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  One




  BEIJING




  It began with an electronic chirrup and a vibration in his fingertips. He surfaced only briefly, and sank back towards sleep. Then he reached out, fumbling for the mobile

  where it had slipped out of his hand in the night. He opened one eye to peer at the message on the screen.




  

    the world will witness my despair


  




  Song closed his eyes but it was too late. He recognized the number. He flung the sheet away and tried to get comfortable, turning first onto his side, then onto his stomach. The man had rung a

  dozen times after Song had thrown him out. The sun was seeping between the curtains, and already the room was oppressively hot. He reached for the bottle of water by the bed, took a mouthful, then

  splashed some over his face and head – he’d had his scalp shorn almost bald to combat the summer heat.




  Another chirrup heralded the arrival of a second message. Again Song tried to ignore it and failed.




  

    the roof international trade tower 0800


  




  He groaned, rolled over, tucking his mobile phone under the pillow. Why couldn’t the man leave him alone? A scrap of humanity who couldn’t afford a bowl of soup, let alone

  Song’s fees. There was still time for a lie-in. His mind spiralled down towards sleep . . . he was about to dive into a cool pool of water. A woman was waiting for him, blue water lapping

  around her pale breasts. She was looking up at him expectantly, but he couldn’t see her face. He dived.




  

    the world will witness my despair . . . the roof . . .


  




  All at once he was wide awake.




  Office workers arrived in waves, disgorged by buses and subway. They headed through revolving glass doors and into the marble-lined lobby to crowd into the lifts that would

  carry them up into the air-conditioned offices above. His job required that he be able to blend in to almost any environment, but this morning urgency had put paid to that. Dressing quickly, Song

  had pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, the first clothes that came to hand, and he didn’t belong in this brisk, polished world. The security guard was watching him.




  Song’s eyes skimmed over the women’s legs flashing past beneath pastel skirts. He liked the summer. He liked the way women shed their layers of padding and looked the shape they

  really were. Foreign men and women passed in suits, chattering into their mobile phones. He was looking for a small skinny peasant. A man who, when he opened his mouth, spoke so fast you

  couldn’t stop him. He remembered the man’s desperation, how he’d reached the threshold of Song’s office and then fallen to his knees, pressing his hands together in

  entreaty.




  ‘I was told you could help . . . I’ll give you everything I have, I’ll sign over my house to you, you’re my last hope, please help . . .’




  A pretty woman stopped in front of him, distracting him. She had a wide mouth, and a curtain of silky hair swung across her face.




  ‘I’m lost,’ she said, smiling up at him. ‘I’m looking for Starbucks?’




  He couldn’t help himself. He smiled back at her and started to reply. Then all of a sudden he caught a strange movement out of the corner of his eye and swung around. There was a commotion

  over by the revolving glass doors. Song couldn’t see what was happening because of the numbers of people entering the building, but he could hear a raised voice. ‘Move on! You

  can’t go in there!’ Song ran towards the disturbance.




  He grabbed a woman by her shoulder. She wheeled around.




  ‘Which way did he go?’




  She pointed wordlessly towards the entrance. The revolving door slowed him down and then he found himself inside, bathed in cool air. A young security guard was speaking urgently on his

  walkie-talkie.




  ‘Did he go up?’ Song shouted, heading for the lifts, and the security guard gave a distracted jerk of the head in confirmation.




  He had to wait again, and then the lift doors opened in front of him. There was a large foreign woman already in there, white shirt straining over her bust, grey skirt, a laminated security pass

  hanging on a chain around her plump neck. Song hit the button for the top floor.




  The lift moved swiftly upwards. He saw the woman’s eyes upon him, reflected in the mirrored walls. He could see his agitation was making her nervous. He glanced up, spotting the

  CCTV-camera in the corner of the lift. Silently he cursed himself for getting involved and he cursed the peasant for involving him.




  ‘Do you have business in this building?’ the woman challenged him in Chinese.




  ‘I’m going to stop a man throwing himself off the roof,’ he replied. When her mouth fell open her shock was reflected all around them.




  The lift doors opened on the top floor – the thirty-sixth – and Song burst out into the corridor then hesitated, turning on his heel, searching for the fire exit and the staircase

  which would lead to the roof.




  A heavy metal door at the top yielded under his pressure, opening onto a heat-baked roof, the cement blinding under the hazy white sky. Song stepped outside, shading his eyes. The roof of the

  tower block was as big as a park. The construction noise of the entire city rose up to deafen him with its drilling and pounding. He let his eyes run over satellite dishes and huts that housed

  electrical facilities. From the edge of the roof rose a gigantic advertising hoarding as high as a two-storey building. From where he stood this hoarding was all scaffolding, a black silhouette

  against the glare of the sky. A man was clinging precariously to this structure, inching his way up the metal strut which extended from the roof. His clutching, faltering progress was hampered by

  the fact that he had a child on his back, the smaller body supported in a papoose strapped around the climber’s waist and shoulders and tied in a knot in front. The child was not a baby

  although he carried it like one.




  Song’s palms were sweating and his heart was pounding. He started to walk towards the scaffolding. If he ran he would alarm the man.




  ‘Hey, Li,’ he shouted, finding his voice unreliable, trying again. ‘Li, that’s not a good idea. Come back down.’




  The man peered down at the rooftop, searching for the source of the sound. He saw Song standing there, face raised towards him. For a moment the man didn’t move. He continued to cling,

  like an insect on a stalk. Then his hand reached up and he hauled himself higher.




  ‘Don’t take the child up there,’ Song yelled. ‘I’ll help you work things out, come on down.’




  Balancing himself in the right angles of the frame where he was more secure, Li began to undo the cloth that held the child to him.




  ‘Don’t worry,’ he shouted down. Even his voice was thin. ‘There’s no other way. This way everybody will know.’




  Song moved towards the scaffolding and swung himself upwards. Li appeared to be talking to the child. Carefully he tied the papoose to the structure, winding the cloth in and out of the metal

  struts and securing it with a series of knots until the tiny figure was hanging, suspended, over the side of the building. The child must be asleep, Song thought, or immobilized with terror,

  because it didn’t move.




  Below Song the sound of feet exploded onto the roof. There were shouts of surprise, and half a dozen security guards launched themselves towards the hoarding.




  ‘Hold back,’ Song yelled down. ‘Wait, don’t scare him.’




  One of the youngest leaped onto the scaffolding and pulled himself up, shouting, ‘Come down! You’re not allowed up there, come down!’




  Li bent his head over the child for a moment and then moved slowly away. He edged along the scaffolding, holding on with both hands, looking down at the guard who was climbing nearer, and now

  Song could see his fear.




  Song pulled himself along the scaffolding towards the child, who was safe only as long as the cloth binding held. The wind was strong. Song felt it buffeting him.




  He heard a shout and turned to see the young guard swiping at Li, trying to grab him. Li slipped, losing his footing. For a moment he clung to the steel girder, his legs scissoring wildly in

  mid-air. Slowly his grip loosened. Screaming, he fell.




  Far below, traffic came to a juddering halt. Pedestrians stopped in their stride and recoiled. A crowd began to gather.




  Song shifted awkwardly on the scaffolding. If he lost his grip he too would die. He anchored himself as well as he could and then, with one hand, he reached for the

  child’s papoose. Seizing the fabric he pulled it towards himself, fighting gravity to haul the child over the parapet. He clasped the bundle to him and at once felt its stillness. He pushed a

  fold of cloth away from the face. It was a girl, perhaps five or six years old. Her eyes were closed, eyelashes resting on puckered skin. Her mouth was straight and still. For this child the danger

  was long past. Sapped of life, her complexion was like meat that had been drained of blood. He touched her cheek and sensed deep, deep cold beneath the sun-thawed skin.




  







  Two




  He carried her down. There didn’t seem any alternative, although his heart was heavy just at the sight of her. Carefully, freeing one hand at a time while the other

  grasped the scaffolding rods, he slipped the straps of the papoose over his own shoulders while the weight of the child’s corpse was still held by the advertising hoarding. Then, shifting his

  footing, he twisted around to begin climbing down. As he did so something brushed against his face and, swaying wildly, he snatched at it. Catching it and trying to grab the scaffolding all at

  once, he crushed a flimsy piece of paper in his fist. He slipped the crumpled ball into his pocket so that he had both hands free to steady himself. As he glanced down – a mistake, almost

  causing him to lose his balance entirely – he saw a flock of the fragile papers, like the wings of tiny translucent birds, fluttering slowly into the abyss. He had seen these papers before,

  when Li had begged Song to read his petition.




  He slid one foot slowly ahead of the other on the rail and shifted his weight, trying to find his new centre of balance as gusts of wind threatened to topple him. He made a shuffling, sliding

  progress then stopped to take stock, clinging to the scaffolding with one hand, trying not to look down. Angry blasts of horn rose from gridlocked traffic below and voices reached him through

  loudhailers.




  He lowered himself slowly towards the roof. Below him guards were gathering, shouting up at him to come down. The roof had filled with office workers, foreign and Chinese, and several of them

  had raised their mobile phones to photograph his descent.




  He lowered himself onto the roof and instantly he was surrounded by guards. They pulled at him, wresting the child from his back, then recoiling as they touched her, letting her body fall, their

  voices rising in shock. ‘She’s dead – frozen solid!’




  Song backed away. He thought that with any luck he could take advantage of their consternation to leave unnoticed. But then the guards turned in his direction. He had carried the child down. He

  was as suspect as the corpse was repellent. Nobody wanted to touch the child, whose body lay on the ground at their feet, but they all wanted to grab him.




  An hour later, Song sat in the Dongcheng District police station. They had put him in a whitewashed interrogation room and for the moment at least he was on his own. He had

  given up smoking six months before but he craved a cigarette now. He leaned his arms on the table in front of him, spreading his fingers on the wooden surface. His hands had not stopped shaking and

  this seemed as good a way as any of keeping them still. He listened. Sounds came to him from the corridor outside. There were raised voices, hurrying footsteps, ringing phones, the sounds of

  crisis.




  That a peasant had been able to hang the corpse of a frozen child from a skyscraper at the heart of Beijing’s business district in front of appalled foreigners was a huge loss of face for

  the authorities. He remembered the mobile phones raised to photograph the child and thought it would be impossible to keep the morning’s events off the Internet. These days the smallest

  incident made it into China’s chat rooms and blogs at least briefly, sometimes with photographs and video footage. The Internet police would try to delete it of course, but not before

  thousands of people had seen it and copied it and emailed it on.




  Song cursed himself for getting involved. His intervention had done no one any good. The child had been dead all along, and the man had fallen to his death. He had done too little and too

  late.




  He could feel the ball of paper in his pocket. It crackled slightly as he moved. He wondered what sweat and crushing had done to it. He was familiar with petitions. Peasants had been writing

  them from time immemorial, hoping in the face of local injustice that they would find justice with the emperor or, later, the Party centre. Wherever there was a peasant with a grievance, there was

  a peasant with a petition. Their testimony was transcribed with painful precision. Of course, they could wave these papers until they were blue in the face but the authorities rarely so much as

  glanced at them, let alone took action. Recently, petitioners had started to band together to try to make more of an impact, but the government’s response had been the opposite of the desired

  effect. Instead of responding to peasants’ concerns they had issued regulations strictly limiting gatherings. They had even banned petitioners from committing suicide as an act of

  protest.




  The door swung open and a uniformed officer strode in. He was in his early thirties, tall, with strong, intelligent features. He was on the fast track, Song thought, just as he

  himself had been almost a decade ago, before the fall. Song got slowly to his feet and held out his hand. The officer ignored it and jerked his head to tell him to sit down. In his own time, Song

  settled himself back on the chair.




  ‘Name?’




  ‘Song Ren.’




  The officer frowned, trying to work out where he’d heard it before. ‘Place of work?’




  ‘Anjialou Investigation and Legal Research Agency.’




  ‘What is an investigation and legal research agency?’




  ‘It’s an agency,’ Song said vaguely, ‘that pursues investigation and research of information.’




  ‘What information?’ The officer spat the question.




  ‘Financial information,’ Song said firmly. He was forbidden by law from involvement in criminal cases, but in fact most of the things that he did were not exactly legal.




  ‘Are you a private detective?’




  ‘I’m an investigator,’ Song sidestepped the question. The description ‘private detective’ was best avoided. Officially China had no need of private detectives. They

  grew like fungus in the grey sludge that washed up around the edges of the harmonious socialist society.




  ‘Are you hired by women to follow their husbands?’ the officer asked point-blank.




  ‘On occasion,’ Song confessed, since the game was apparently up.




  ‘So you’re a private detective.’ The officer threw him a look of contempt.




  ‘I used,’ Song said, ‘to be a police officer just like you.’




  The officer stared at him.




  ‘Why did you go to the International Trade Tower this morning?’




  ‘I arranged to meet a friend in Starbucks,’ Song lied smoothly. ‘I saw the man and I thought he must have abducted the child so I gave chase.’




  He wasn’t going to tell the officer about the text message. Then he’d have to tell him the rest.




  ‘You’d been hired to follow him, hadn’t you?’




  Song almost laughed, the officer was so far off the mark. Instead he said, ‘I just wanted to get the kid down. How was I supposed to know she was dead? You should give me a medal. The

  Party should designate me a model citizen.’




  ‘Don’t fuck with me. Don’t tell me you didn’t know him.’




  Song’s assistant, Wolf, had left the gate open again. The man had shuffled through the courtyard, rapped on the office door. When Song went to open it he observed the

  man’s shabby clothes and his concave belly.




  ‘How can I help you?’ Song remembered asking him. It was his standard greeting but in this case he hadn’t meant it. While he spoke, Song stood in the doorway, blocking the

  man’s way.




  The man had fallen to his knees.




  ‘My name is Li,’ he said. ‘I was told you could help me . . .’




  ‘Who said I’d help you?’




  ‘He said it didn’t matter that I have no money. I’ll give you everything I have, I’ll sign over my house to you. You’re my last hope, please help . .

  .’




  The words had run out of him fast, tumbling over each other. Song caught something about the death of a child, about official involvement. That had made up his mind. The agency was running

  close enough to the wind. Get involved in murder and police cover-ups, and they’d close him down.




  Still on his knees, the man had delved with shaking hands into a battered bag and brought out a sheaf of papers, head bowed, extending them towards Song as if offering a treasure. Song had

  pushed them away, but the man had continued to kneel there clutching the papers and moving his arms up and down in a gesture of supplication.




  ‘Please, please take my petition. When you’ve read it you’ll understand my despair . . .’




  ‘Get out of here, old man,’ Song said softly. ‘There’s no way I can help you. I’ll lose my licence if I start investigating murder.’




  Song turned and headed back inside the office, closing the door behind him. Then he sat down at his desk and stared at his computer screen. From the corner of his eye he saw the man rise

  slowly to his feet and walk away.




  ‘Who was he?’ The officer was standing, leaning his knuckles on the table in between them, barking questions at him. ‘Why was he at the Trade

  Tower?’




  ‘He was wearing rags,’ Song said. ‘I think he was from out of town. And I think the child was his own child. You should have seen the way he talked to her. He loved

  her.’




  The officer shook his head angrily.




  ‘I don’t want your speculation.’ His voice became shrill. ‘Clearly this had nothing to do with love. He was a madman. His actions endangered Beijing citizens as they were

  going about their daily business, it interfered with traffic . . .’




  ‘From what you’ve said,’ Song interrupted, speaking slowly, ‘you already have some information about the man’s unstable state of mind. Probably you know more than I

  do. I don’t know who he was. I don’t know where he came from, or why.’




  ‘If you’re concealing anything from me . . .’ the officer started to say.




  The door opened and a young man in uniform burst in. In his hand he held several sheets of crumpled paper of exactly the kind that Song remembered from the petition: delicate paper covered in

  spidery handwritten characters. The younger man gestured at the officer frantically to leave the room. The officer leaned over to speak in Song’s face. ‘This is highly sensitive. If you

  get involved, you’ll end up doing hard labour.’




  When the officer had gone, Song sat and waited. He assumed they would want to take a statement. After fifteen minutes no one had come to pursue the interrogation and he concluded that he was

  free to go. He got to his feet and opened the door into the hallway. He was in no hurry to commit to paper the lies he’d told the officer. If the officer had wanted him to stick around, he

  should have said so. He wasn’t going to do their job for them. Song made his way out into the street and hailed a taxi.




  







  Three




  The fierce sun had softened, but the air was still hot and the sky bright. Song got a taxi as far as Anjialou, then got out and walked the last bit of the way through the

  hutongs. Anjialou was a village that had been swallowed up by the city, and its low buildings were a welcome respite from the grandiose architecture of most of the metropolis. In the past it had

  been quicker to navigate the narrow alleyways on foot than by car, especially in the early evening when the locals got home from work and thronged around the pancake stalls and the noodle bars.




  In a few months the web of alleys would be replaced by a department store, or an office skyscraper, or luxury flats. Several streets had already been razed, and everyone had received their

  notice to quit in the form of posters pasted on walls.




  Many had already piled trucks with their belongings and left. If they kicked up a fuss, the developer would kick back, and harder. There were only a handful of celebrated cases in which

  developers had accorded big compensation rewards to homeowners who had fought tooth and nail, braving beatings and death threats.




  Song stopped and joined a small crowd watching a team of demolition workers on Alley Number Seven. On the wall behind him red posters covered in black painted characters urged cooperation with

  the authorities and support for the demolition work. Some of the posters had been torn down or defaced – it was one thing to tolerate your house being destroyed, another to be told by some

  faceless bureaucrat to like it. Still, the demolition had become summer evening entertainment, a soap opera in which former neighbours’ houses were levelled and the neighbours themselves, by

  their very absence, became fodder for reminiscence and gossip.




  Atop a mound of rubble a mechanical scavenger was pulling and pushing at the debris. A row of carts were lined up along the roadside, mules balefully eyeing the hot tarmacadam. Peasant women

  were picking through the ruins, piling bricks on top of the mule carts.




  Song stopped in at the convenience store on the corner of Alley Number Ten to buy a packet of cigarettes. The woman who served him had dyed red hair and a pretty, plump face. She always blushed

  when he came in. Sometimes they spoke. He knew that she was from rural Henan Province and that she had followed cousins to find work in the capital.




  ‘What are you going to do when they knock this place down?’ he asked her, jerking his head in the direction of the demolition team.




  ‘I’m going to go home,’ she said. ‘I haven’t seen my mother for two years.’




  ‘And then?’




  ‘I’ll come back, find another job somewhere else.’




  He nodded. For most people this wouldn’t be a disaster. It was just a matter of starting all over again, as it so often was.




  ‘And you?’ she asked, her eyes bright.




  He shrugged. ‘I don’t know, I haven’t had any time to think about it.’




  ‘You have to find a new place,’ she said. ‘Or what will you do when they come to knock the alley down?’




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll think of something,’ he said, smiling at her despite the events of the day, liking her concern.




  Inside the office Song surveyed his staff of two. Wolf, his second cousin, had been with him ever since he’d set up the agency. Wolf was a qualified lawyer but an

  eccentric one, with silver-dyed hair that flopped on his forehead over the tattoo of the single character, lang, that gave him his nickname. A few months earlier, Song had hired Blue, who

  was tiny, with hair that reached to her waist. He’d taken her on because she spoke good English, but she revealed a pleasing talent for hacking into official websites and a thirst for

  information to go with it. She could dig gold from the ether. Song had observed that Blue was in love with Wolf, and at first he’d thought Wolf reciprocated. There had been several weeks when

  Song had dreaded stepping into the office because of the vibrations of thinly veiled lust that seemed to rebound off the walls and zing in the air. But something had gone wrong, he didn’t

  know what. Wolf had been dating other women, and Blue had been suffering. Whatever had happened, it was good news for the agency. Song could step into the office without cringing in embarrassment,

  and Blue’s lack of social life meant she was ideally placed to sit and stare at a screen well past midnight.




  Wolf had fallen asleep with his silver head on his arms. Blue, however, was awake and as usual had her eyes glued to her computer monitor.




  ‘It’s like a furnace in here,’ Song exclaimed.




  Wolf gave a startled snore and at the sound of his voice Blue swung around in her office chair.




  ‘Is this you?’ she asked Song, pointing at her screen. ‘He looks like you.’




  ‘I said it’s like a furnace in here,’ Song persisted. ‘What happened to the air conditioning?’




  ‘It broke down. Wolf said he was going to get it fixed, but then he fell asleep. Don’t tell him off, please, he’s very tired. Is this you? A man climbed up the . . .’




  ‘I know.’




  ‘So it was you. It’s all over the Internet. Why were you there? Who was he? Why did he have a . . . ?’




  He shook his head savagely, and she knew him well enough to shut up. He went and stood behind her and watched the screen as she scrolled down through photos and video images taken by mobile

  phones. Song did not recognize himself as the man in the pictures. He thought perhaps it had all happened to someone else and he had dreamt his own involvement.




  ‘It’s all been coming online in the last few minutes,’ Blue murmured. ‘They’ve got to take it down soon, they can’t leave it up.’




  ‘The police say he was a madman,’ he said quietly.




  ‘And was he?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  Song couldn’t face any more. He went and sat at his desk. A mosquito whined past his ear. Every noise, every bright light, they all seemed swollen and exaggerated, assaulting his ears and

  his eyes. He tried to concentrate on his computer screen but he had to close his eyes against its glare. Then he heard the man’s voice, as though he was still here in the doorway to the

  office.




  ‘I was told you could help.’




  ‘Who told you?’




  ‘You’re right,’ Blue’s voice broke in on his thoughts. She was reading from something on the screen, her finger tracing the words. ‘The relevant official said the

  man was known to have mental problems.’ She turned towards him. ‘It’s always mental problems. Who drove him mad? That’s what I want to know.’




  Song nodded at her distractedly. Blue was going to England in a few days, her first trip out of the country. She’d got an uncle to wangle her a business visa, although she was actually

  going for the wedding of a foreign friend, a journalist called Robin Ballantyne who had visited Beijing the year before. Blue had worked as Robin’s interpreter, and the crime they

  investigated had drawn Song in too. That was how Song had come to meet Blue. Until now, Song had been worrying about how he and Wolf would do without her – Wolf’s response to the

  air-conditioning crisis was typically unhelpful – but right now he wished her gone already so that he could sit here in silence with his thoughts.




  ‘People want to know how he could reach Beijing with the corpse of a child,’ Blue went on relentlessly. ‘They want to know why no one noticed. One man thinks the man killed the

  child and then killed himself from shame.’




  ‘He fell,’ Song said, without thinking. ‘He didn’t jump.’




  Blue turned pleading eyes on him. She didn’t have to speak to let him know that she wanted him to tell her everything that had happened. It was cruel to torment her like this. Abruptly,

  Song pushed back his chair and stood up.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said.




  He opened the door that divided his personal quarters from the office, went inside, and closed the door quietly behind him. There was just a bed, a shelf of books and a wardrobe. Most of his

  waking hours were spent working. This room was all the private space he needed, but soon this would be gone, demolished under the wrecker’s ball. Everything would be gone, the agency that

  he’d built up from nothing, the home that was this one room.




  It was stifling hot. He removed his shoes and lay on the bed with his eyes closed. He saw the transience of things, the homes destroyed, the man losing his grip on the scaffolding, his

  stomach-churning fall, the flock of papers floating towards the earth. When he saw the face of the frozen child he opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. He felt sick at the weight of knowing

  he had turned the man away. He pulled the crumpled page from his pocket, and groaned at the sight of the paper, it was so mangled. He rolled over onto his stomach and placed the paper on the pillow

  so that he could tease it open gently, stroking at the creases with his fingertips.




  The paper was lined, and filled with small, perfectly formed characters, but there were tears which made some sections illegible. He sat on the edge of the bed and switched on his reading light,

  examining the document. It was as he had thought, one sheet of a petition wrenched from its surrounding pages. It was a liability. If a security guard had seen him grab the paper and slip it into

  his pocket then the police would come looking for it. At the police station the young officer had carried those scraps of paper as though they were gold dust – officers must have collected

  them from the streets or from witnesses who’d picked them up as they fluttered down from the rooftop. Whatever the truth was behind such a shameful incident – and Song held a portion of

  it in his hand – the Party would issue orders that it should be kept secret. Song peered closely at the page, struggling to make sense of the characters.




  

    

      . . . but although I waited overnight, sleeping on the ground at their gate, no one would agree to see me. I returned home. I was . . . [illegible] distressed, but I found

      my wife even more distraught. During my absence she said she had had a visit from a man called Xu, who works at the village police station. He demanded . . . [illegible] our daughter’s

      body. At first she agreed, because she thought he meant there was to be an investigation into her death. Then . . . [illegible] no investigation, but it was illegal to keep the body at home.

      Because of what had happened she did not trust Xu, and refused to give up our daughter’s body. Xu left, threatening her, saying he would return the next day with other officers to take

      the body by force, and that she would be fined for refusing to give up the body. I agreed with my wife’s decision not to surrender her body, which was our only evidence of murder. But I

      told her that we could not leave our child lying . . . [illegible] and that soon, despite the cold weather, her body would start to decompose. That night, under cover of darkness, my wife and I

      carried our daughter’s body to the house of a friend who had the facilities necessary to preserve her body until . . . [rest of the page illegible.]


    


  




  Still Song did not know who the man was, or where he had come from, or why he had sought him out. Nor did he know how the frozen child had died. But he did know that the man was

  not crazy. Hungry now for more information, he scoured the rest of the page for characters he could decipher.




  

    

      Teacher Ding brought us food and money collected at the school . . . [illegible] . . . when they see our grief they fear for their own children and no longer allow . . .

      [illegible] . . . address this petition to Chen Dalei at the Ministry of Public Security . . .


    


  




  The name Chen Dalei struck Song like a blow from a fist. His father-in-law . . . no, his former father-in-law. He hated the man. He let the paper fall onto the floor and

  stood, pacing the small space up and down. Now he knew why someone had sent the peasant to him with his petition. He knew why that someone – but who? – might have expected him to help

  the man, if only he’d read the damn thing.




  This scrap of paper – which was already a liability – was now a potential jail sentence. Song had sworn to the police that he had nothing to do with Li, but here was his former

  father-in-law’s name in Li’s own handwriting. He could be charged with lying to the police as well as withholding evidence. Even without a formal charge the police could make him

  disappear. Song didn’t know how Chen was involved in Li’s tragedy, but he didn’t have to know. His former father-in-law’s name was always an augury of disaster.




  He picked up a lighter from his bedside table, and then he bent to pick up the paper from the floor. Holding it by a corner over the metal waste bin, he held up the flame and watched until the

  document had been consumed. He would not forget what it had said.




  







  Four




  YIDONG VILLAGE




  Yanhua was startled from sleep. Her shoulder was being shaken back and forth, her muscles offering no resistance. She was never ready to be woken up, but it was five

  thirty and the sky outside was already light. She could see the sun shining through the piece of cloth that covered the window. Still she couldn’t move. The heat from yesterday’s sun

  remained heavy inside her home. Her little sister’s sweaty forehead rested against her back. Her father let go of her and patted her sister’s arm. Yanhua knew to roll out of the way as

  Meimei wailed and flailed her arms to protest.




  ‘Come on, get up, I’ve prepared your breakfast for you,’ their father said. He always spoke in a low voice at this time of the morning so as not to wake their mother.




  Yanhua was so tired that the smell of the rice porridge made her nauseous. She had slept badly again. For the past few months she’d been having nightmares. She hadn’t told anyone

  about them; everyone was worried enough without her making a fuss about her dreams. Still, she woke every day feeling exhausted, with fragments of nightmare still shifting in her head. She forced

  herself first to sit upright on the edge of the kang where the whole family slept, then to place her feet into the flip-flops that lay waiting on the dirt floor.




  Groggily she exchanged ragged pyjamas for a grimy T-shirt which had once been orange, and for fraying shorts from which her mosquito-ravaged legs extended in a mass of scabs and red weals.




  She sat at the small scratched piece of furniture which served as dining table and desk, watching her father pick up her little sister and seat her on a chair, where she slumped forward, letting

  her head fall heavily on her arms. Her father put bowls of porridge in front of each of them, the plump pieces of rice gleaming stickily in the liquid. Their mother was still sleeping on her side,

  her back rising and falling. Yanhua had heard her parents whispering late into the night. They were talking about Li Hetian.




  ‘He was crazy to try something like that,’ she’d heard her father say.




  ‘I’d have done the same,’ her mother had replied grimly. Something very bad had happened again, Yanhua could tell from their voices.




  ‘Feed your brain,’ her father said softly now. ‘It will make our fortune.’ Mechanically, Yanhua lifted the bowl. She started to spoon the food into her mouth, but then

  she thought that she would retch, and she pushed it away from her. She waited while her father persuaded her sister to eat a few mouthfuls, and then she lifted her school bag onto her back.




  Her mother pushed herself up in bed, frowning and blinking.




  ‘You’re letting them go?’ she asked her husband, alarmed.




  ‘They have to go,’ he said miserably. ‘We’ve paid the fees, they must go to school while they can.’




  ‘Please,’ she wailed. ‘Don’t send them to school today, keep them at home with us. If we lose them . . .’




  ‘There’s no risk if they’re sensible,’ her father replied. ‘They know how to behave.’




  ‘But Li . . .’ her mother cried. ‘His poor frozen child . . .’




  ‘Don’t talk of that in front of the children!’




  ‘I’ve got to go to school,’ Yanhua protested, ‘I need to. Don’t make me stay at home. What will I do here all day?’




  Her mother fell back on her bed with a moan of despair, and her father gazed at his wife for several long moments before taking a breath and heading them towards the door.




  ‘Go, but stick to the path and be careful,’ he urged. ‘Always stay together.’




  Out of the house, turn towards the east, cross a field of stubble, join the dirt path that ran along the ditch, shoes getting scuffed in the dust. Meimei was being a pain in the neck, refusing

  to hold Yanhua’s hand. Now she had woken up she wanted to play silly childish games, prancing along the road and singing. It made Yanhua nervous.




  ‘You heard what Baba said,’ she complained to her little sister. ‘You should be at my side.’




  ‘There’s nothing to be afraid of,’ Meimei laughed, ‘you can still see me, nothing can happen.’




  Yanhua kept walking, head down. Her school bag was heavy on her back, weighed down with books. She was thinking about what her father had said that morning. ‘We’ve paid the fees,

  they must go to school while they can.’




  She had done this walk to school so many times she could do it in her sleep. They passed the mine, where the outbuildings were guarded by dogs. Meimei always stuck close by her side here,

  although the dogs were chained. Their teachers had warned them about rabies. It wasn’t just the dogs that scared them, it was the men. A miserable queue of them were always lined up waiting

  to go down the shaft, or they were emerging, covered in black coaldust, their eyeballs the only clean thing about them. Yanhua didn’t want to think about going down that shaft or spending all

  day down there in the dark. Some of the men waved at them, but Yanhua never waved back. Her mother had warned her about these men – they were strangers, they had come from places where the

  peasants had nothing or else they wouldn’t risk their lives like this.




  One of them was walking towards them along the path. This had happened the past few days when they’d been on their way to school, almost as though he had timed it so that they would meet.

  He looked very young, no more than a boy, perhaps sixteen years old, with dark skin and shaggy hair that covered his ears. His clothing was ragged. His singlet was torn and his flies half undone,

  his trousers held up with a belt. As he approached, he smiled broadly and said what he’d said the day before and the day before that.




  ‘Good morning. Do you want to come and play at the mine?’




  ‘No,’ Yanhua said firmly, as she had said for the past few days. She didn’t stop, she just kept on walking. She thought it was a really bad idea to play at a mine.




  They had almost reached the amusement park. Yanhua averted her eyes. It was the part of the walk that scared her the most, although she couldn’t say why. An amusement park should be fun,

  she told herself. But nobody in the village seemed to think of it as fun. Some villagers thought it was the best chance at prosperity they’d had. Of course, Chief Bo had demanded they

  surrender their farming land to it, but they would set up stalls to sell trinkets outside the amusement park gates when the tourists started to roll in. Other villagers said that only Chief Bo and

  his cronies would make money out of the amusement park. After all, they’d made nothing out of his other projects. Yanhua had once asked her father what Chief Bo was chief of, and

  he’d grimaced and said he was chief of everything in the village, that meant chief of the government, chief of the Communist Party and chief of most of the enterprises round about. That, he

  told her, meant people got angry at Chief Bo for turning them off their land, then they got grateful to him for giving them a job, then they got terrified that he’d sack them. Or, her mother

  added darkly, that he would vanish with the proceeds of his latest money-making project in a suitcase. Their mother worked in Chief Bo’s household. She was the one who knew the man best.




  Still, although she knew her parents disapproved, and although she knew that people had been thrown off their land for it, she and Meimei couldn’t help feeling excited when they saw the

  roller coaster being erected, and the big wheel and the ticket office with its golden roof. They squealed when they heard that there was to be a pool of crocodiles inside, and then one day an

  advertisement had appeared on the wall outside, with a picture of a vast, snapping crocodile jaw, and ticket prices printed underneath. That night, their father had lost his temper.




  ‘You think people like us can afford to buy tickets for thirty yuan each?’ he shouted, enraged by their chatter. There had been tears, recriminations, it had been awful. It

  was the night she realized with a sickening clarity that her parents might not be able to afford to continue to send both her and Meimei to school. Most of her father’s land had been taken

  away from him and what was left was so dry that nothing much grew there. He’d found himself a job as a mechanic in a workshop on the road to Wanmei County, but it only brought in about 400

  yuan a month. Their mother worked as a cook at the household of Chief Bo, who was a gourmand. He kept his own pigs for pork, and a menagerie of other, rarer, animals that ended up on his

  table. Sometimes in the evening, as Yanhua and Meimei sat and ate a bowl of rice and cabbage, their mother would describe the latest thing she’d been required to cook for Chief Bo. There had

  been snakes and cats, and part of a camel. But what was important was that Yanhua’s mother earned 300 yuan a month. Yanhua was twelve and Meimei was seven. One of them might have to be

  taken out of school. They wouldn’t starve, but her father had always wanted more for them than that. That was why her father had yelled.




  After all that, the amusement park had never even opened. Her father was more furious than ever. He said it was an insult to the families who’d lost their land. According to him –

  and he was a man who kept his ear to the ground – the project had gone over budget and the investors had lost interest. At one point he heard that the amusement-park management company had

  already bought the crocodiles, transporting them up from a zoo in the south of the country. Then he heard they were going to slaughter them because there was no food for them. Next he heard that

  the crocodiles had hidden in the muck at the bottom of their pool and refused to be captured and slaughtered, so they were living wild in there.




  Yanhua had never met anyone who had seen one of the crocodiles. Still, at around the same time she realized she might have to leave school, their green, snapping jaws had taken up residence in

  her dreams. Despite herself, Yanhua glanced towards the ticket office. The girl who’d dropped out of school – Stupid Girl – was there. She was carrying a pail of water and a mop.

  She was three years older than Yanhua, and she had a job as a janitor at the amusement park. Whatever the weather, she always wore jeans that were tight around her sturdy thighs. Her sleeveless

  T-shirt showed strong plump arms, and her teenage body was already like a woman’s. She’d got the nickname Stupid Girl because she’d done badly at school. When she left, people

  sneered and whispered things about her family. But after Yanhua’s parents had told her that she too might have to leave school, Yanhua had started to look at Stupid Girl with eyes full of

  appalled sympathy. She felt so sorry for her. The girl was only stupid because she couldn’t afford to go to school, and she must be so brave to work all on her own in the amusement park, not

  knowing whether there were crocodiles still there or not. Yanhua wouldn’t have worked in the amusement park even if they’d paid her a fortune, and you could see that no one was paying

  Stupid Girl a fortune.




  Stupid Girl was watching Yanhua. Yanhua raised her hand in acknowledgement.




  She turned away to glance back at Meimei, who she’d assumed was running around behind her, but there was no sign of her. Yanhua’s heart started to pound. She turned full circle,

  scouring the landscape with her eyes, and then again, shouting for her sister.




  ‘Meimei,’ she yelled, with all the air in her lungs. ‘Meimei!’




  Meimei wasn’t frightened by the amusement park. Meimei was always begging Yanhua to sneak inside with her. Perhaps she’d taken advantage of her sister’s distraction to do just

  that. There was nothing for it. Yanhua started to run towards the amusement park. Stupid Girl was still standing there with her mop in her hand, and Yanhua ran towards her, shouting, ‘Have

  you seen my little sister?’




  Stupid Girl didn’t answer right away, and Yanhua went right up to her and said to her, face to face, ‘Have you seen my little sister?’




  She was so slow, Yanhua thought in frustration. Didn’t she understand how urgent the situation was? Then Stupid Girl’s broad face broke into a smile and she raised her hand to point.

  Yanhua turned to look and saw Meimei running towards her, laughing.




  ‘I can’t believe you couldn’t see me,’ the younger girl said, panting as she came to a halt in front of her older sister.




  ‘Never, ever, do that again!’ Yanhua screamed. She slapped her sister’s face, and Meimei’s grin dissolved into tears.
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