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shui wei he guang, yi ye hang zi.

shui wei song yuan, zhi yu wang zhi.

Who says that the river is wide?

With a bundle of reeds I can cross it.

Who says that the Kingdom of Song is distant?

On my tiptoes I can view it.

THE BOOK OF ODES (1000–700 BC)

 

 

1 LONDON, APRIL 2013

LONDON IS A roar, a slow explosion, scattering every living and dead thing and never letting them rest. Every corner hums, or echoes with a hum, which both repels and attracts. Even the colours and smells seem to roar. Even in the seemingly serene corners of green-grey Hackney parks, with their steel-trap ornate fences, this savage sound reverberates. The City is drowned, infected by the ooze of its energy, and out east along the waterways, Docklands and Limehouse, with their fake Venetian-Lido-style living, are stained by the intensity of sound. And further and further outward to New Cross, Shepherd’s Bush, Kilburn, Kensal Rise, with its black faces and ghost-white youth leading pig-eyed surly dogs, all humming, all electrified by a single slow shout.

In a poky two-room flat not far from Islington, the ripples of the roar still resound. Here the middle class has found a cosy corner, and a young woman called Iona Kirkpatrick has made herself a home, if only temporarily.

Iona is jet-black-haired and blue-eyed. As another London day is breaking she is getting up from her bed. She places two bare feet on her wooden floor. Naked, she puts on her black bra. Moving towards the window, she opens it, lets out last night’s stale air. She takes a deep breath, tracking the skid of an aeroplane in the morning sky.

Behind her in the background gloom of her flat, a nameless man finishes dressing, putting on his shirt and trousers. He gazes at Iona’s bare back, her boyish bottom, her bony and compact features. He betrays a certain awkwardness. Iona doesn’t ask him to stay for breakfast, or make the simple offer of a morning coffee. Since they woke up she has offered him nothing. Yet last night she had been so receptive, the way she had opened her body for him.

‘Shall we have a coffee together somewhere?’ he asks, and then leaves the sentence hanging, as if he were going to say more, but doesn’t.

‘No.’ Iona shakes her head, not turning to look at him. ‘Too much to do.’

Watching her slip into the black silk panties, he remembers how he had pulled them off last night as she stood by her desk. Like a soldier surrendering, she had raised both arms above her head as he undressed her. She had been submissive. But now she is cold. As she puts on her pyjama top, she doesn’t look at him at all.

‘So, you know where you are,’ she says, polite but distant. ‘I don’t need to come down with you, do I?’ She buttons up her pyjama top but leaves her legs bare.

‘I’ll be fine,’ he answers. A pause. ‘When can we see each other again?’

She turns to him now, refusal in her eyes. She shrugs her shoulders in a gentle gesture of ‘no’.

The nameless man kisses her goodbye and leaves. She hears the soft press of his feet on the carpet grow steadily fainter until the door shuts behind him.

Up above the morning traffic Iona stands by the window, watching him disappear into the throng of the cobbled street. The scent of sex still lingers in the room, and seems to surprise her. It’s on the sheets, and on her body. She sees a scattering of hairs on the pillow, and an odour, not hers, leaves a cloying warmth in the bed. She strips off the sheets and stuffs the knotted mass into the washing machine. In less than an hour, she says to herself, she won’t remember his smell. And before long the recollection of his face will also have been washed from her memory.

In the bathroom she removes her pyjama top and underwear. Standing under the shower head, she lets the water pour down on her hair. A familiar sense of relief floods over her. The lust and dirt of last night, staining her pale skin, are rinsed off and washed down the drain, mingling with other waste, to begin their journey through London’s numberless sewers and then ultimately out into the muddy Thames.
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FOR IONA, THERE are two modes of expression that bring her to life. One is the sexual act. All it takes to rekindle her sense of being alive is that small breath of a decision. The decision to leave a pub with an unknown man and go back with him. She takes pleasure in entering a totally new world in the pitch black of night. The next day she can live with ease.

Her other world is through words. To delve into words, to live with them circling in her mind, allows her to regain something of her life. Perhaps this, most of all, is what enables her to connect. As a teenager, driven crazy by the boredom of living on a small Scottish island inhabited largely by sheep, she found herself longing for foreign words: the alien sound, the unknown syllable, the mysterious sign. Learning languages consumed her. She stuffed herself full with them, and went to university for more. Perhaps a foreign language would offer her an escape. At school everyone had teased her about acting because of her striking resemblance to Hollywood actress Winona Ryder, but shy Iona never saw herself as an actress. She retreated into words.

As the noise of morning from the street below surges up to her at the window, she shakes off her lethargy and the memory of the man’s touch only a few hours ago. Iona makes herself a strong cup of tea and sits down at her desk. On the table, beside a bulky English–Chinese Dictionary, sits a stack of photocopied Chinese documents. She leafs through the papers. Some appear to be letters; others are diary entries of hardly legible Chinese characters. She randomly picks one of the pages from the stack. Almost a scrawl, she thinks. This may be harder than I thought. She starts to read the first letter on the top of the pile.
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Dearest Mu,

The sun is piercing, old bastard sky. I am feeling empty and bare. Nothing is in my soul, apart from the image of you.

I am writing to you from a place I cannot tell you about yet. Perhaps when I am safe I will be able to let you know where I am . . .

A few weeks earlier Iona had received an email from a publisher she hadn’t worked with before. They were interested in translating some Chinese letters and diaries – this motley heap on her desk. The pay wasn’t bad; most of the other translation jobs she took up were deeply boring: business or legal documents. Iona didn’t demand anything more: no information, no context. She remembered that lull after graduation where she seemed to live only moment to moment, with no plan, no future and five thousand Chinese characters lodged in her mind struggling to get out.

With long fine fingers she picks up a pencil and is ready to begin her work. But the pages look very confusing. Some pages don’t have dates on them, some are only half legible due to the deep black stain of the photocopier. The person who photocopied the original documents clearly didn’t speak Chinese as the pages are completely muddled and in no particular order. As she flicks through the folder, she begins to wonder where the publisher got hold of them. It looks like some of the letters and diaries are from a long time ago, some more recent. They span nearly twenty years – there are dark spots from greasy fingers, smudges and ink stains and, in a few places, blurry characters as if someone had spilt something or cried onto the page. The editor at Applegate Books had sent her the heavy folder through the post with only a cursory note, saying the material related to a famous Chinese musician. ‘We need a bit of an idea of what we’ve got here,’ she had written. ‘We think there could be something very interesting, but it’s hard to know without some sort of translation.’ At a rare appearance at a publishing party recently, where she had stayed for two quick drinks and lingered mostly on the edges of the crowd – her skirt was too long, her conversation too intense – Iona had overheard this editor declaiming, ‘We used to publish eminent people’s biographies, like the Dalai Lama’s, but no one cares about “eminent figures” any more. We’re more interested in marginal characters, especially if they’re connected to something big.’

There’s an officious-looking letterhead on the first letter. It reads ‘Beijing 1540 Civil Crime Detention Centre’, and there’s an address – somewhere she doesn’t recognise. She looks it up on Google maps. The pin lands in an empty grey landscape of main roads in the dark hinterland outside Beijing. She tries to imagine the desolation of a place like that – grey buildings, grey roads. She looks back at the messy script and starts to read.

11 November 2011

Dear Mu,

I can’t bear this. My days are going by agonisingly slowly. There’s so little light from the window and I’m only accompanied by the stark and cold prison walls. How do I distract myself from going completely mad? I’m building the walls of our little flat inside the dark cave of this cell – our little home, where there is hot afternoon light and droopy plants, and we stand on our balcony facing the distant Xiang Mountain listening to those pirated foreign CDs we used to buy at the market – it soothes me when I think of all this.

I know you cannot visit me, but I wish you would write to me. Your silence since I showed you my manifesto is just unbearable. How can you say you don’t believe in what I’ve written? Does it sound extreme to say that if you don’t believe in my manifesto, you don’t believe in me? Not to me it doesn’t, though you may laugh and call me naive, call me too idealistic. For me art, politics and love are all connected. You have seen how I lived for all these years – this is nothing new. It’s been nearly twenty years since I wrote my very first song, Mu! Twenty years is half a life! Half our lives, and all the time I’ve known you. And all that time you knew me. You lived with me. You accepted me by loving me. So what’s different now?

What manifesto? Iona wonders. She puts down her pencil and rereads what she’s translated. The voice on the page is angry. Even his handwriting is angry: the pen is pressed deep into the page; there are crossings-out and repetitions. And who is this Mu? Iona looks out of the window. The sky has whitened still further, as if it’s sucking all the energy out of the busying crowds below.

I’m going to say it again, even if you might not want to hear it. I know you, and I know you understand. There is no art without political commitment. All art is political expression. You know that – please, Mu, you know these things, why do you continue to block me out? We’ve talked about this. You knew I was going to distribute the statement at my concert. I felt stifled. We knew this might happen. Even as I miss you, I still think it was worth it.

Imagine my arms around you in our bed. My woman, you know I love you.

Your Peking Man,

Jian
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THE CHINESE MAN sits at a table, holding a broken ballpoint pen. The surface of the table is heavily scratched, marked by the handwriting of every man who has sat there before him. Opening his diary, the pages all falling out, he tries to record the last few weeks. But he feels weary. Perhaps he is still jet-lagged, or disorientated. He stares at an oak tree outside the window whose twisted branches seem to stretch into the cloud laden sky like his thoughts. An old garden under an old sky. Old skin on an old body. Old, England is old, he murmurs to himself. His only reminder of China are two small cherry trees sheltering under the canopy of the huge oak. In this overheated room his eyes feel tired and his head congested. Maybe it’s the sleeping pills he’s been given to take. Or the words, words, words that the nurses fling at him in a language he can’t fully understand, despite what he learned at university. Their exasperated faces grimacing as he looks back at them blank and mournful.

He wonders about the unit he is in – the Florence Nightingale Unit – as he watches the strange people around him. All in matching striped pyjamas, either agonised or oblivious, but all hurting in some way. Why don’t they just call it what it is: ‘Mad People’s Reform Hospital’, exactly as the Chinese would do? He cannot understand the layers of confusion around him.

He looks back at the desk in front of him, his thoughts awash with recent events. The white-greyness around him is numbing. The humiliation, some days ago, when the doctor told him about his ‘borderline personality’. The words wouldn’t come. He felt totally inert and unable to argue back or explain what was really wrong.

Each night he stares at his battered guitar, which he brought all the way from China; he has barely touched its metal strings since he got here. There’s a new dent on the body from the scuffle and fight at the concert. The rough hot hands which grabbed him and pulled him off the stage as the spotlights were burning his face. He hasn’t let that day into his thoughts for weeks. The guitar stands there, almost in judgement against him. But he can’t look at it without seeing the face of a Chinese girl, gazing up at him from the front of the crowd, her face open, full and light – the one still point in that underground den of mania.

Then he thinks of those rare days he tried to set aside and spend alone, away from his musician friends, trying to write a song in memory of his long-dead mother. He remembers he wept as a little child, in rage and utter confusion, standing before his mother’s gravestone. Now the days of being alone seem to be the normal pattern of his life.

Suddenly a shattering sound cuts through the air, like the frantic squawk of a bird trapped inside a room. Jian is startled out of sleep. He finds himself in the patients’ library. His fellow inmates are absorbed in Sudoku puzzles and blotted crossword grids. He’s awake, but tiredness clings to his limbs. His mind is possessed by hallucinatory impressions of his favourite ‘mala’ beef-and-hog noodle soup with extra Sichuan peppers. The soup is steaming with heat right in front of his face. China is still alive for him. It has not been too long; he can still taste it. Smell the dank, sharp tang of the backstreets of Beijing and the tickle in his nose of the chilli in the air as he passes market stalls. He waits. His body dull and heavy.

It’s late evening. He looks up at the darkening sky, searching for familiar stars. He can see the Big Dipper, only a little obscured by clouds. Swathes of empty blank sky. And then he spots a comet, speeding fast towards the dark horizon. It zips along. Barely seen. As his eyes follow the trail of the comet’s burning dust, it feels like his body has been a comet zooming through the dark blue, from his birth in the leap year of 1972, when China was still in the throes of the Cultural Revolution. There he was, landed in a half-Mongol, half-Beijing family. And now the comet has landed here, in some backwater of a sodden suburb of a second-rate town in a country long since descended from glory. It must have been something about his origins, he thinks, in the Year of the Rat, that has led him here, along an inscrutable path. The rat was running as he burst out of his mother’s womb. According to his grandparents, when he came out, a screaming brat in Beijing’s No. 8 Women’s Hospital, with the umbilical cord almost strangling his cries, his family was in the midst of Mao’s madness, the Chairman’s very last ideological war against the bogeyman of imperialism and the bourgeois infection of the people’s revolution. The rat was hissing, for sure, when his grandmother took him to an old palm-reader in Beijing’s Heavenly Gate Park. The white-bearded man opened the child’s palm, studied it for a few seconds, then announced: ‘There are dark clouds floating in his destiny; but his energy is stronger than the clouds. He will prevail if he avoids his wilfulness.’ Jian’s grandmother didn’t fully understand those words as the child’s hand escaped from her grip and tried to flee from the palm-reader into the steamy Beijing streets. But the rat-child grew up in a time of indoctrination. He was fed on the milk of ideology: Marxism plus Leninism, interpreted through Maoism. And when he was eight he was spouting the slogans of the party, a robust, fierce, cherry-faced child, on a flag-hung stage, with a wooden gun and a red kerchief around his neck, as if bursting from a socialist-realist canvas. But his allegiance didn’t last long: his teenage years blew his spirit to the opposite shore.

Now, in the cool night, beneath a low English sky and distant Midland traffic, Jian’s past seems to him like dying embers, like a theatre of bright shadows playing quietly in his mind. A nurse passes, muttering words in a still-unfamiliar tongue; he remembers where he is. It is late, ten thirty at night. Slowly, he walks back to the bedroom he shares with other patients. He swallows a sleeping pill left for him in a small plastic cup on his bedside table. He sits on his bed, picks up his battered guitar and strokes the fretboard. The guitar has a line of characters written on its side. Although it is very scratched, Jian can still read it:

[image: Image Missing] – This Machine Kills Capitalists

His fingers find the familiar chords that still resonate with his energetic rat’s heart inside. He plucks a string. The sound stretches out in the silent night. One of his inmates suddenly wakes up, turning his neck and staring at Jian blankly until he sighs and puts his guitar down. Laying his head on the cold pillow, he gazes up at the grey ceiling and feels the darkness around him. Until dawn, sleep does not come. He wakes up with a single burning thought: I have to get out of here, any way I can. So he starts at the top.
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Kublai Jian

Lincolnshire Psychiatric Hospital

2 Brocklehurst Crescent

Grantham NG31

The Queen

Buckingham Palace

London SW1A 1AA

Dearest Queen,

My name is Kublai Jian, but they usually call me Jian – it means strong and vigorous. I’m writing to you from a madhouse in Lincolnshire. I’m sure you know your English towns as well as you know how many toes you have and how many nails are attached to your toes, and that Lincolnshire is where your Lady Thatcher comes from. You may think I am not sober, like the people in this madhouse. But I promise you that at this very moment, I am more sober and steady than anyone else here.

I believe you understand the justice of this world. I think a powerful person like you can really help me out. In China we say if you can talk to the boss then don’t talk to the boss’s secretary, and if you can talk to the boss’s wife then no need to talk to the boss. So, dear Queen, you are that boss lady, you are the top one!

I lived all my life in China. Well, up until a few weeks ago. I arrived in London at the end of December, and ended up in a wet and poky flat near Mile End station. It was quite depressing to live on a rotten carpet all day, but that was nothing compared with what came afterwards. One morning I was downstairs eating two oily sausages, and I found a letter from the UK Home Office and they had turned down my asylum application. I swallowed the second sausage and decided to fight back. I needed to gather £2,000 for an appeal, plus many extra documents which I don’t have. That day I went crazy and began to scream at everyone who was trying to talk to me. Then during the night my stomach declared a war on me, sharp pains in my intestines. Dear Queen, maybe this is not your business but I have had a very troubled bowel since I was a child, which is exactly what Fidel Castro has suffered from all his life. Bad intestine, knotted and throbbed and bubbled. I thought I was going to die that very night.

But I did not die. Next morning someone took me to a hospital. And after an overall check-up with one doctor, he said there was nothing wrong with my bowel but possibly something wrong with my head. I cursed the man’s mother and grandmother and his great-great-uncle. He then immediately sent me to another doctor who specialises on brain but not body. I was so angry and impatient that I hit the brain doctor on his face and smashed his glasses.

Right after that three security guards seized me and put me in a van. Two hours later I found myself in some ugly suburb with sheep walking in the fields. I arrived in a very lonely town that looked like an old people’s retirement village, and only several hours later I find out this is psychiatric hospital! They asked me to remove my own clothes and to change into regulation striped pyjamas, they said I should rest on a bed in a windowless room. ‘Rest? Rest for what?’ I shouted to them, but they didn’t bother to answer me. Next morning a ‘Consultant Psychiatrist’ called me into an office and told me that I wasn’t well enough to leave. ‘It would be best for you to stay here,’ he said. I argued with him and told him they got me wrong: I was being thrown on a truck blindly and driven to a madhouse like a pig being sent to a slaughterhouse. But he said all patients claimed such things when they first arrived. ‘Soon you’ll get used to being here.’ He patted on my shoulder like I was one of his distant cousins.

Now, dearest Queen, let me be direct – why I’m writing to you? I need your help in this country. You may think I am a troublemaker. But I am not. I grew up in Beijing. An ideology-rigid city. That’s where my struggle began. In Beijing I was a punk musician. But I must explain, being Chinese punk is very different from your country’s youth. You may think we are not decent boys, swearing and spitting, burning our guitars or taking out our genitals from our jeans on the stage. No, we are not like that at all. We are disciplined, well educated, and sing about politics and art. But it is not always easy to rage against the government. I think you might like my music so I’m enclosing our most famous album with the leading song: ‘Long March into the Night’.

Excuse me being wordy, but I do hope you can get me out of here!

Yours sincerely,

Kublai Jian
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IONA IS ON her third coffee of the day. As usual, she has barely eaten anything all day, but she likes the spare feeling in her stomach of ‘running on empty’. She often forgets to eat. Her sister said once that she had an eating disorder. Certainly food, like men, has a certain problematic position in her life. 

For now, it’s the pleasure of reading these Chinese texts that is sustaining her. Like a nun in her cell, with precious illuminated manuscripts set out before her, Iona works on a photocopied diary entry. The handwriting looks similar to the letters she translated a few days ago – messy, masculine, with big strokes and a sort of urgent calligraphy. The diary must be written by the same man, Iona thinks to herself. Slowly she types out her translation.
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2 November 1993

It’s eight thirty in the morning and I’m not going to lectures today. A few hours ago I met again that moon-faced girl. I feel as if I now have a clearer picture of her. She has a nervous energy, like a little canary standing at the mouth of a hot-vapoured volcano. There is something tough about her that draws me in, but at the same time, she is as delicate as a fragile young bird. It sounds foolish – I hardly know her! – but I feel as if I can sense her moods, like waves of the sea pressing into my chest as I look at her dark eyes hidden beneath her fringe. I wanted to ask her out a few weeks ago when we met for the first time at the volleyball match, but I’ve been practising with the band so much I just haven’t had a chance. I see her in class and at lectures, half looking at me and then quickly glancing away – fresh, small, biting her lower lip, not looking me in the eye, like a lonely flower fearful of the wind.

But last night we talked in a new way. It was at the concert our band had been building up to. My fingers are still sore. My ears still ringing. I don’t feel like I’ve slept properly or eaten properly in weeks. But I don’t give a fuck! I’m on a rush, like I’m on a runaway train and I won’t be getting off soon.

We were in Cafe Proletarian in Wudaokou. It’s small but it felt like a big deal for me and the band. There were at least two hundred fans even though the space could only fit in eighty, and the sound system was lousy but we played as loud as we could. We just went with the flow, and it all seemed to come together so well. Suddenly she seemed like the focus of it all.

Now I divide my life between Before-Her and After-Her. She’s dug herself into me. She’s a heat inside me, churning me up. Tonight she told me she has only been kissed once before, when she was just fifteen, by a boy she knew back home in the village where she grew up. And now the second one is me! The first grown man in her life. Tonight she became my fire, and I hers. The band were playing under the tacky, eighties spinning disco lights, and the spotlights were zinging in my eyes. She was standing and jumping right at the front of the stage. The colours of the neon lights were bouncing off her white dress. I was singing hard and fast, sweat pouring from my face and my fingers melding with my guitar and the music, and then I looked down and she was looking up at me with her big black button eyes. Her eyes were the brightest eyes in that field of eyes before me. I thought I could see them glistening in the centre of the smoky haze. It’s a rock cliché but no one would refuse it. I stood in the middle of the stage with Raohao playing his bass on my right side, Yanwu his guitar on my left, and Sunxin hitting his drums behind my head. I was screaming and howling. And she was right at the front singing along with the mass, swishing her shiny dark hair. I even thought I could hear her high and girlish voice in the cloud of noise. It was one ripple in the churned-up sea, and I was the eye of the storm.

Suddenly a sharp sound breaks Iona’s quiet. She looks around; her phone is ringing loudly on her desk and the vibrating motion against the wood makes it hum insistently. Still holding the photocopied pages of the Chinese man’s diary, Iona turns back to the page and tries to ignore it. But the sound is persistent and after the caller hangs up they try again straight away.

‘Yes?’

‘Iona? Is this a bad time?’ Her mother’s voice sounds hesitant.

‘Mum, I’m working.’

‘Oh, that’s surprising! Yes, very good, darling.’

‘What’s up? Are you all right?’ Iona speaks impatiently.

‘Yes, all good, darling. But the milking machine isn’t working properly, and one of last year’s calves died yesterday. I’ve been in the garden, but it’s so cold I came back into the kitchen to warm up. So I just thought I’d call you while I wait for the kettle to boil.’

‘Oh dear. I’m so sorry.’ Iona is hasty and distracted. ‘Listen, Mum, can I call you back in a bit? I’m just in the middle of something.’ She pauses and there’s silence on the other end. ‘I’m sorry, Mum, I’m sorry, it’s just–’

‘It’s fine, darling. Bye dear.’ And she puts the phone down.

Iona sits down again and picks up her pencil. She resumes where she left off, and starts translating the rest of the passage, this time with a more urgent energy. The words are spilling out of her onto the page.

. . . It was one ripple in the churned-up sea, and I was the eye of the storm. Through the smoky air, the vortex of turning lights, I could see some students had lit candles and lighters to match the lines from my song. The disco lights dimmed. We could feel this wave of sound, all of us connected by our music. It was unforgettable! Perfection! And her right in the middle of it! Then all of a sudden the electric power was cut and the double doors at the back of the hall swung open. Police. Now there was just screaming in the dark. And all the lights went out. I felt someone lunge for me in the dark. Mu’s skinny arms had found me in the blackness and her soft cheeks were next to my face, her cold hands tight around my waist. And among the sirens and the mess in the darkness, she screamed into my ear: ‘Jian, I will come with you if the police take you. I won’t let you be arrested alone!’ I found her lips with mine. She, the most delicate girl, the bravest of all, stood there waiting to go under with me. We were very still, in all the noise and movement around us. Then after what seemed like forever, the lights were back on, the venue was quiet and the police were gone. There weren’t many people left and the cafe manager totally freaked out but we didn’t give a fuck. We started playing again. Gradually, more and more people returned to the cafe. We played until this morning, more fervent than before. We came back to my studio (luckily I’d made the bed). And she has only just left for class. I can’t get enough of her.

Iona puts down her pencil and looks towards the darkening distant skyline. She can hear vans loading unsold vegetables from the market stalls down below, dealers continuing to holler and roar to the crowds before the day ends, and pots and pans banging in the restaurants for dinner. But all she can really see and hear is a Chinese band on an illuminated stage waving their dark hair and revving the crowd with each dramatic lunge and each twang of the electric guitars, then a girl in a white dress squeezing herself into the front row, chanting and crying . . . And after the concert, what then? Perhaps the silhouettes of two young lovers, their hair damp with sweat, their skin still glowing with the acid neon colours of the disco lights. Shy together, excited together. Iona’s vision curdles. Music and romance – that’s what youth is all about! Suddenly she feels restless, she can’t stand to sit still on her chair. She feels as if her body has been poured like wet concrete into a mould – she has been stuck in her comfortable little prison for too long. Iona closes her computer. Best to get out of here.
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IONA ZIGZAGS THROUGH the crowds on White Lion Street, crossing Upper Street, passing Angel Tube station, heading towards her favourite park – Duncan Terrace Garden. The sparks from Kublai Jian’s words flare within her as if she too were walking around with a teenage body and teenage spirit. She has just turned thirty-one, but she looks younger. One couldn’t tell from just a glance that she was a child of the spring of 1982, when Britain and Argentina went to war over the Falkland Islands and Ronald Reagan became president of the United States. She was born, she still thinks improbably, to Michael and Bethan Kirkpatrick on the Isle of Mull in Scotland. She was the second girl in the family, her parents hoping against hope for a boy. The day after Iona was born, war broke out. As the young mother bathed their new baby, fed her and cuddled her, the father held his ear to the ancient radio in the sitting room and listened to Margaret Thatcher’s speeches. He was convinced with rabid certainty that Britain was on the verge of a Third World War. He collected tins of beans and pulses, tomatoes and peas. The cupboards were filled with packets of pasta and cartons of long-life milk. He was worried. And he was prepared. But no world war came and Iona grew up. Instead of melting in the fires of Armageddon she became a skinny child with knock knees and tousled hair.

Her childhood was all about waiting, wondering, and the promise of what lay beyond the sea. She would stand on the beach on the Isle of Mull and look across the blackened-purple channel to the hilly shape of the island opposite – the Isle of Iona, looming as a hazy silhouette in the distance. The Isle of Mull that her feet trod every day held no secrets for Iona Kirkpatrick, but the bluish islet in the distance enchanted her. The place that gave Iona her name was still an unknown place. Islanders would talk in whispers; ‘magical’, they would say, a place to dream about, to yearn for. But she had never set foot there. In the winter it seemed further away, as if it were a blurred brown ship beyond the spray; in the summer it glowed green against the rare blue sky.

Her parents had honeymooned on the Isle of Iona, and constantly talked of going back. But they were always too busy. As the years passed, the story of the island became a kind of fable in Iona’s mind. It seemed to change with each retelling, as her father embroidered and exaggerated, and the truth – whatever that may be – was submerged in a swirl of youthful images, as turbid as the sea itself. Perhaps they had seen dolphins from their hotel window one night, and perhaps they might even eke out their retirement there. But Iona could never be sure what to believe, and her mother would always give her at best an enigmatic smile.

Her teenage years went by on the island pretty quietly, until the day she left with two large suitcases. That year she was seventeen. She still remembers the morning in late August, she was taking a ferry, leaving the Isle of Mull for her college study. Her mother was standing by the bank waving a hand and smiling, and her father, as always, was standing further back, without any gesture. He never liked to show emotion in front of women, at least on the surface. And her sister Nell, far away in Russia, had already left the family for ten good months. As the ferry was leaving, a gust of wind started to blow. Suddenly Iona heard her father’s shout in the blasting wind: ‘Send me postcards, Iona, will you?!’ She looked straight to her grey-haired father and her small-built mother. Her father’s face was reddened – had he been drinking into the early hours the night before? Or perhaps he had always been like that. His skinny arms were now raised in the air, and his body seemed to quiver and tremble in the invisible wind. He looked sad and weak. Suddenly, her throat snagged on itself. Instinctively, she gripped her hands on the railing, set her jaw and twisted her face into a smile. She didn’t want to show any sign of anguish to her parents. It would be weak, a sign of indecision, and failure to be adult. After all, she had always wanted to leave the place. And hadn’t she outgrown it? The ferry headed towards Oban, the biggest town near their island, where she could take the train. But as she glanced at the ever smaller and smaller figures of her parents by the shore, she found her tears were flowing. The waves slithered past like white-backed green lizards coiling under each other. She turned back and saw the mainland coming monotonously closer to her with each surge of the ferry. Her tears soon turning joyful, sliding down her cheeks, then dried by the wind.

Years later, when Iona thinks of her father, the image of the man standing by the shore shouting to her through the blasting wind sticks in her mind. It’s an image of a man, aged in body yet still with a youthful energy and sinewy masculinity, but broken by the coarseness and isolation of island life. His mouth is open as he shouts, but she cannot hear the sound of his voice. It’s like a still from a silent black and white film, and makes her shudder. It’s hard to believe there was ever any spark of love between her parents, looking at them now. Perhaps when her elder sister, Nell, was born. But it seems like it had already exhausted itself by the time they had her – the mistake, the interloper. She had felt so free as the boat pulled away from the harbour, and she left her complicated feelings about her parents behind. And now, she still feels free despite these echoes from her past. Free and open to a world of possibility. A world beyond the confines of a dark sea-ringed island, combed by raw winds.

 

 

7 LINCOLNSHIRE, FEBRUARY 2012

THE NURSE’S MORNING visit wakes Jian. He opens his eyes, sees his diary lying open beside his pillow. His pen is still held loosely in his right hand. He hears the rain. Another rainy Midland morning in Lincolnshire Psychiatric Hospital. But there is a surprise today. His nurse not only brings pills and water for him, she also hands Jian a letter.

This is the only thing that’s arrived from the outside world since he’s been here: an immaculate white envelope in heavy white vellum with a raised golden Buckingham Palace emblem in the top left corner, and his address leaving little indentations into the paper. This is truly noble. He hadn’t thought calligraphy was so developed in this part of the world. His heart beats with anticipation as he tears open the envelope. How strange: he finds his own letter to the Queen inside, and a little card. It reads:



[image: Image Missing]

BUCKINGHAM PALACE

Please take note: anyone who wishes to communicate with Her Majesty should address their correspondence to Her Lady-in-Waiting at Windsor Castle, Berkshire SL4 1NJ, and affix a Royal Mail stamp.



Jian frowns. Why can’t someone in Buckingham Palace just forward his letter to an official ‘Lady-in-Waiting’? What’s the point of sending a tired, staggering Nigerian postman all the way to this Thatcher town just to give him instructions in how to address the Queen? No efficiency, bureaucratic bullshit. Nevertheless, Jian stops cursing and requests two sheets of paper from his nurse. He drafts his second letter to the Queen.

To: Lady-in-Waiting

Windsor Castle

Berkshire SL4 1NJ

Your Majesty,

I wrote you a letter earlier this month dated 1 February which has returned, presumably unread by you. But I will not give up, I need you to hear my story and I need your help urgently.

Now, Your Majesty, because I write to you from a madhouse, you might think I am not worthy of your time and patience. But I am sober and steady. I have managed not to take those mad pills. You may not know about those pills, but I tell you, dear Queen, if you ever have problems, I advise you never to take ‘spredee’ or ‘darvon’. They tell me this shit can provide anxiety relief to calm me down. But I don’t want to be calm, Your Majesty! I feel very uncalm! I am writing to you with a serious heart. Please read my first letter.

No time left, you excellent Queen! My visa will be expired tomorrow and they’ve decided that they don’t believe I’m suffering from a mental disorder, but they’re planning on handing me to the Border Control Police! And I plead to them if they send me back to China I will be yet another imprisoned artist. So Your Majesty must lift your finger! You are now my Nüwa, our ancient Chinese goddess who repaired the ceiling of heaven and rescued all humanity. Woman is always greater than man, I know it.

Last but not least, one thing more, dearest Queen, you actually met my father once, on your 1986 China visit. I have a photograph he gave me when I was little. He was sitting behind Deng Xiaoping but I’m sure you don’t remember his face. Anyway, my telephone number here is 01498 67803, it is the reception number but if they know it is Your Majesty calling they will have to take it serious.

Yours,

Kublai Jian

PS If you already decided not to help me, can you return my CD? My album is the only proof of my achievement in a foreign country.

 

 

8 LINCOLNSHIRE, FEBRUARY 2012

IN THE MIDST of grappling with written English, Jian befriends his nurse. Beth is in her mid-thirties, chubby and warm with soft blonde hair. She tells him that she has her own Chinese connection – her father works for a pharmaceutical company that exports most of their products to China. She’s barely been outside Lincolnshire, she tells him, but one day she will visit China, ‘walk on the Great Wall, learn to practise tai chi’, but Jian isn’t convinced.

Today she greets him with questions.

‘Good morning, Kublai Jian, why don’t you tell me a little about yourself? How about your family? Do you have a wife back in China?’ She leans a little closer. ‘Kublai Jian?’

‘A wife?’ he repeats blankly.

She looks at him enquiringly, just a light tilt of her head as if to say, yes, tell me more.

Jian is bewildered. Wife? He shakes his head dully.

‘Not married? Did you have a girlfriend?’ She hesitates. Jian smiles and shakes his head again. Not any more, he thinks.

It was the beginning of his third year in college, twenty-one years away from this odd Lincolnshire life. The university had organised a volleyball match to welcome the students to the new term. They were sitting on the thin concrete kerb by the court, watching the match and sucking sugared ice sticks. The girl sitting beside him was thin and small, but she wore a large man’s shirt, light blue in colour, with a huge pocket on her left breast. When the wind blew, her shirt billowed as if she were about to fly away in a blue balloon.

‘Where did you get this shirt?’ Jian said.

‘From my father,’ the girl answered. ‘I like to wear men’s shirts.’ She smiled, revealing a row of perfect yet gappy front teeth, like small pillars of pearl.

Maybe it was that first impression of the girl’s gappy teeth, so pretty and dear to Jian’s eyes, maybe it was her billowing shirt that revealed so little, but whatever it was he began to like her. There was a break in the game and together in silence they watched the players walk off court to the changing rooms. Then she turned to Jian, looked at him curiously for a second and said:

‘You know, you look like Peking Man.’ She laughed. ‘Peking Man who lived in caves half a million years ago!’ She turned at a noise from across the court and asked, ‘Which department are you in?’

‘History,’ Jian answered, awkwardly.

When the girl heard this, she laughed even louder. ‘How fitting!’ She coughed, in between fits of shaking laughter.

Jian was taken aback. He wasn’t thrilled to hear that he looked like Peking Man. ‘I’m not that ugly! Peking Man wasn’t even a man, he wasn’t even a Homo sapiens!’

‘But look.’ The girl traced Jian’s jaw with a soft finger and he shivered. ‘Look, your jawline and bone structure are exactly like the fossilised head I saw in a museum once. I remember it so well – he had a very big jaw just like yours, and his forehead was as steep as yours!’ All Jian could do was smile at her insistence; being compared to the supposed original ancestor of all Chinese men couldn’t be a bad thing.

‘Which department are you in?’ Jian gazed at the girl’s front teeth.

‘Literature,’ she answered, suddenly more serious, ‘Western Literature.’

Jian remembered well those few days after the volleyball game – he had looked out for her in lectures and around the campus, and even spied her looking at him from across the room. She told him of her mild obsession with Peking Man since her middle-school days. Like other students in her history class she had to recite facts about the ancient apes, especially Peking Man: ‘. . . he lived 750,000 years ago, but as primitive as he was, he already knew how to use fire and tools in his cave.’ She told Jian about her trip to the museum in Beijing’s Zhoukoudian – the original cave where they discovered the fossils of Peking Man – and how she had stood in a large and empty exhibition hall and looked at the skull. It was like the head of a modern human, except its teeth looked oversized and fierce. ‘And now I get to meet a real Peking Man. Alive!’ Her moon-shaped face glowed as she talked and she tugged the billowing shirt over her knees and coiled her small body up inside it like butterfly in a cocoon.


 

 

9 LONDON, MAY 2013

STANDING IN FRONT of a mirror in her bathroom, Iona brushes her hair; black strands glisten under a battered art deco lamp, and her face looms beneath, familiar, inescapably her. There is a tug of entangled hair at the back; she tries to comb it straight, but it won’t behave. Her phone rings in the kitchen. She continues to brush her hair. The phone rings again. No, I should not go out tonight, or even this weekend. I must work. Lots to do. She talks to herself in the mirror, and her hand cuts down through the black fall of her hair.

She returns to the kitchen and leans against the table where the laid-out pages wait. Leafing through the heavy pile of documents, she draws out a page which begins with a pencil drawing:

[image: Image Missing]

A girl with a messy fringe obscuring her eyes, and a mouth smeared below, with eyes drooping like tears. The line has a certain fluency, like a shape-changing snake moving across the page. Is this Mu? Or some other girl, caught on paper one morning, after a long night? Is it Jian’s drawing? It must be, judging from the handwriting beneath. The shape-changing line makes her think of a lean, fluent body, in a dark-coloured jacket. Iona begins to read the writing below.

13 October 1993

I met that girl again from the volleyball match. She still seems to be finding her way around the university. I was in the reading room trying to finish that Trotsky book and she walked over and took the chair next to me. We sat beside each other for about an hour; at one point she opened her palm and showed me her fingers. ‘Do you see anything abnormal?’ she asked, looking straight into my eyes as if she were a hypnotist.

I pored over her hand. It felt cool and fragile. ‘What am I meant to be looking for?’ I felt a little ridiculous and I let out an awkward half-laugh, but when I looked up she was curiously serious. I rubbed her palm gently, ‘Well, perhaps your index finger is a little bent.’

‘My father made me practise calligraphy every day from when I was very little, and this is the result of holding the brush! And what a worthless effort!’ She has this excited, childish tone whenever she tries to describe something bad or disturbing, like a child in love with horror stories. ‘I’ve never managed to use my calligraphy skills. But I’ll be stuck with a bent finger forever!’

She laughed and her animated voice was like a string of bells in a windy valley. Her front teeth stuck out slightly, showing a glimpse of that cute gap between them. I wanted to kiss her badly. But instead I said:

‘Then you must hate your father!’

‘No, no, I don’t! I love my father. How could anyone hate their parents?’

‘Oh, I certainly do,’ I said, quietly. ‘I hate my father.’

She looked very surprised by what I had said, but she didn’t ask me why. A brief cool silence fell in the air between us.

Then I glanced at a map spread out on the desk in front of her and asked her what she was looking at.

‘I’m looking at these small islands in the middle of the sea.’ She pointed at an expanse of turquoise blue in the centre of the world map. ‘Wouldn’t it be amazing if one day we could visit these islands?’

Her slightly bent index finger pointed out a few yellow dots in the blue sea. She pronounced their names haltingly as she placed her finger on each island. ‘Easter Island, Pitcairn, Majorca, Corsica, Sardinia, Crete.’

‘Where would you go, if you could choose just one island?’ she asked me.

‘I don’t know,’ I shrugged. ‘How are we to know anything if we have never been outside of China?’

‘Come on . . . just imagine. Imagine that one day you wake up and find yourself on a quiet and beautiful island in the middle of a very blue sea. Where would it be?’ She nudged me.

Then she covered my eyes with her palm, lifted my hand and let my finger land at random on the map. Then she removed her hand from my eyes and in an excited voice said: ‘Here it is. Crete.’ A Greek island in the middle of the Mediterranean. That’s where my finger had found its place.

 

 

10 LONDON, MAY 2013

CRETE. IONA HAS never been to Greece, though she would love to travel to those sunny islands, smell the ancient earth’s smell. She has led a strange still life. Iona reads the date on some of the diary entries: February 1989, September 1991, March 1992. In 1992 she was only ten years old, Iona thinks, scampering around her Scottish island, shuttling back and forth on a ferry from her school to her home. She didn’t know then that she would study Chinese and end up as a translator. She thought she would become a writer, or a primary-school teacher. Perhaps her first fascination with China was triggered in her primary school – she remembers asking one of the other kids in a serious manner, ‘If we dug through the earth, would we find Eskimos on the other side?’ The other child replied with total conviction, ‘No, Iona, we’d find a Chinaman with his pet dragon of course.’ Iona thought of the books she read at home, of Jules Verne, and the dark, pitch-black tunnels sinking deeper and deeper into the earth. For days, fear clenching her chest, in her imagination she would clamber through the tunnels, and then, finally, by some topsy-turvy logic she would be led up to daylight. She might hear sounds from the world above as she was tunnelling upwards – honking horns on the street and sing-song voices. Then suddenly she would pop out under the Forbidden City. Chinese faces would crowd around to gawk at the fabulous foreign girl, perhaps a little grimy, breaking out of the earth’s membrane, like a bird cracking an egg. China! She would make a Chinese friend like Tintin does in his Tibet journey. How wonderful it had seemed. Fifteen years later, still remembering that feeling, she travelled to China for two months as part of her degree. She found China fascinating but impossible to grasp, and the people she met scarred by their traumatic pasts. Now, in the sunniest corner of her London flat, scrutinising the dancing, jagged, handwriting of a mysterious Chinese man, Iona feels again that intense emotion, building up from within, firing up her eyes.

She types out a very short diary entry trying to decipher Kublai Jian’s messy and large handwriting.

Haidian Music Store, 4 July 1995

A celebration with a bunch of university poets and a few young journalists! But most importantly, it was the debut of Kublai Jian and the Wild Sprouts – and the release of my first proper album. This is it! We have arrived! After two bootleg CDs in three years! The whole band was there and we really feel a bond between us now, like warriors or adventurers. Beijing’s sky had turned red and purple, putting on a show for us, and we drank. We drank so much! Mu says this never would have happened if I hadn’t met Li Hua Dong. But she is so naive. A peasant girl with rice grains still hidden in her hair. Kublai Jian has learned how to write better songs – that’s what this success is about, and nothing to do with a bloody manager! Having a manager is just like having an accountant wearing an ironed suit. It’s a necessity, but it’s nothing to do with our music, old bastard sky!

Iona types ‘Kublai Jian and the Wild Sprouts’ into Google. She waits a few seconds, the timer spins, the laptop whirrs and a blank window pops up. The great Chinese firewall, it seems. Iona tries a few more options but she just gets the same result. All that comes up is an album cover for Yuan vs Dollars in Google images. She can only presume it’s Jian’s most well-known album, or the latest perhaps. It’s a powerful picture: a headshot of a young man with a blindfolded face. It has punch, she thinks. There are no articles about him. She sighs. She really knows so little about Chinese cyber-policing and internet censorship. They’re clearly doing a great job. And when she searches again just for images of ‘Kublai Jian’, millions of pictures of Chinese- and Mongolian-looking men with the name ‘Kublai’ or ‘Jian’ come up – either standing by some tacky tourist spot or smiling a plastic smile with the backdrop of fake Mongol people in a yurt, or here again among a line-up of fat bureaucrats wearing ridiculous Khalkha Mongol hats . . . Nothing
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