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I do know that lives can change overnight, though it usually takes much longer than that to comprehend what has happened, to sense that we have changed direction

Jay McInerney

 



 



I came to these places . . . to claim kin with them, to be guided by them

Geoff Dyer

 



 



She was my liegeman, my alter ego, my double; we could not do without one another

Simone de Beauvoir, 
on her sister




part one






He wakes to find himself splayed like a starfish across the bed, his mind running at full tilt. On the other side of the room, the fan turns towards him then turns away, as if offended. Somewhere beside him, the pages of a book flutter, reel and divide. The apartment is filled with an inky light and flashes of neon scissor the ceiling. Late evening.

‘Shit,’ he says, and raises his head with a jerk. Something soft yet integral between his shoulder blades stretches and tears like wet paper. Swearing and reaching round to feel for the point of pain, Jake stumbles to his feet and skates in his socks over the wooden tiles to the bathroom.

His face in the mirror is a shock. The creases and pleats of the bedsheet have left reddened lines over his cheek and temple, giving his skin a peculiar, raw look. His hair stands up as if he’s been electrocuted, and appears to have grown. How had he managed to fall asleep? He’d been reading, head propped up on his hands, and the last thing he remembered was the man in his book descending a rope ladder into a disused well. Jake glances at his watch. Ten past ten. He’s already late.

A moth blunders into his face, then ricochets into the  mirror, the faint powder on its wings leaving a mottled mark, a ghost of itself, on the glass. Jake stands back for a moment, watching it, tracking its course through the air, then snaps his cupped palms at it. Misses. The moth, sensing danger, spirals upwards towards the light but Jake aims again and this time he gets it, its delicate, confused body knocking at the cage of his hands.

He nudges the lever with his elbow and pushes at the window. The roar of the street, nineteen floors below, rises up to meet him. Jake leans out over the strings of washing and, opening his hands, tosses the moth upwards. It falls for a second, turning over, disoriented, then recovers and, catching a hot thermal draught from an air-conditioning unit down below, flitters into invisibility.

Jake slams the window shut. He rattles through the flat, collecting wallet, keys, jacket, pulling on his shoes, left in a heap by the door. The lift takes an age to come and when it does, it stinks of sweat and stale air. In the entrance hall, the janitor is sitting on a stool beside the door. Above him are the frilled red and gold decorations of Chinese New Year - a fat-cheeked child with tar-black hair rides astride a pink pig.

‘Gung hei fat choi,’ Jake says, as he passes.

The man’s face cracks into a gap-toothed grin. ‘Gung hei fat choi, Jik-ah!’ He slaps Jake on the shoulder, making his skin prickle and sting like sunburn.

Outside, taxis splinter the light of the road’s puddles and an underground train shakes the pavement. Jake tilts his head to look up at the building tops. The year is turning from ox to tiger. When he was a child, he used to imagine the year at  the stroke of midnight as a strange mutant creature, caught in half-metamorphosis.

He moves away from his building, almost crashing into a diminutive elderly woman pushing at the handle of a cart laden with collapsed cardboard boxes. Jake sidesteps her and heads south, past the basketball courts, a small red kerbside shrine with a bouquet of spent joss sticks, past men sitting in a yum chai shop, mah-jong tiles clicking on the tables between them, past serried rows of draped motorbikes, intricate webs of bamboo scaffolding, past restaurant tanks where doomed fish are stretching out their gills, searching for oxygen in the cloudy water.

But Jake doesn’t see any of this. He is looking up at the darkening clouds, humming as he walks, his thin-soled sneakers moving over the pavement. The air swings with incense, firecracker smoke, and the amniotic salinity of the harbour.

 



The bus isn’t coming. Stella pulls her scarf closer round her throat and stands on tiptoe to gaze down the line of traffic. Cars, cars, taxis, motorbikes, the odd cyclist, cars, more cars. But no bus. She looks up at the screen that is supposed to tell her how long she has to wait. It’s blank.

She separates her coat sleeve from her glove to check her watch. She’s on an afternoon shift today and she’s going to be late if she waits any longer. Stella stands for a moment, thinking. Is it better to stay and wait for a bus that will come eventually or to start walking and get there just a little bit late? She could get the Tube but that’s a ten-minute walk from here and might  be delayed as well. She’ll walk. It’s probably the quickest way, now.

With a brief glance over her shoulder to make sure the bus still isn’t coming, Stella sets off. The street is cold, unusually cold for this time of year, the ground sharp, gilded with frost that cracks underfoot. The sky is an uncertain grey, crazy-paved with leafless branches.

She’s back in London for several weeks - no more than that, she hopes - working on a late-night radio show. She has a flat here, a bedsit on the edge of Kennington, but usually rents it out while she goes off to different places. A month in Paris, a stint in Moscow, half a year in Helsinki. She’s not sure where she’ll go next - Rome, maybe, Madrid, Copenhagen. Stella doesn’t like staying in one place.

She marches north, towards the Thames, her breath steaming, her body inappropriately warm inside the layers of clothing. As she takes her first steps on Waterloo Bridge, the city begins to split in two, the river opening out to her. The bridge was built entirely by women, she read somewhere once, during the Second World War. It’s deserted today. Cars swoop past, heading north, but on both sides the pavements stretch out, empty.

 



At the crossroads, Jake leaps on to the backboard of a rattling tram just as it’s pulling away. The downstairs, murky and dim, is crammed - people filling the seats and clinging to the ceiling rails. An old man in a vest and faded trousers is nearest Jake, a birdcage held on his lap. From its pendulum perch, the bird regards Jake sideways with the tiny black beads of its eyes. The heads  of the two Westerners on the tram sway above those of the Chinese.

Jake thunders up the wooden stairs. He takes the seat right at the front, leaning his head out of the window, facing into the speeding breeze, and watches the cluttered, neon-scribbled buildings of Wanchai slide into the slick concrete-and-mirror edifice of the huge shopping complex.

Jake’s hair is dark and his skin can turn to almost the same shade as his friend Hing Tai’s if he stays in the sun long enough, but his eyes are the colour of deep water. He has a British passport, a British mother and, somewhere, a British father. But Jake has never seen Britain, or his father, and has never been anywhere near Europe.

 



Stella sees a solitary figure, far away, at the other end of the bridge, heading towards her. A man. Shrunk down by distance. She could raise her hand and encircle him with a finger and thumb. As if pulled towards each other by a string, they walk and walk and walk. He becomes more defined: tall, hulking, wearing a green jacket.

Stella looks out over the river, where the huge wheel is sequined with lights and people small as insects swarm along the South Bank. She swings the beam of her vision back to the bridge, to where she’s heading, and the shock is so great she almost stumbles. She has to grip the wall with her hand to stop herself falling and her heart trips and stutters, as if unsure how to continue.

Stella stares down at the brown, twisting water of the river, then back at the man. He is closer again and Stella wonders if he will just carry on getting bigger and bigger until  he is looming over her, vast and terrible as a brockenspectre. He is looking straight at her now, his hands jammed into his pockets.

She cannot believe it, she really cannot. He has that swollen, white-pink skin, the same dense fuzz of red hair, and the eyes pitted deep into the flesh of the face.

It’s as if time has buckled back on itself, as if the years have swallowed themselves. Stella can feel the clammy give that skin would have beneath her grip, and the peculiar, damp animal smell of his hair. The man is coming towards her now, close, so close she could touch him, and a scream hovers somewhere at the base of her throat.

‘You all right, doll?’

Her gloved fingers tighten on the rail. He is Scottish. Just as she had known he would be. Stella nods, still looking at the river, its surface muscled like the backs of serpents.

‘You sure?’ He is standing just out of view. Stella can’t breathe, seems unable to stretch open her lungs for air. ‘You don’t look it.’

She nods again. She doesn’t want him to hear her speak, to hear her voice. She has to get away. Without looking at him, she starts to move off, pulling herself along by the railing. She has to pass quite close to him and she can feel the movement of his breath on her hair as he says, ‘If you’re sure, then,’ and it makes her shake, makes her flesh shrink around her. ‘’Bye for now,’ he says.

Stella swivels her head to see him go. That same lumbering gait, his feet splayed, the massive shoulders  hunched. He turns round once. Pauses for a second. Then carries on. ’Bye for now.

Two trucks thunder past in quick succession, making the air churn. She breaks into a stumbling run, her coat flapping and tugging behind her, the city buildings veering ahead. A sharp, dragging ache has started up in her chest, as if something with teeth and claws is trying to fight its way out of her. She trips, her palms and knees meeting the pavement, and before she scrambles up, she looks behind her.

He’s vanished. The bridge stretches away from her, domed, curving and deserted.

She drags herself to her feet. Grit and dirt smudge her palms. Her hair is wet with tears and sticks to her face in the cutting February wind. She looks up and down the street, unsure of what she is seeking.

Coming towards her on the other side of the road, she sees the lighted oblong of a taxi sign. She darts into the traffic, one arm raised above her head. A car screeches and swerves. ‘Please stop,’ she mutters to herself, her eyes fixed on the light speeding towards her, ‘please.’

The taxi slows and pulls up. Stella runs towards it, opens the door and climbs inside.

 



Jake clatters down the stairs as the tram does its double-corner-swing into Central. He likes feeling the swooping, shuttling change of direction beneath him, likes to be standing for that bit when you have to brace yourself against the contrary motion. He drops down to the road in front of the weighty, jagged structure of the bank and  cuts through, under the black glass of the building where empty escalators are humming, churning round, transporting nobody up and down.

He toils up the steep incline of Lan Kwai Fong, threading his way through the already thick crowd. The cobbled road is lined with bars and clubs, all filled with Westerners who work in the legal offices, newspapers, schools, radio stations, IT departments of Hong Kong Island, and return each night by ferry to their flats on Lamma or Lantau, stopping off here to tank down some alcohol and meet their friends. Jake never usually comes here, but Mel and her crowd like it.

Jake often thinks of Hong Kong as a kind of overflow pipe for Europe. The people who come here have left their homes and their families for a reason, and not usually one they ever disclose. They’re all in varying degrees of separation, or running away from something, or in search of an elusive element that might complete them. Or at least hoping the feeling that something is missing from their lives won’t pursue them over the ocean. If you go far enough you might never catch up with yourself.

At the top of the hill, Jake turns left into the Iso-Bar. It is filled with icy, over-conditioned air and hordes of people, drinks in hand, packed close together. He scans the crowds, searching for Mel. Suddenly she is there, right in front of him. Their eyes haven’t yet met but she is printing a kiss on his face in lipstick and turning her head towards her friends. ‘I told you he’d be late, didn’t I? Didn’t I say he’d be late?’ Her face swims before him in the murky gloom. She has her light, fine, almost colourless hair pulled into a ponytail high on the back of her head and her hands are fastened behind his back.

‘I’m sorry, I fell asleep,’ Jake yells over the music. ‘I don’t know how. One minute I was reading and the next I--’

‘You must have been tired.’ She smiles up at him.

‘Yes.’

He extracts himself from her embrace to say hello to the others. They nod and smile at him, raising their glasses, and Lucy, Mel’s best friend, gives him a brief, distracted kiss before turning back to the man she’s talking to. Someone gives Jake a tall glass, slippery with condensation.

‘We’re going to Lantau tomorrow,’ Mel is shouting over the noise, leaning towards one of her colleagues, her fingers hooked into Jake’s arm, ‘to see the Buddha. Jake wants to go hiking in the hills.’

‘Are you going with him?’ the colleague asks, amused.

‘Yes.’ Mel nods and glances his way. ‘If he’ll have me.’ She squeezes his arm. ‘I thought I should give it a go, you know.’

‘But you hate that kind of thing!’

 



Nina places the phone on the floor next to her and dials the code for London, then the number. There is a short pause before the pulsing purr of a distant ringing.

She waits, frowning, picking apart one of the sandwiches Richard made for her that morning, extracting the silvery half-moons of onion. He knows she doesn’t eat raw onion. Then there’s the gasp of electronic ether before the hiss of a voicemail recording: Hi, you’ve reached Stella Gilmore in Production. I’m either away from my desk or on another--


Nina hangs up, reassembles her sandwich and puts a corner of it into her mouth.

 



‘Twelve minutes to go!’ Lucy exclaims, peering at her watch. ‘And we all turn from chickens to pigs!’

Mel turns to Jake, a slight anxiety on her face. ‘Is that right, Jake?’

‘Ox to tiger,’ he murmurs, ‘and it’s not really us it’s--’

‘Let’s go to that bar down the road!’ Lucy is saying. ‘The one with the DJ. Come on, let’s go!’

They toss back their drinks and head for the door. Outside, the air is tepid and a thin, fine veil of drizzle brushes their faces. The street is packed, a sea of heads bobbing and rippling between them and the buildings opposite. Jake has to flatten himself against the wall to let a group of Japanese boys go past. Lucy stumbles on the raised kerb, falling against him. On his other side, Mel grips his hand. Across the street, a gang of Brits are singing ‘Auld Lang Syne’.

 



In an office in London, a mobile phone starts to ring. The sound is muffled, as if the phone is underneath a coat or a folder or a bag. It makes several people in cubicles around it turn their heads, listening, wondering. Then they realise it isn’t theirs and turn away again.

The girl who shares an office with Stella pulls the headphones down from her ears and looks across at Stella’s desk. The chair is tilted away from the computer. Where Stella should be there is just a view through to the uneven chimneys and blackened, rain-polished roofs of Regent Street.

Should she answer it? Stella quite often forgets to take it home with her. It’s rung several times in the past hour or so. Someone must be anxious to get hold of her. The phone stops, as abruptly as it began. The girl pulls the headphones back into place. She’ll tell Stella when she gets in.

 



The noise of the street rises, as if someone’s turned up the volume. People are shouting and laughing and yelling. A man just in front of Jake is brandishing a small, fragile paper dragon, its teeth bared, its nostrils trailing fire. Jake starts pushing his way through the throng of bodies, in the direction of the bar, Mel just behind him, in his wake, Lucy behind her. The others have melted into the swell. More and more people are streaming out of doors to join the thick current of people. Jake is hit and buffeted by shoulders, elbows, hips, feet. He twists his head and looks up the street. Is it any less crowded there? No. Heads are appearing, flowing in from adjoining lanes, and D’Aguilar Street is blocked half-way down by a police barrier. He feels his heart accelerating inside him, falling over itself, and he clutches Mel’s fingers.

Everyone is shoving and pushing. Jake forgets how selfish people become in a situation like this. Three men all wearing red party hats elbow their way past, one treading on his foot, grinding the bones against the pavement. More and more bodies are pouring like water into the street. Jake feels very warm all of a sudden. He turns one way and then the other, unable to decide what they should do, which way they should go. Mel is saying something to him and as he turns to hear her, he stumbles and nearly goes down. He grabs for the  nearest thing - the coat of a woman standing to his left - and drags himself up again. The woman gives him a quick, panicked glare but turns away silently when Jake apologises. The crowd is pressing nearer, closing in on his ribcage.

‘I don’t like this,’ Mel says. ‘Jake, I don’t like it.’

‘I know,’ he says. ‘Let’s try--’

His words are snatched away from him because several things happen at once, and very fast.

Behind them, a man carrying several bottles of beer trips and falls forward. The bottles burst from his fingers and drop to the ground. The glass explodes and beer fans out over the cobbles, a frothing, dark, slippery stain. Jake pushes back into the dense pack of bodies on the pavement, dragging Mel with him. There is a sudden wild surge from up the hill. Jake sees the beer-bottle man go under. Then Lucy slips, pulling away from them, vanishing, the crowd closing over her head.

 



Francesca is in the garden, bending over the echium she bought in a nursery in Arran, which, she’s just noticed, is beginning to be blackened by frost. Francesca hates frost, hates it more than the sticky-footed greenfly which in summer swarm up her roses, more than the orange-frilled slugs that tear their way through her nasturtiums. She can’t ever kill slugs, though. The thought of poisoning them with noxious chemicals or sprinkling them with salt is too much, too cruel.

She shivers and pulls Archie’s cardigan more tightly round her. The Edinburgh sky above her droops, low and soft as the belly of a goose. The cold today has the metallic tang of snow.

Her body responds to the electronic trilling before her mind. She’s straightened up and turned towards the house before she’s realised what it is. The telephone. The new telephone that Stella bought her.

She picks it up and presses a button at random, but the trilling doesn’t stop. Francesca sighs, reaches for her glasses, looped around her neck on a chain, and peers at the buttons more closely. There is one with a minute picture of a telephone receiver on it. Maybe that was it.

‘Hello?’ she says tentatively, expectantly.

‘Have you still not worked out how to answer that phone?’

It’s Nina, she’s pretty sure. They sound quite similar on the phone and neither of them ever seems to think they need to identify themselves. ‘Of course I have,’ Francesca lies, playing for time. They’d be offended if she got the wrong one. ‘I was in the garden, that’s all.’

‘Oh.’ There’s a pause in which Francesca hears the suck and drag of a cigarette. Definitely Nina, then. ‘How are you, anyway?’

‘Oh, fine. You know, busy. Your dad’s gone to Munich.’

‘What for?’

‘I’m not sure. A conference, I think.’

‘Look,’ Nina announces, ‘I can’t talk now. I’ve got an appointment in five minutes. I was just wondering if you’d spoken to Stella today.’

‘Stella?’ Francesca repeats, thinking. Stella is the one she doesn’t have to worry about. ‘No.’

‘When did you last speak to her?’

‘Last week. I think. Or maybe the week before.’

‘But not today?’

‘No. Why?’

‘No reason. I just can’t get hold of her. I’ve left messages and she hasn’t called me back.’ Nina takes another drag of her cigarette. ‘She’s disappeared.’

Francesca often feels at a slight disadvantage when faced with the relationship between her two daughters. It’s always seemed too private, too elliptical for her to comprehend. She brightens with an idea. ‘Maybe she’s taken the day off or--’

‘She would have told me,’ Nina interjects.

Francesca doesn’t know what to say. But diversionary tactics have always worked best with Nina so she asks, ‘Why don’t you come over later? There might be a good film on TV. I’ll make you dinner.’

‘OK,’ Nina concedes. ‘Perhaps.’

 



Mel is screaming Lucy’s name over and over, and fighting against Jake’s grasp. The crowd seethes with yells and sweat and the hot stench of beer. Jake struggles to keep hold of Mel while pushing forward to find Lucy. Then there is another great heave and surge, and Jake feels the ground drop away from his feet, and they are carried by a current of bodies away from Lucy, towards the window of a bar where people are dancing to music only they can hear. Jake is jostled up against the cold grain of a wall. Mel has been snatched away from him. He fights his way round, pushing his elbows into surrounding flesh to create space to breathe, kicking his feet against the wall. His lungs feel red hot, airless and compressed.

‘Mel!’ he shouts. ‘Melanie!’ But he can’t even hear his own voice over the noise. A blond man with a beard is pressed up against his back and a Filipina girl is clinging to his jacket sleeve, sobbing rhythmically. ‘Mel!’ he yells again, trying to twist round.

The crowd rushes again, in a different direction, downhill, sweeping him along, and Jake feels something beneath his shoes, something soft and yielding. A body? A sharp jag of panic crosses his chest and he tries to look down but he is wedged between a screaming teenager with hennaed hair and a woman with wide, staring eyes. Jake looks into them and sees the black stretch of the pupils, the way her head is lolling on her neck, the slackened jaw.

Jake thrashes his legs beneath him and tilts his head back, gasping to draw breath. Drizzle feathers his face. High above, the sky domes over them, black, depthless and impassive, brittled with silver. He can hear the thin wail of sirens, far away. He can hear the tearing screams of the teenager next to him, tailing off to a whimper. The blurred, metallic words of someone somewhere over a Tannoy, telling them in two languages to keep calm, stop pushing, keep calm. Different currents of music from the bars around them. The distant crackle of the harbour fireworks. The rushing, thudding trip-trip of his blood against his ears. The terrible silence of the woman with the staring eyes.

 



By four thirty, the girl who shares the office with Stella is annoyed. She and Stella still have to sort out a guest for next week’s show; one of them is supposed to have read a  book, or part of a book, and written the interview questions for James; PRs keep on phoning, pushing their clients for appearances on the show, and the girl, Maxine, doesn’t have the time to edit this week’s interview while answering the calls. Where the hell is she?

The production phone rings. She snatches it up. ‘Hello,  James Karl Show, this is--’

‘Maxine,’ a quiet but offhand voice, ‘sorry, it’s--’

‘Nina,’ Maxine cuts in, even more annoyed now. Stella’s sister. She’d recognise that voice anywhere. She rings about twenty times a day, and usually about absolutely nothing. Maxine and another woman who works on the show have a joke that Stella’s sister can’t make a cup of tea without asking Stella first. ‘She’s not here,’ Maxine snaps.

‘I gathered that,’ Nina snaps back. ‘Do you know where she is?’

‘I wish I did. She was supposed to be in by one, but she hasn’t turned up.’

‘Where was she this morning?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Was she meeting anyone?’

‘I’ve no idea.’

‘What time did she leave last night?’

Maxine sighs. The last thing she needs right now is Stella’s loopy sister giving her the third degree. ‘Nina, I’m actually really up against it here and--’

‘What time did she leave?’ Nina repeats.

‘For God’s sake,’ Maxine mutters. ‘I don’t know . . . twelve thirty. One a.m. maybe. It would have been after the show finished.’

Maxine hears the flick of Nina’s lighter.

‘Can I take a message?’ Maxine enquires, twirling a pen round and round her fingers. She has to get back to that interview - James will go mad if it’s not finished by five. She waves to another woman through the glass partition in another office. The woman is motioning drinking, asking her if she wants a coffee. Maxine signals yes and gives her a thumbs-up.

‘No,’ Nina is saying, ‘no message,’ and hangs up.

‘Goodbye to you too,’ Maxine mutters to the empty cubicle.

 



He is caught in a surge again, carried this time uphill, the pressure around him increasing until he can no longer draw breath. The scene in front of him dissolves and blurs, and a deep pain is spreading from his shoulder down his back. The important thing is not to fall, he is telling himself, over and over, to stay upright, not to go under. His ribcage creaks and strains, there seems to be no oxygen getting to any of his body, his limbs are numb and prickling, and Jake feels sure that this is it, his time is now, that nothing and no one could withstand this, and his mind is flat and calm and heavy as molten lead.

Suddenly he is cannoned into the back of a man who turns round angrily. ‘Oi, do you mind?’

The man turns back to his companions. Jake stares at them. They are drinking and chatting. He has come up against a section of the crowd who don’t know, who are still caught up in the change to the Year of the Tiger.

The man with whom he collided is saying, ‘I mean, what would you do if a client took you to one of those places with flattened pigs’ heads in the window?’

The woman beside him cackles, throwing back her head. ‘When in Rome!’ she shrieks, and they all laugh.

Around him, he feels a sudden release. Bodies fall away from him. It’s as if a membrane has been punctured: the currents of people start draining away. His legs buckle like melted plastic, and the cobbles come up to meet him. He crouches there, gagging and coughing for breath, trying to suck air down into his bruised lungs, aware of people standing around him, staring, murmuring. It seems very quiet all of a sudden.

Jake raises his head and looks down the street.

 



Nina drops into Richard’s surgery on her way home over the Meadows, striding past his row of patients, past the receptionist (who never speaks to Nina because Nina once accidentally called her a fat cow at the annual surgery party), and up to his door.

Richard is putting some funny equipment made of steel and black tubing back into its box. ‘Hello, beautiful,’ he says, when he sees her, and kisses her forehead, which Nina hates but doesn’t want to have a row about now. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Came to see you.’ Nina sits herself down on the examination couch and crosses her legs.

‘How nice,’ he says, but she catches him throwing a swift glance towards the clock.

‘I’m worried about Stella,’ she says.

‘Oh?’ He is shuffling pages together on his desk, looking at something on his computer screen.

‘She’s gone AWOL.’

He is writing something on one of the papers. ‘AWOL?’ he repeats - his trick to reassure her that he’s listening. ‘But she’s always doing that, isn’t she? It’s an integral part of the . . . the Stella package.’

‘What is?’

‘The vanishing act.’ Richard glances up. Nina sees him put down his pen, sees him reminding himself to tread carefully when talking about her sister. In the early days of their relationship - years ago now - she’d hurled a tin-opener at his head when he’d asked if she didn’t think Stella was just a little bit flighty.

‘But she always tells me first. I . . .’ she shrugs uneasily ‘. . . I’ve just got this feeling that something’s happened.’

Richard comes towards her. ‘I’m sure she’s fine,’ he says, stroking her cheek. ‘When was it you last heard from her?’

‘Last night,’ Nina says, then regrets it. She sees his mouth twitch, sees the diagnosis ‘hysterical’ crossing his mind. ‘But I’ve left her loads of messages since then.’

‘She’ll turn up,’ he says soothingly. ‘She’s probably just busy, don’t you think?’

Nina doesn’t answer. She reclines on the examination couch, her spike heels snagging in the paper cover. Richard’s palm lands on her hip. She can feel the heat of it through the thin material of her skirt.

‘Maybe you need an examination,’ he says, his fingers beginning to hitch up her hem, the callus on his thumb snagging on her stockings.

Nina stares at the ceiling above her, listens to the rustle of the paper that covers the couch, the leaping second hand of the clock on the wall, Richard’s breathing.

‘No,’ she says, sitting up and pulling down her skirt. ‘I have to find Stella.’

 



Jake stands next to a melamine desk, his right hand clutching his left arm. The ache in his shoulder is overwhelming, drilling, rooted, and the arm dangles at an angle, turned away from him, as if it belongs to somebody else. Something is bleeding at the side of his face. He has to keep wiping it away, tiger-striping his sleeve. Nurses, orderlies and paramedics swirl around him, busy, electrified.

Jake leans over the desk again. ‘Melanie Harker,’ he says to the receptionist. ‘Is she here?’

‘Please take a seat,’ she says, without looking at him. ‘The doctor will see you soon.’

‘I don’t want a doctor,’ he says, ‘I have to find her.’ The white light from the overhead strips is making his eyes smart. ‘How about Lucy Riddell? Is she here?’

The receptionist fixes him with a glare. ‘Please take a seat.’

If he moves his head too quickly, the walls and corridors see-saw around him. He grips the peeling edge of the desk for balance. His hand is shaking like an old man’s. He is still struck by the ease with which his lungs swell and deflate, swell and deflate. He feels he will never get over this.

The white flash of a doctor flits past the double doors into a perpendicular corridor. Jake moves after him, propping himself up on the wall as he walks.

‘Excuse me,’ he says, stumbling down the corridor, sliding along the shiny pale green paint, ‘excuse me.’

The doctor gives him a quick side-glance but hurries on.

‘M’goi, m’goi,’ Jake switches to Cantonese, ‘gau meng ah. I’m trying to find Melanie Harker. Is she here?’

The doctor stops in his tracks and stares at him, attentive now, shocked, as people always are, by a gweilo speaking Cantonese. ‘Melanie Harker,’ the doctor repeats, still staring at him. ‘Yes. She’s here. I saw her earlier. She is . . .’ He stops. ‘Are you a relative?’

‘No . . . yes . . .’ Jake attempts to formulate an explanation. He fills the seemingly massive capacity of his lungs from the endless supply of air around them. ‘She’s my . . . my girlfriend. Her family are in Britain,’ he manages. ‘Norfolk,’ he adds, without knowing why.

The doctor, a man with grey circles of fatigue under his eyes, looks him over. ‘Have you been seen?’

‘No,’ Jake shakes his head impatiently, ‘but I’m fine. I need to know--’

‘You don’t look fine,’ the doctor says, fishes a slender torch from his coat pocket and shines it into Jake’s eyes. When he touches his left arm, Jake flinches, hot pain arrowing down his arm. ‘You’ll need an X-ray for that,’ the doctor says. ‘It’s broken. And you’re in shock. You’ll stay here tonight. Neihih ming m ming ah?’

‘Ngor ming. But when can I--’

‘Melanie Harker,’ the doctor interrupts, ‘is in a critical condition. She’s in Intensive Care.’

Jakes stares at a light fixed to the wall. A fly has got  trapped inside it and is battering against the white, opaque glass. It feels as if the movement and the noise are inside his head. He opens his mouth to ask a question, but can’t quite think what it is.

‘I’ll see if you can visit her,’ the doctor says, more gently.

 



Stella sits on the floor, her back against the door of the flat, her coat still wrapped round her. Everything in this room seems unfamiliar. Did she buy that picture on the wall, the vase, those books? Do they belong to her? Is this her life, or someone else’s? Was it her who spent a whole weekend stripping and waxing these floorboards, a mask over her face? Why had she done that? What was it for?

Beyond the thick green stalk of an amaryllis, Stella catches sight of herself in the mirror. Her face seems bloodless, and it stands out, stark, from her hair. She has the long-boned hands of her father, the green eyes and dark hair of her mother, and, she was surprised to discover recently when she found an ancient, browning photograph in her grandparents’ flat, the face of a great-great-aunt from Isernia. A mish-mash, a collision of genes.

The phone rings again, making her jump, making her look away from herself. She plucks at the interlocked stitches of her gloves. It rings four, five, six times, then the answerphone clicks on and she hears her sister’s voice, unspooling into the silence.

Stella bows her head, covers her ears.

Mel seems drained of colour. Her skin is so pale that she sinks, like some camouflaging animal, into the magnesium-white sheets and walls. Machines sigh and blip around her. Somewhere overhead the air-conditioning hums.

‘Mel?’ Jake curls his fingers around hers. They feel dry and cold, a loose collection of bones. On her other hand is a grey plastic clip, like crocodile jaws. ‘Mel, it’s me,’ he whispers.

Her eyes slide under their lids, marbled with violet, then her lashes part. It takes her a while to focus on him. Her mouth opens, but nothing comes out. He sees her inhale and swallow. Everything seems to take her so long and so much effort. He wants to tell her that it doesn’t matter, that she doesn’t need to speak, but she is saying his name on an outward breath and her hand twitches beneath his. Then she is mouthing something he cannot hear.

‘What was that?’ he whispers, leaning closer. She doesn’t smell as she usually does. Underneath the starched antiseptic tang of the hospital there is a sour, queer scent, like something left too long in the dark.

‘Lucy,’ Mel whispers. ‘Lucy.’

Jake looks away as he says, ‘She’s not here.’ He finds lying hard, has never been very good at it. He’s always afraid that the truth is obvious, that it’s readable on his face, as if projected on to it. Lucy is lying in the morgue, several floors below Mel’s bed. ‘She was taken to another hospital,’ he invents quickly. ‘Queen Mary. In Happy Valley.’

Mel’s eyes travel over him, over the plaster cast on his  arm, the sling on his shoulder, the vivid bruises blooming on his face. ‘Are you OK?’ The words come out jerkily, separated, as if in different sentences.

‘Fine.’ He nods. ‘It’s just a fracture. And a dislocated shoulder. But it’s fine. How are you feeling?’

Her head moves on the pillow and she sighs, misting the oxygen mask. Jake sees tears spreading into river deltas at the corners of her eyes. Her mouth moves again.

He bends over her and touches his lips to her cheek, smoothing damp hair away from her forehead. ‘What was that?’ he says.

‘I’m scared,’ he hears. He is leaning over her, so close that he can see her tongue forming the words. ‘Jake, I don’t want to . . .’ Her eyes swivel until they find his. ‘I don’t want to die -’

‘You’re not going to,’ he gets out, before he realises that she hasn’t finished, that she is saying:

‘- without having married you.’

Jake, crouched around her on a bed in Intensive Care, blinks. He is about to say, ‘What?’ but stops himself. He heard her. It’s such a bizarre thing for her to come out with that a very distant part of him wants to laugh. Surely she can’t mean that. ‘Mel,’ he begins, unsure of what he wants to say, what he should say. What do you say to something like that? To a girl you’ve only known for four months?

‘I don’t want . . . I can’t bear the thought,’ her voice rises like a leaf on the wind, ‘of dying without being . . . tied to you.’ She is sobbing now, and people are running around them, feet hurrying against the tiles. ‘I can’t bear it without . . .’

A nurse is readjusting the mask over Mel’s face. Mel is struggling against her, trying to speak more, but the doctor is there, fiddling with a machine, telling her to shush, to please lie back.

‘Maybe . . .’ Jake tries again but he can’t seem to order his thoughts. He would give anything just to be able to lie down for a minute, to shut his eyes against the violence of the lights, to stretch out on some starched sheets, for one of these nurses to tell him what he should do. ‘Maybe we should see how you are tomorrow,’ he says. He is aware of how lame these words sound and he catches her look of dismay.

‘You know, she isn’t going to last the night,’ the doctor, standing to Jake’s right, says in Cantonese, gentle but emphatic.

Jake turns to look at him. The pain in his arm and shoulder judders and twists. It suddenly seems incredibly hot in here. He looks back at Mel. Her eyes blaze and glitter behind the mask.

‘I’m sorry,’ the doctor says.

 



Stella is shivering cold, her flesh studded with bumps, her teeth chattering. The heating’s not on. Earlier, she’d leant across and snapped on the light. Above her, the bulb burns yellow. She has no idea what time it is. The building and, indeed, the whole city seem to have disappeared, dissolved around her, receded into the night. The phone rang twice more, and fell silent. The people next door had their television up very loud. But that’s stopped too now. It’s as if the lit box of this room hovers, alone and solitary, in dark space.

Stella shuts her eyes, tight. There must be some way to stop this dominating her existence. How many times has this happened to her? How often does she glimpse him in the face of a stranger, on the street, in a train, in a bar, in a lift, across a shop? These sightings mar her life like sinkholes, the ground around them eroding, precarious.

Stella stands up quickly. Her vision blurs and wanes from the sudden movement, her joints aching. A small, winged creature flutters round her head briefly, then circles up to the light. She stands watching it for a moment and it’s then that the idea appears in her head. It reaches her from some external place, like lightning hitting a conductor, and as soon as she thinks it, she’s made the decision.

She jerks into action, an over-wound toy, moving through her flat, collecting things: clothes, a jacket, a map, her compass, wallet, some books. She pulls a bag from the top of a cupboard and shoves the heap of things into it, yanking the zip closed.

 



The priest is someone who knows Hing Tai. He greets Jake as Jik-ah, tells him he is sorry for his troubles. An unsmiling nurse with a white cone hat perched on top of her thick black perm acts as a witness. As the first light of the Year of the Tiger soaks into the little room, Jake lays one hand on Mel’s and another on the black leather of a book he doesn’t believe in and says I will, I will, I do, I will.

 



A frost is forming as she unlocks her car. She has to sit  for several minutes, hot air blasting through the dashboard, until the starbursts of ice have dissolved from her windscreen.

The keys to the flat she slides into an envelope, addressed to a friend. As she drives out of the fringes of London, she pulls up near a postbox and pushes the envelope into its wide red mouth.

She is surprised by how many cars are out on the streets in the middle of the night. At a motorway sign saying ‘Scotland, The North’ she pushes her foot down on the accelerator and almost smiles.




part two






Stella is sliding a knife along the seal of an envelope. The paper, a heavy-grade cream, gives and separates, the edges fraying like lint. As she inserts her fingers, easing out the letter, the building shudders around her.

She looks up. A pair of precisely laced hiking boots is descending the stairs. Stella watches them for a moment, then drops the letter, slips off the chair and wedges herself behind a tall, spike-leafed plant balanced on its own special stand. She’s served breakfast, cleaned up the kitchen, taken two booking enquiries already this morning, and she doesn’t really feel like getting into idle conversation with a guest.

The man from room four lopes through Reception, dressed as if about to take part in a polar expedition, a pair of binoculars swinging from his neck. When he reaches the front door he extends his head out, tortoise-like, holding up his palm to check the weather. His other hand, Stella sees, is busy scratching one of his buttocks. She wrinkles her nose and a strangled giggle escapes her, which bounces around the deserted hotel reception like a ping-pong ball.

The man stops scratching and looks round. Stella holds her breath, her mind racing through possible explanations of  what she might be doing crammed behind a pot plant. He doesn’t see her. Her neck is beginning to ache from being crunched like this but she can’t exactly reappear now.

When she hears the slam of the front door, Stella unfolds her body and stretches, her arms held long above her head, her vertebrae shifting and clicking all the way down her back. She sits down in the chair again and picks up the letter, smoothing it against the desk with the heel of her hand, flattening the loops and dashes of her mother’s handwriting.

Her mother’s always written with a fountain pen. Stella knows where she keeps it - in the smallest drawer on the right-hand side of the bureau - and she knows exactly what her mother would have looked like as she dipped the moulded, fragile nib into the wet mouth of the ink bottle. She can picture her as surely as seeing her own face in a mirror: blutting out the air pocket from the rubber pipette in a stream of bubbles, drawing ink up into the pen like blood into a syringe. Francesca would then cross her ankles under her, set a sheet of paper on the blotter, which lay squarely in the middle of the desk under the bay window, and making a peculiar motioning gesture, like a conductor silencing an orchestra, she’d have leant forward, pressed her pen to the blemishless white and begun: Dearest Stella.

Stella glances down the pages: your father and I, she sees. Then: trying hard to understand why you’ve done this. She skips a few lines . . . don’t see how anyone could just throw in a job, a very good job, in London . . . she turns over . . . such a strange thing to do . . .

Stella looks up, away from the pages, and through the  window. It’s possible to see right across the valley from here - through the trees, which toss and stir in the breeze, along where the burn winds its way through patches of marsh, patches of peat, and to the cluttered houses of the village beyond. The day is bright, the sky scudding with fast-moving clouds. The reflective surface of the loch is pleated, made restless in the wind. Behind the hotel, the terrain gets rockier, wilder, the ground lifting and steepening towards the mountains, fast-moving rivers cutting their way through rock. Stella doesn’t look out of those windows much.

She turns back to the staircase, lined with gilt-framed oil paintings in soupy, dark colours. A man with abundant side-whiskers glowers at her, a shut-eyed hare slung by its heels over his shoulder. A cross-eyed child of indeterminate gender in a tam-o’-shanter poses next to a harp. The moth-eaten deer’s head at the top of the stairs, Stella notices, is slightly skewed.

The letter is still held between her fingers. All best and love, it ends. Then the flattened loops of her mother’s signature. All best and love.

 



Stella scuffs her sandals together, the buckles snagging. Her fingers are tucked beneath her thighs. She chews the final, greasy mouthful of sausage and gulps it down. Her plate is empty now, apart from the beans. Everything else gone. She’s eaten round them very carefully, banking them up on the rim, making sure that nothing else touched them.

At a right-angle to her, around the four-sided table, her grandmother is leaning on her elbows and saying something about side-plates. Opposite, Nina slices her food into equal,  geometric shapes, her eyes lowered. Whenever their mother has to work during the week, their grandmother - their Scottish grandmother, their father’s mother - comes to look after them. ‘Who else would cook your dinner?’ she asks, in the kind of question that Stella knows doesn’t require an answer. Under the table, the cat weaves invisibly through ankles and chair legs, fur sleeking against their shins.

Stella puts her knife and fork together, a mismatched pair, as stealthily and noiselessly as she can. The fork end makes a minuscule click against the china, but maybe no one heard it, maybe no one will notice.

‘But, Archie, surely there are colleagues who can help you with . . .’ Stella hears her grandmother’s voice trail into silence. She keeps her eyes trained on the repetitive pleats of her school skirt. She is aware of the height of her grandmother towering next to her and she’s aware that she’s looking at her. Or, more specifically, her plate.

‘Are you not eating your broad beans, dear?’ Her grandmother’s voice is melodious, studiedly offhand.

Stella’s father grows the beans in the vegetable patch so disapproved of by the other people in their tenement, who prefer roses and cyclamen. Stella loves to pick them, to disentangle and pull the swollen lengths of the pods from the mass of wreathing leaves; she loves to split them open and find the perfect rows of beans bedded down in the silvery fur. But boiled by Granny Gilmore for a good twenty minutes and spooned on to a plate, they have metamorphosed: a puckered, toughened hide clings close to twin halves that squeak against your teeth. The taste is sickly, cloying and dry. She cannot eat them, she cannot, she really cannot.

‘I don’t want them,’ Stella says.

‘Pardon?’ Granny Gilmore says, still achingly polite.

‘Maybe--’ her father interrupts, low, but Stella sees a quick gesture from her that silences him.

‘Come on,’ Granny Gilmore leans across, picks up her fork and nudges three of the green shapes on to it, ‘just try them. You might like them.’

Stella presses her lips together and leans back into her chair as the fork looms towards her.

‘Open your mouth.’

The waxy, compost smell of them is reaching her nose. She shakes her head.

‘Stella, open your mouth.’

She stares fixedly at the three beans before her. Could she? But she imagines the feel of their chill solidity on the damp warmth of her tongue, the sore ache of the salivary glands in the back corners of her mouth working to digest them: her throat closes just as her stomach heaves up. She gags, coughing. Her grandmother must have seized the opportunity of her lips opening because metal is clashing against her teeth and her mouth is jammed full of rubbery, green shapes.

Stella retches, her mouth swilling with acrid liquid, and the beans shoot out on to the tablecloth. She sobs and clamps her hands like a portcullis over her face.

‘Well,’ her grandmother puts down the fork with a clash, ‘I’m not prepared to have a battle about this. You’re to sit there until you’ve eaten what’s on your plate.’ She scoops the regurgitated beans back on to Stella’s plate. ‘And those as well. All of it.’

Stella hears her father mutter something.

‘Archie,’ her grandmother warns, ‘she has to learn.’

Through the slits in her fingers, Stella sees her grandmother clear away the plates, her father pouring more water into Nina’s glass. After it gets dark, their mother will come back from the café, smelling of cigarettes and suds and coffee, bringing a carton of gelato di cioccolata for her and gelato di fragola for Nina. It’s getting hot behind the shield of her hands and her arms are aching but she won’t take them down. She watches them leave the table, one by one. Nina gives her a swift, unreadable glance as she goes.

Stella peels her hands away from her face. The house is quiet around her. She can see her grandmother, sitting on a chair in the garden, reading a paper. A radio is playing somewhere. Footsteps in the room above. Everyone feels very far away. The striped back of the cat faces her from the window-sill. No use. The cat won’t eat beans. She doesn’t look at her plate. She has no intention of eating them.

Then, behind her, a door sighs open. Stella doesn’t turn round. She is wondering if it’s Granny Gilmore. Back to save her? Or back to scold her? But it’s Nina, tiptoeing across the carpet on shoeless feet. Stella gazes at her, her face stiff with dried tears. Her sister holds a finger, as straight and definite as an exclamation mark, against her lips.

Nina leans forward, stretching out her hand, and picks up the fork. She stabs the beans, one by one, right through their hearts. She opens her mouth and the fork disappears into it. Stella sees it come out again, clean and silver. Nina chews, quickly and concentratedly, and swallows. Once.  Twice. Then she grins, puts down the fork and flits away, out of the room.

 



Before there was anything, there was Nina. Stella is sure her face is the first thing she ever saw, or ever remembers seeing. Their mother tells them that Nina spent all day hanging over the bars of Stella’s cot.

For a long time, Stella couldn’t tell the difference between them. She thought Nina was her or that she was Nina or that they were one person, one being. For years, she believed the blood that pumped through their veins was in some way connected, that if she cut herself she might very easily see crimson seeping from a part of Nina’s body.

But she has a clear memory of, one day, Nina lifting her up to the mirror in the bedroom they shared until Stella left home - even though she was younger, she left first. It was a hot day. They were both in shorts, so it must have been summer. Festival time, maybe. She has an idea that she could hear the droning hum of faraway aeroplanes, streaking the skies above the city, and the gentle murmur of a crowd at some event on the Meadows. But she might have imagined that since.

Nina hooked her hands under Stella’s armpits and clutched Stella to her. Her skin against Stella’s hurt, like the wring of a Chinese burn. It took Nina a great deal of effort to lift her from the ground - even then Stella was catching up on her in height - and Nina had to strain and heave.

Stella saw the curve of a second forehead rise into the silver square of the mirror and suddenly there were two faces in the glassy, reversed world ahead of her. It was a  shock. They were almost the same, but not quite. Nina’s was narrower, sharper, her hair, in the forked tongue of summer sun slanting in from the high window, ever so slightly fox-coloured.

 



There is no sky here. Just a depthless, grey-white miasma. Jake stares up into it for a while, at the black cut-outs of birds streaking through it. Then he wheels round, the wind plastering his hair into his eyes, and looks towards the village, indistinct with mist as if dissolving into air. The clustered buildings, stuccoed with brown-black pebbles, are huddled together against the low, persistent wind, the tall cone of the windmill standing above them, its immense sails stuck into a giant black X, as if warning him away.

He shivers in his borrowed clothes. Ever since he arrived in this country he’s been unable to get warm.

A restless tea-coloured wave turns and turns back on itself on the brown shingle. A bird with a curved beak scuttles up the beach, wings folded to its body. Further out to sea, a piece of flotsam heaves up and down on an invisible swell. He stares out at the horizon, barely discernible: grey sky, grey sea. This place feels to him like the edge of the world.

He thrusts his hands deep into his pockets, turns and walks back up the beach, through the scrubby marsh and the tall, restless reeds. As he passes underneath the mill sails, they are vibrating in the wind with the high-pitched whine of a mosquito.

He vaults over the garden fence, remembering too late that the wet grass always soaks through his shoes. Why do they bother to have fences, ostensibly to keep people out,  which are so low a child could climb over them? He makes his way down the side passage of the house, past the trees, which are being slowly espaliered, branches pulled and trained back with wire frames. He can’t look at those trees without feeling a kind of sympathetic ache in his shoulders.
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