) Within four weeks it had spread to her lymph nodes. The doctors recommended that she cease treatment and enjoy what little time she had remaining. This, apparently, had been beyond her.
         
 
         The sand had swallowed her car like an offering. It could happen in minutes, the police told her afterwards – such was the perilous nature of the quicksand on the bay. A local fisherman had spotted her mother’s blue Fiesta lurching across the sand a few hundred yards off Hest Bank. When he’d looked up moments later, the car had vanished. For several days, the coastguard scoured the shores for her body. In the end Angie’s mother was declared missing. The police sergeant informed her that without a body there could be no death certificate. Angie had stared at him uncomprehendingly. But her house and her possessions? she’d asked. He shrugged. The law says seven years, he replied. Before that, you can presume nothing.
         
 
         Six weeks later, after a bad spring storm, the roof of the car had reappeared like an apparition, half a mile out, silted up with mud and sand. The corpse inside was water-logged and barely recognisable. Angie was called to the morgue. The pinched male attendant apologised twice before unzipping the black plastic bag that contained her remains. There was little to identify: the body was bloated, especially the torso, and the skin withered like an old turkey, its bleached surface waxy and riddled with strange bumps. Angie had asked what happened to her skin, struggling to keep her voice steady. The attendant coughed nervously. It’s the cold, he explained. The muscles contract and push the follicles up. I’m sorry for your loss, he added. This last word reverberated in the air between them, like a badly plucked string. Yes, she thought. There had been many losses. Right from the start.
         
 
         The coroner recorded death by misadventure. But Angie knew better. Unable to face the cancer that was slowly eating its way through her organs, her mother had driven out onto the sands at low tide, swallowed a handful of sleeping pills and let nature hurry its course. Perhaps she’d hoped never to be found. That was Ray’s theory. Her brother Ray said she’d done it out of spite. Seven years she would have made us wait, Ray said. But the sea spat her back in the end.
         
 
         Thank God for drink, Angie decides. Over the years she has learned that bad things fall away in the presence of alcohol: guilt, anger, boredom, fear. It’s the aesthetics of drink she has always loved: the tinkle of ice cubes in a glass, the pleasing chink of bottle against rim, the amber beauty of the liquid as it tumbles forth obediently, the marvellous heat in the back of the throat. And the melting away of the self in the process. There are few things in life she prefers.
         
 
         But she likes the sea. That is why she moved to Morecambe after her divorce, into her mother’s deserted bungalow. Her mother had bequeathed the house to her: a small, one-bedroom brick and stucco cottage in a suburban cul-de-sac with a long narrow garden at the back that had been her particular obsession. On the night Angie moved in, she had locked the garden door and thrown the key in the back of a drawer, not caring what became of her mother’s flowers and shrubs. Over the ensuing months, she had marked the garden’s decline with something akin to satisfaction, until it became little more than a dense jungle of weeds.
         
 
         Now she stares out at the gathering dusk. The tide is set to turn, but it will be hours before the water comes galloping across the bay. Her ex-husband hated the sea, hated the feel of sand in his shoes, the stick of salt in his hair, the endless lapping of waves. He was a terrible swimmer too, something she did not discover until after they were married. Their holidays were invariably of the mountain sort: Snowdonia, the Alps, the Pyrenees. Water did not feature, though she’d sought respite in other forms of fluid. It was a relief to live alone again, to line the empty bottles up along the counter without fear of recrimination.
         
 
         Outside the night is ugly, just as they said it would be. The beach in front of her is empty, but further down the shore a dirty white van crawls along, snaking its way around rivulets and patches of wet sand. She watches as it stalls briefly, then creeps forward across the sands. A moment later, she hears the muffled roar of engines out to sea. Two quad bikes, laden with hunched figures, come racing in across the flats. They pass the white van, now heading optimistically out towards the water. She sees the driver of the first bike gesture towards the incoming tide, but the white van trundles on unheeding towards the fishing beds.
         
 
         She had not been planning to come. She’d slept badly and woke late, losing much of the day in the process. At half past three she’d driven to the shops and bought a bottle of whisky, and on the drive home, before she’d even realised, she’d turned right at the level crossing and was heading towards the shore. She drove past the far end of the gravel car park, stopping just beyond the battered wooden warning sign, the one her mother had not heeded.
         
 
         Angie closes her eyes, struggling to shed her mother’s memory. The drink takes its toll and she dozes off, dreaming of this same shore, only the day is sunny and she is a child of nine or ten. She skips across the sand to the edge of the water, her toes dipping into the frothy yellow edge. Don’t wade out, calls her mother. Or you’ll be sucked under. She turns to see her mother on the blanket flicking through a magazine, her dark brown hair tied back in a pale yellow kerchief. When she is no longer watching, Angie wades out so that the water rises to her neck. A swell lifts her briefly off the sand, and for an instant she is flying. Then she hears her mother’s voice, calling.
         
 
         Angie wakes with a start, disoriented, her mouth dry. Outside night has fallen. She strains to see the ocean through the darkness, though she can hear the sound of waves close by, together with the patter of rain. Her mother’s voice is still in her ear, so real that she half expects her to appear in front of the car. She reaches for the key in the ignition, but as she does she hears the voice again, faint but unmistakeable, torn by the wind. Terrified, her heart flaps wildly inside her chest. She stares out at the blackened night. Why could her mother not stay dead?
         
 
         She waits, the storm outside taunting her. When she can stand it no longer, she takes a last pull of whisky and steps out of the car, buttoning up her long woollen coat. At once the wind pitches her sideways. She can hear the roar of the tide, the sound merging with the rain and the howling of the wind. She stumbles across the soft press of sand, daring her mother’s spirit to call to her again. But when her feet hit the water it is far, far colder than she expected. For a moment she falters. The icy water surges up to her knees, and she can feel the sand sucking at her shoes. She screams into the wind, her voice merging with the memory of the other. She moves forward, sloshing through the waves, crying out again when the wetness hits her groin. She does not stop until the water reaches her breasts, arms floating out in front of her. She feels her body start to sink.
         
 
         And then she sees a blur of movement in the water: a man’s head bobbing out of the waves not ten paces ahead of her. He rises and falls in the darkness, arms flailing, and vanishes beneath the surface just as quickly as he appeared. She scans the waves, aghast. Who in their right mind would swim out on a night like this? Moments later, the man reappears down shore, caught in the treacherous current of the Keer. She hears the hoarse cry of a voice snatched away by the wind. And before she can think, she is pulling her feet free of sucking mud and pushing forward through the water, straining against the waves towards the bobbing figure, now desperately trying to claw his way out of the current’s flow.
         
 
         She manages to come almost abreast with him, but by then the waves are breaking over her head and she knows that if she advances further she too will fall into the tidal current that is carrying him away. The man has seen her now and is gasping words she cannot understand. He thrashes against the water and suddenly his feet have caught the edge of something, for he rises up unsteadily, his arms outstretched towards her, desperate not to fall backwards into the torrent of current. She lunges forward, the water surging for an instant over her head, and reaches out blindly. She feels the clutch of fingers, feels the man’s desperate hand close upon her wrist. So this is death, she thinks, half crazed with fear. It is not what she imagined.
         
 
          
         The water is so cold she can barely feel the man’s hand, only the force of his weight as she drags him backwards towards the shore. A huge wave engulfs them both and for a moment they lurch sideways in the dark, floating briefly, before she scrambles once again for a footing. He is naked from the waist up, while her clothes are now a sodden mass. The man cannot stand so she links her arms under his shoulders and pulls backwards with all her strength. Within moments they are staggering out of the waves in waist-deep water, coughing, clutching at each other. When they reach the shallows he falls to his knees. She yanks him to his feet, shouting at him over the wind, for the tide is still racing in and they are not yet safe. She carries on dragging him backwards until they reach the dry ground, where he collapses, gasping and coughing up water. She sinks to her knees, chest heaving, half frozen.
         
 
         “You bloody idiot!” she gasps. “Another minute and you’d have drowned!”
         
 
         The man raises his head to look at her, his eyes bewildered. For the first time she takes in his appearance: narrow eyes, a black stubbly head of hair, a long thin frame. Chinese, she realises. A cockler. One of dozens who have descended upon the bay this winter. She has seen them once or twice, tumbling out of tightly packed transit vans at low tide. How in God’s name did these people get here from the far side of the world?
         
 
         For the first time, the man speaks, gasping out words in his own tongue. She stares at him uncomprehendingly, then without another word turns and stumbles angrily back towards the car, her sodden coat draped heavily about her knees. When she reaches the car she pulls off the coat and throws it onto the floor at the back, then climbs inside, slamming the door after her. Shivering, she turns the key in the ignition and the car roars into life. The headlights glow eerily: she sees the man lying on the ground some thirty feet in front of the car. Behind him, the waters of the bay come rolling in. He pushes himself up and squints at her, his face a blur of confusion. Leave, she thinks. Drive away now. Ahead of her the half-drowned man can only stare, incredulous that she would abandon him to the freezing night.
         
 
         “Shit,” she mutters. “Shit, shit, shit.” She opens the car door and trudges back to where he lies. “Come on,” she says. “Before you freeze to death.”
         
 
         The man looks up at her uncertainly, so she bends down and grabs his arm, hauling him unsteadily to his feet. She half carries him to the car, and lowers him onto the passenger’s seat, swinging his legs in one by one, then shutting the door before climbing in herself. The man has started to shake uncontrollably now, his entire body wracked with convulsions from the cold. She fiddles with the car’s heater and turns it on full blast, then turns and rummages in the back seat for anything she can cover him with. She finds an old car blanket on the floor and a moth-eaten cardigan and tucks them around his body.
         
 
         “We should get you to a hospital. You’re bloody frozen. And we should call the police.” She is thinking out loud now. She puts the car in gear and starts to reverse when the man grabs her forearm. His grip is surprisingly strong. She turns to face him.
         
 
         “No,” he says. His tone is urgent: it is the first word of English he has spoken.
         
 
         “No,” he says again. Perhaps it is the only word he knows? She puts the car in park.
         
 
         “No what? No hospital? No police?”
 
         “No.” He shakes his head.
 
         With a sigh, Angie drops her head to the steering wheel. A moment later, she feels the weight of his gaze and when she raises her head, the man is gripping his shoulders to stop his body shivering. She sees his eyes sweep across her and alight on the near-empty bottle. Once again he speaks to her in his own language, his voice forming a question. Angie stares at him. Something in his tone makes her uneasy.
         
 
         “I don’t understand,” she says after a moment. “Speak English.”
         
 
         The man hesitates, his dark eyes probing hers, and when he finally speaks, his tone is suffused with anger. He nods to her sodden coat and jeans, then to the bottle, his voice taut with emotion. She does not understand a word that he is saying, but his meaning is perfectly clear.
         
 
         “None of your business,” she says sharply, putting the car back in gear.
         
 
         She reverses and heads across the pitted gravel car park, driving too fast, the car bouncing violently up and down. She passes the rail crossing and turns right onto the main coastal road heading south. As the road climbs the hill, they see the lights of vehicles further down the shore. Two cars are parked, their headlights shining towards the open sea. Around them four figures are huddled. At once she pulls the car over and halts. Both she and the man stare at the scene without a word. A police car comes racing past them then, ominously silent but red lights flashing, and drives down onto the foreshore where the two cars are parked. They watch as two officers jump out. The figures on the beach begin to gesticulate wildly towards the sea. She turns to him with alarm.
         
 
         “They’re looking for you,” she says. “We’ve got to go down there!”
         
 
         The Chinese man swallows, then shakes his head.
 
         “No.” He gestures towards the ocean. “People,” he says in English. It sounds like purple.
         
 
         “What do you mean? What people? Are there others?” she asks, horrified.
         
 
         He nods, eyeing her.
 
         “How many?”
 
         The man stares at her, his chest heaving.
 
          
         “How many others?”
 
         “Tert,” he says.
         
 
         “Three?”
 
         He shakes his head, then holds up both his hands in front of him. He opens and closes them once, twice, three times, then turns his palms face up. She stares at him.
         
 
         “Thirty? Thirty more besides you?” she asks, incredulous.
         
 
         The man nods.
 
         “Where?”
 
         He shakes his head, gestures across the entire bay. They both stare at the scene below them on the beach, unable to move. After a few minutes, they hear the engine of a hovercraft out to sea. They watch as its lights criss-cross the bay, flashing eerily across the surface of the dark water. The man murmurs something quietly to himself.
         
 
         “We have to go down there,” she says again. He looks out across the bay, his eyes filled with dread. Slowly he shakes his head.
         
 
         “No,” he turns to her. “Puh-lees,” he says desperately.
         
 
         She peers at him. Please? Or police? Is he begging, or warning her? She looks back towards the cluster of cars. Like him, she does not wish to contend with the police and their probing questions. What in God’s name would she say to them? Out for a stroll? And she would surely not pass a breathalyser.
         
 
         “Okay,” she says, nodding. “Okay.”
 
         He exhales with relief, then passes a hand across his face, while she puts the car in gear and pulls back onto the road.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            September 2004
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         As soon as the plane touches down, Lili feels his presence acutely, like a lost limb. Her dead brother is waiting for her, just as she knew he would be. She walks, dazed with dislocation and fatigue, through a bewildering series of pale grey corridors towards immigration, where she is confronted with a battery of questions about the nature of her stay. All the while she imagines Wen at her elbow, coaxing the correct sequence of words from her that will unlock the doors to this strange country.
         
 
         The immigration officer is Indian, a Sikh. He frowns at her passport, the folds of his turban ever so slightly askew. Then he looks straight at her and asks if she has relatives in Britain. For a moment she doesn’t answer. Does Wen’s spirit reside here? Or somewhere else? She looks around, her mind reaching for him. The immigration officer clears his throat, exasperated.
         
 
         “Family,” he says too loudly, as if she hasn’t understood.
 
         “No,” she replies.
 
         Satisfied, he waves her through. A trickle of sweat rolls down her side. She walks on towards the baggage carousel, and when she reaches it, she has the sudden sense that he is near. She watches, trembling, as her pale grey suitcase trundles past her on the belt.
         
 
         When she comes through the airport barrier, Jin is there, her hair and clothes completely changed since they last met. Jin wears pencil-thin black jeans and a tightly cut jacket made of shiny black fabric, and her once long hair has been cropped fashionably short, a long slant of fringe hanging over one side of her face. She is even more beautiful, thinks Lili in a flash. Jin pushes through the crowd and grabs her in an embrace.
         
 
         “Lili! You took for ever! I thought they’d kept you!”
 
         Lili smiles and shakes her head. “I made it.” She points to Jin’s hair and clothes. “But what’s happened to you? You look like a foreigner,” she jokes. Jin shrugs.
         
 
         “It’s been two years. Did you expect me not to change?” Jin grabs her suitcase and propels Lili through the crowded airport terminal. “You’ve no idea what it’s like here,” she adds, pushing ahead through the crowd.
         
 
         The words float back to Lili, a little ominous, and she realises with a start that Jin is right. Lili looks down at her own outfit: beige trousers, a yellow blouse, wedge sandals and a dark blue raincoat, all chosen with the utmost care at home. Now they seem drab and out of date.
         
 
         On the bus ride from the airport, Lili stares out the window, feeling as if she is seeing London through the filter of Wen’s gaze. That first night she is reluctant to sleep, afraid that if she closes her eyes, even for an instant, her brother’s presence will go. Fade, or drift away, like embers on the breeze. Eventually sleep takes her. But even then she dreams of him, and of their childhood together: of endless summer days of heat and dust, of scrambling among piles of rubble outside their village, of bicycle journeys down rutted muddy paths, and watermelon seeds spat in each other’s faces. The two of them did not blend easily with other children, who regarded their twinship with suspicion and hostility. From the first they were an anomaly: a brother and sister, born into a culture of children without siblings.
         
 
         As if this was not enough to mark them out, their survival was a small miracle: only hours old, they were victims of a terrible earthquake that killed their parents, and wiped out nearly half the population of the area. Across the country, newspapers covered the story of their poignant rescue: newborn twins, trapped in each other’s arms for twenty hours beneath two metres of collapsed concrete and steel, before a group of ordinary citizens clawed them out with bare hands and pickaxes. To a grief-struck nation, she and her brother became tiny symbols of hope: one small incidence of good fortune amid all the devastation. They were taken in by distant relatives, a childless couple who made nightly offerings to their ancestors for the double blessing. Was it an auspicious way to begin a life? She hardly knows.
         
 
         Wen had lived in London for a time; he’d said as much in his letter. But the city was expensive in ways she could not possibly imagine. Even a cup of tea was an extravagance, let alone a bed, or a bus ride, or a meal. He’d come to London a month after his arrival in Britain. Those first few weeks he’d spent working in an electronics factory up north, where for twelve hours at a stretch he glued labels onto microwave machines. The work was soul-destroying. After his shift, he would stumble back to a dorm room lined with narrow metal bunk beds and collapse onto a still-warm mattress. Even the bed was not my own, he had written. One day, the man on the production line beside him fainted from exhaustion, his face grey, his eyelids swollen with fatigue. He was carried out and within an hour a new man took his place, anxious and bewildered. I looked at him and saw myself, Wen wrote.
         
 
         He had quit the next day and got a bus to London, where he’d slept rough in parks, dodging police and living on air. A loaf of bread could last three days, he’d said. Though the bread was terrible: spongy and flavourless, like eating white moss. With no English, he’d found it impossible to get work. Until one day, a Chinese man approached him on the street. The man offered him a job as a dishwasher in a restaurant: he could share a flat with other immigrants like himself, the man explained, and he could eat for free. Wen was uncertain at first. He didn’t like the man’s clothing: a cheap but flashy imitation black leather jacket, designer jeans with brass studs. Nor his manner, which was crudely arrogant. But options were scarce.
         
 
         That was the beginning. One badly paid job had led to another, according to the letter. He’d moved about the country wherever the work led him, sleeping six or seven to a room in bare mattresses laid out like coffins on the floor. The jobs varied: he’d picked apples in Norfolk, packaged chicken in King’s Lynn, bussed tables in a restaurant in Hull, though he preferred outdoor work when he could get it. Until one day in early February, he found himself combing the sand for cockles on Morecambe Bay. The work was hard but the money better than he’d made in previous jobs. He was good at it, faster than the others, and more adept at reading the sands. But it was not for the faint-hearted: the winds off the ocean were bitter and the work back-breaking. The massive wooden boards used to tamp the sands and draw the cockles to the surface were awkward and heavy. Wen carried them slung behind his neck like an ox, and by the end of a shift, his shoulders were hunched like those of an old man.
         
 
         On his first day out, a young woman in his group had broken down and wept. They helped her back to the van, where she sat and cried until the rest of them had finished. A day’s grief with  nothing to show for it, he had written. He felt sorry for the woman, had offered her his last hand-rolled cigarette on the way home. She looked at him, then tore the cigarette neatly in two, handing one half back to him. She did not smoke it but placed it carefully in her pocket. Later, he saw her trade it for a few squares of chocolate with one of the others. This is what we are reduced to here.
         
 
         The letter had been dated the day before he died. He must have posted it himself, within hours of perishing alongside twenty-two others in the freezing rip tides of Morecambe Bay. Oddly, the faint postmark was dated five days after the incident. When she mentioned this to Jin, her friend only shrugged in response. The letter must have languished somewhere during those five days, Jin had said. Mislaid in a sorting office, or perhaps forgotten at the bottom of a pile. Each time Lili rereads the letter, she feels a tight clench of pain in her gut, as if she is there with Wen inside the story: sleeping rough in a suburban London park, eating stale bread on the street, or freezing on the sands of Morecambe Bay.
         
 
         And from the moment she arrives, she feels guilty that her own experience in England will be less fraught with hardship. That is the thing about her and Wen, she thinks. We shared everything and nothing. Growing up in their small village, Lili had been all Wen wasn’t: a star pupil at school, a devoted daughter to their ageing stepparents, a loyal member of the youth brigade, and the winner of a much-coveted place to study English at a local teacher’s college. Throughout their childhood and adolescence, Lili strived for and achieved all that was set out for her, while Wen did the opposite, barely managing to finish middle school before dropping out altogether.
         
 
         In spite of this, it was Lili who had been plagued by uncertainty and self-doubt, like a spider clinging to the slender thread of her success. As a child, she’d suffered sudden bouts of panic, moments of inexplicable terror, when she would retreat to her bed and hide beneath the quilt. Wen would comfort her during these times, burrowing down beside her and waiting patiently for her fears to subside. Later, she grew out of these attacks, but experienced odd moments of paralysis, when the world around her seemed to tilt uneasily, causing her to question everything she held true. At such times, Lili felt her own history bearing down on her, feared she might be crushed beneath its terrible weight.
         
 
         Her stepmother attributed these attacks to the traumatic events that followed her birth, a year so calamitous it later came to be known as the Year of Curse. They consulted a doctor who prescribed bitter herbal remedies designed to calm the spirit and bolster the heart’s yin. But the only remedy for what Lili’s stepmother termed her “distracted spirit” was Wen. It was Wen who understood that Lili suffered not just the tragedy of her own history, but that of her people. He and Lili had grown up in the distended aftermath of the Cultural Revolution, the chaos and violence of which cast a long shadow over their childhood. And while the nation prided itself on its ability to move forward, the evidence of what transpired lay all around them, from the bludgeoned statues in the local temple, to the disfigured old woman who lived beneath them, who was forced to drag herself about on crude wooden wheels, her legs mangled from beatings suffered at the hands of Red Guards. Each time Lili faltered, it was Wen who would draw her back, clasping both her hands in his and whispering reassurances in her ear. We are survivors, he told her repeatedly. And eventually, she came to believe him. In this way, Wen anchored Lili – indeed, he was the only aspect of her life that never wavered.
         
 
         Until he died. The news of the accident had felled her. That previous summer, she’d begged him not to go: the journey was dangerous and living illegally had its own perils, she had argued. The idea of going abroad terrified her. Though their life was not perfect, she told him, it was known. Who could say what he might encounter on the far side of the world, surrounded by a people not his own? But Wen had taken her hand and said: Fang xin. Relax. If I stay here, I will suffocate. But you could go to Beijing, or Shanghai, she protested. He smiled ruefully and shook his head. It’s not a place I am looking for, he told her. This journey has been coiled up inside me all my life.
         
 
         She didn’t see, but in retrospect perhaps she hadn’t wanted to. She’d wanted their lives to run in tandem, like the double yellow lines painted down the centre of the highway. But she and Wen were not the same; she knew that now. The rules and doctrines they lived under, the ones that guided and reassured her, were precisely what had stifled him. I’m like the swallow that flies over the mountains, he explained. I need to escape.
         
 
         He had phoned her three times since his departure in July. Once from Paris, where he claimed to be standing beneath the Eiffel Tower, and twice from different locations in the UK shortly after he’d arrived. Each time the conversation was brief: he gave few details but assured her he was fine. After the last call, there was a long silence lasting several months, followed by a visit from the local party secretary notifying her of his death. He had drowned, they told her, along with many others. There would be no compensation from either government, the official said, though the men in charge on the night of the incident were likely to be prosecuted.
         
 
         Two weeks later, the letter arrived without warning. The moment she saw Wen’s handwriting on the envelope, Lili felt ill. The sight of it unnerved her. It wasn’t just the unhappy timing: the letter seemed to her oddly out of character. It was long and rambling, and filled with tiny details about his life, the sort of things he’d never bothered to disclose in the past. She wondered what had precipitated it. A sudden bout of homesickness, perhaps. Though Wen was not the sort of person to succumb to such emotions. The tone of the letter was reflective, almost sentimental. And in the final lines he had apologised for his departure. It was  painful to leave you, he had written, more bitter than you know. He promised they would meet again soon. Even now, she wonders at his choice of words: as if he’d known that he would soon be proved wrong.
         
 
         Perhaps it was those last few lines that had incited her to follow him. He had been so certain they would meet again, that she could not deny him this last wish. So within a few weeks of receiving his letter, she had swallowed her fears and resolved to go abroad. She made enquiries, obtained letters of support from prominent local officials and filed a visa application. Most importantly, she tracked down Jin, a former classmate who had gone to England two years before and was now teaching in a language school in London. She’d been reluctant to approach Jin at first. Though they had been room-mates at university, they had not been great friends. Jin had been one of the boldest girls in her year, and one of the most daring in her lifestyle. She wore make-up, permed her hair, shortened her skirts and dated older men at a time when most girls had only recently shed the dark trousers and shapeless jackets that constituted the party’s uniform. She and Lili shared a dorm room with four others, and somehow it was always Lili who was forced to cover when Jin flouted the curfew rules.
         
 
         She was surprised when Jin responded warmly to her email, promising at once to help her find work. With her fluency in English and teaching qualification, Lili was sure to land a job quickly, Jin had said. Mandarin schools were popping up like mushrooms all over the country. China was the new America, she had written. Everyone wanted a piece of it. But the wheels moved slowly. It was five months before Lili received the visa, and another two months before she had saved enough money to cover her travel expenses. So it was that eight months after Wen’s death, she finally fulfilled his promise of a reunion.
         
 
         That first night, Jin takes her back to her room in a boarding house in Hounslow. When Jin opens the door and turns on the light, Lili is silenced. The room is sparse and depressing: a single bare light bulb hangs from a cracked ceiling, and the walls are covered in badly peeling pale coffee-coloured paper. Jin calls it a studio, but Lili thinks this is far too glamorous a term. There is a double bed, a tiny round table made of white metal, a chipped wooden wardrobe and a small kitchen unit with a sink and a two-ring cooker. The correct word in English is bedsit, she remembers. Because the only place to sit is on the bed. But she does not say this aloud. Jin explains that they share a bathroom with five or six others down the hall, which means they must fight their way to the shower each morning. The landlord has installed a timer on the wall, and during peak times, each person is allowed only five minutes. When Jin tells her the weekly rent on the room, Lili gasps, for it is more than two months’ teaching wages at home. Jin laughs. Forget about ren min bi, she says. We work in pounds now. The pound is our ticket to prosperity.
         
 
         But I didn’t come here to find prosperity, Lili thinks. I came here to  find Wen.
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         Wen shakes uncontrollably during the drive back to the English woman’s house. He has no sense of time passing nor of the direction they are heading, but is relieved when they eventually abandon the coast road. The English woman does not speak; indeed, she almost seems to forget his presence, so preoccupied is she with her own thoughts. She drives recklessly, he notices, too fast for a dark, stormy night. But he is hardly in a position to criticise.
         
 
         His hands and feet are numb with cold. And each time he draws a breath, pain punches through his chest. But he is alive. He scarcely dares consider the fate of the others. Every time he remembers their stricken faces, he feels his insides lurch. Where are they now? He buries his head in his hands, clinging feebly to the hope that they have somehow been rescued, like him.
         
 
         He owes his survival to the fact that he was willing to risk the water. The others refused, choosing instead to walk out to a high sandbank some distance away, where they assumed they would be safe from the rising tide. There had been a brief argument while he’d remonstrated with them. If they could manage to cross the channel that had severed them from the mainland, they might be able to find their way back to the shore, he had argued. But they were already terrified, and several protested they did not know how to swim, so in the end he was forced to go alone. He waded out as far as he was able, then shed his coat and shirt and chose the shortest route across the channel he could identify in the darkness. He was a strong swimmer, but the icy water and treacherous currents proved too much for him. Within moments, his lungs were so compressed with cold he thought that he would faint. He managed to claw his way to the opposite sandbank, only to encounter a second channel a few hundred metres on. It was this second crossing that nearly claimed him: he had almost given up hope when he saw the English woman coming towards him in the water.
         
 
         He glances over at her. Her shoulder-length brown hair is matted with wet against the sides of her face, and there are dark circles under her eyes. He is uncertain of her age. Not young, he decides. Thirty? Forty? He finds it impossible to judge with foreigners. Her clothes are ordinary: jeans, a long-sleeved t-shirt and a dark green pullover that now smells of wet wool. The enormous coat she was wearing lies in a sodden ball on the floor at the back. It was the coat he noticed first when she dragged him from the water: made of heavy black wool, it stretched below her knees and was buttoned up to the neck. No one in their right mind would attempt to rescue a drowning man in such a coat. That is how he knew.
         
 
         Her driving makes him nervous. If she was prepared to die once, might she not be willing to do so again? Why rescue him, in order to kill them both moments later? It would not be rational. But then suicide itself is hardly rational, he decides. He closes his eyes, endeavouring to stop the thumping pain in the back of his head. He will have to trust to fate. From the moment he entered this world, his luck has not yet failed him; it is bound to serve him now. He concentrates on quelling the shaking that has taken hold of his body, taking deep breaths of air and exhaling slowly. In his mind he tries to find a place of warmth and stillness. The trembling gradually subsides, replaced by a sharp tingling in his extremities. With considerable effort, he manages to flex his fingers and toes.
         
 
         The car makes a sudden turn then comes to a halt. Wen opens his eyes and looks at the English woman.
         
 
         “We’re here,” she says, turning to him. “Can you walk?”
 
         He nods. She reaches down beneath her feet and retrieves her handbag, then gets out of the car. He opens his door and pulls himself out, nearly falling sideways. The blanket drops to the ground. The woman hurries round the car and grabs him. She reaches down and picks up the blanket, glancing around nervously in the darkness, before guiding him to the front door. The house is a tiny bungalow, set within a terrace of others. It is made of rendered concrete and brick, with a wooden door flanked by barren trellis. Once inside, she closes the door behind him and turns on a light. They are standing in a small entranceway that leads directly onto a sitting room, furnished with a sofa and television and a chunky wooden coffee table that is strewn with glasses and magazines. She leads him into the room and he feels his toes sink into thick carpet. He looks down: cream coloured, with tiny flecks of brown. The woman at once moves to close the curtains and crosses to the kitchen, turning on more lights on the way. Wen looks, feeling faint, as the woman disappears round the corner. She reappears a moment later carrying a bottle of whisky and two glasses. He begins to slip sideways.
         
 
         “Shit,” she says, moving towards him. She manages to catch him with her free hand, lowering him onto the sofa. Then she pours two large glasses of whisky and hands him one.
         
 
         “Here. Drink this.”
 
         Wen stares at the whisky: the first he has been offered in this country. If he drinks it he might be sick. But he does not wish to offend the woman, nor anger her, so he reaches for the glass and swallows a mouthful. The drink burns. But it feels better than he anticipated. Perhaps she is not crazy after all. He takes another large mouthful, while the woman drains her own glass. She turns on her heel and disappears again.
         
 
         After a moment, he hears the sound of water running. He leans back on the sofa and closes his eyes, nearly succumbing to sleep.
         
 
         “Come,” she says.
 
         He opens his eyes and she is standing over him. He sees that she has changed into dry clothes and towel-dried her hair, and that a bit of colour has returned to her cheeks. In her hand she holds a large red towel and a pair of men’s black tracksuit bottoms with a matching sweatshirt. She helps him to his feet and steers him through the kitchen to a small yellow bathroom. She points to a white bathtub, now filled to the brim with steaming hot water. He blinks in disbelief and looks at her. She is no longer crazy; she is a goddess.
         
 
         “Are you all right?” she asks.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Can you manage? Alone?” She is staring at him enquiringly, motioning towards the bath.
         
 
         “Yes,” he nods.
 
         “Thank God for that,” she murmurs, shaking her head. She withdraws, pulling the bathroom door shut behind her, leaving him alone.
         
 
         He turns towards the steamy mirror over the sink, staring at his own reflection. He looks like a dead man: his skin is grey and his hair stiff with salt water. He sinks to the edge of the bath and dips his hand in the water. A searing pain runs up his arm, but he resists the urge to remove his hand, and closes his eyes, allowing the heat to rise up his arm and travel through his entire body. After a minute, he hears a knock at the door, and pulls his hand out with alarm.
         
 
         “Are you okay?” she calls through the door.
 
         “Okay,” he repeats.
 
          
         “Okay then,” she says with a sigh. “Just don’t… drown in my bath, okay?”
         
 
         He hears her muttering as he pulls his wet trousers off and sinks into the bath, giving a tiny involuntary cry of pain when his body is immersed in so much heat. He forces himself to remain there for as long as he can, then crawls out and dries himself, pulling on the tracksuit she has given him. His skin has turned bright pink, as if he has been boiled.
         
 
         When he emerges from the bathroom, she is standing there, glass in hand. Her cheeks are flushed from the whisky, and her hair, now dry, is the colour of chestnuts. It falls in soft waves just past her shoulders. Her features are strong: dark eyebrows, a wide mouth and a long straight nose. Not beautiful, he thinks. But oddly compelling. When she looks at him, her gaze is fierce and unyielding, like a bird of prey – as if she cannot quite believe that he has landed here in her kitchen.
         
 
         He glances at the bottle on the counter and sees that it is nearly empty. She takes in the tracksuit and frowns slightly, and for an instant he wonders whose clothes he is wearing: does she have a husband or boyfriend? She hands him a whisky. Without hesitating, he tosses it back, emptying the glass in one go. For the first time, she smiles. “You’re a quick study,” she says. She turns and leads the way back to the sitting room, where he sees that she has made up a bed for him on the sofa. She motions to it. “You sleep here. And me in there.” She points to a closed door opposite the kitchen.
         
 
         “Okay,” he nods.
 
         “Okay,” she repeats, flourishing the bottle a little drunkenly.
 
         She crosses to the closed door and opens it, disappearing inside with the bottle. He has the briefest glimpse of a double bed, a wooden chest of drawers, a painting on the wall. Then he hears a key turn in the lock, just once.
         
 
         He sinks down onto the sofa. He is suddenly starving. The woman did not think to offer him food, but he dares not enter her kitchen, and anyway, it is sleep he needs more than anything. He lies down on the sofa and covers himself with the duvet she has given him, closing his eyes. It occurs to him that the sofa is more comfortable than anything he has slept on these past six months. And he had almost forgotten the pleasure of sleeping alone, without the sighs and stirrings of others around him in the darkness.
         
 
         But he must not think of the others. For there is nothing now that he can do.
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         London, she soon learns, is enormous: a city of endless streets with row upon row of houses that are identical. The street Jin lives on could be any one of thousands. For the first few days, Lili trails after her, struggling to memorise the names of all the roads around the bedsit: Beaver’s Lane, Martindale, Hibernia.
         
 
         “Don’t bother,” says Jin. “All you need to know are numbers. We live three streets west of Bus 237, which will take you to the language school at Sheep Pen. Get off at the last stop, turn left, walk one street south, turn right and the school is at number 57. From Sheep Pen there are buses going everywhere. Bus 18 will take you to Chinatown. Don’t take the underground unless you’re prepared to pay,” she admonishes.
         
 
         Jin has invented her own codex of Chinese names for London landmarks. Sheep Pen is Shepherd’s Bush, Westminster is Big Ben Clock, Oxford Street is Rip Off Street and Hounslow is Plane City. Even after two years, Lili notices, Jin’s English is full of errors and shortcuts, as if she has given up trying to learn the language properly. Her accent, too, remains strong, so much that Lili finds it difficult to understand her when she speaks. Her own English is relatively good, though she has had little chance to use it since she arrived.
         
 
         True to her word, Jin has found her a part-time job teaching Mandarin at the language school where she works. Lili will teach children, many of whom are overseas Chinese, after school during the week and on Saturdays. The centre can employ only her twelve hours per week, but at fourteen pounds an hour the pay is better than elsewhere, says Jin. And if Lili is resourceful, she can build up a range of private students, who will pay as much as twenty pounds per hour. Jin herself has five such students, whom she sees each week in the evenings after work. In this way, Lili can hope to earn as much as four hundred pounds per week: a small fortune at home.
         
 
         Four hundred, she thinks. Life is reduced to numbers here. In his letter, Wen wrote that he earned ten pounds for each bag of cockles that he picked, and that he could pick up to four in a day. If he worked daily through the winter season, he hoped to save two thousand pounds. His living expenses were low: he paid twelve pounds a week for space on the floor with six others in a run-down house in Liverpool, a pound a day for transport to and from Morecambe Bay and another pound for food. With a bit of luck he could save nearly two-fifty a week. Almost twice what he was earning washing dishes in London. But this is far less than she will earn, Lili thinks, for a fraction of the effort and hardship. Not to mention the risk. Wen never once mentioned the dangers of cockling in his letter, though she has since learned from reading news reports on the internet that the tides at Morecambe Bay are notorious for claiming lives. Whether he was aware of the risks, she doesn’t know. At any rate, it would not have mattered: she felt certain he would not have heeded them.
         
 
         Jin shows Lili where to buy food inexpensively, where to do her laundry and where to find cheap internet access. It feels strange to her, this reliance on Jin, and she must stifle a creeping resentment. She feels as if she is merely passing through Jin’s life on the way to somewhere else: she does not know where she is going, only that when she reaches it, Wen will be there. At the end of the second day, Jin takes her to Chinatown for a celebratory meal. When they are finally seated in a tiny restaurant beside a steaming window filled with rows of smoked ducks, Jin gestures towards the room.
         
 
         “See? Just like home,” she smiles, looking around her. The room is filled with Chinese people; there is not a single Westerner present. Lili overhears snatches of three different dialects from the surrounding tables.
         
 
         “I wonder if Wen ever came here,” she muses aloud. Jin’s smile vanishes.
         
 
         “No.” She shakes her head. “He would not have done,” she says emphatically. Lili is surprised by her vehemence. Jin never met her brother, so her conviction is puzzling.
         
 
         “Why not?” she asks. Jin pauses for a moment, frowning.
 
         “Because people like your brother, they live in a parallel world here,” she says finally. “Like shadows.”
         
 
         “What do you mean?”
 
         “They are migrants: they move from place to place and never settle. They’re always on the run. It’s a different life from ours. And believe me, it isn’t one you’d want.”
         
 
         The waiter arrives just then with two steaming bowls of noodle soup, which he sets in front of them. Lili watches Jin spoon crushed chilli into her soup.
         
 
         “How strange to think that you were both here at the same time,” she murmurs.
         
 
         “Not so strange. London’s full of Chinese. There are thousands of us here.”
         
 
         “Perhaps I should have come to England with him,” Lili says tentatively. Jin pauses and looks up at her.
         
 
         “Why?” she asks. Lili looks around the room a little searchingly.
 
         “Because… then I could have helped him,” she explains.
 
         “Maybe he didn’t want your help.” 

          
         Lili considers this. “Maybe not,” she admits. “But in the end he was unlucky.”
         
 
         “Maybe,” says Jin. “And maybe he was just foolish,” she says with an air of finality.
         
 
         Jin picks up her chopsticks and snaps them apart while Lili looks on, a lump rising in her throat. She is startled by the harshness of Jin’s words, and wonders what lies behind them. Her brother Wen was many things, she thinks. But he was not a fool.
         
 
         
            •

         
 
         The next day Jin goes to work, leaving Lili to face London on her own. She knows at once what she will do. Wen wrote that his second job was in a Chinese restaurant near the river. Not far from the restaurant was a bridge where he often went when he’d finished his shift. The bridge was cast in wrought iron and painted green, and at night it was magnificently lit. He liked to stand in the middle and watch the river flow beneath him. The restaurant specialised in hotpot, he said. So each day he faced a mountain of greasy metal pans in the kitchen. And it was run by a sour-faced Cantonese who docked their wages for the meagre meals he served them. She does not know where the restaurant is, but Jin has given her a map book of London, and she hopes she can find it. After all, she thinks, how many bridges can there be?
         
 
         She is dismayed by the answer. She sees that it would take her days to walk the length of the Thames, particularly since it does not flow in a straight line, but curves like an unruly serpent. But surely not all the bridges in London are painted green? she thinks. She decides to walk to the closest point of the Thames to Hounslow, and from there follow it east as far as she can manage. She cannot think of an alternative. On the map, the river does not look far from Jin’s flat. She must merely keep walking east until she runs into the Thames at a place called Isleworth. But when she emerges out onto the street, she quickly becomes disoriented; walking in a straight line is not as simple as she thought. She must refer to the map book constantly if she wishes to remain on course. Eventually she holds it open in front of her as she walks, checking the names of streets carefully at each intersection.
         
 
         By the time she reaches Isleworth and the river, she is already tired. But unlike Hounslow, it is very picturesque. Brightly painted old buildings line the shores of the Thames, and a pretty church with spires rises up beside the river. There is nowhere at home that looks like this, she thinks, pausing for a moment to look out upon the swiftly flowing water. In the distance to her right she spies her first two bridges. The near one is low, modern and relatively plain. Though she can see some pale green railings, she does not think it could be the one her brother spoke of. The one behind it, further down river to the south, appears to be a railway bridge, and therefore closed to pedestrians. With a sigh she turns and begins to walk upriver. Two down, she thinks resolutely. Only eighteen more to go.
         
 
         After half an hour, she passes another bridge, painted red and white. Both sides of the river are lined with parkland here. A gravel path runs beside the water, and for a time she forgets that she is in the middle of a large city. She passes the occasional jogger or cyclist, and a trickle of other walkers, but for the most part she is alone. She and Wen grew up in a small village just outside the city of Tangshan, a three-hour drive south-east of Beijing. A river ran along the outskirts of their village. When they were young, it was clean enough to swim and fish in. But as the region developed, the water became polluted with run-off from factories. Eventually it carried a thick skin of industrial effluent, so dense that birds could alight on it and ride downstream.
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