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			About The Airways

			I had a body once before. I didn’t always love it. I knew the skin as my limit, and there were times I longed to leave it.

			I knew better than to wish for this.

			This is the story of Yun. It’s the story of Adam.

			Two young people. A familiar chase.

			But this is not a love story.

			It’s a story of revenge, transformation, survival.

			Feel something, the body commands. Feel this.

			But it’s a phantom . . . I go untouched.

			They want their body back.

			Who are we, if we lose hold of the body?

			What might we become?

			The Airways shifts between Sydney and Beijing, unsettling the boundaries of gender and power, consent and rage, self and other, and even life and death.

			A powerful, inventive, and immersive novel from award-winning author Jennifer Mills.

			Praise for The Airways:

			‘Sensational. The Airways is an intricate, existential wonder – Mills’ ability to inhabit boundlessness is astonishing. A deeply empathetic genius flows through these pages.’ – Josephine Rowe

			‘A haunting and intimate examination of violence, alienation, dislocation and possession, and the need to reckon with the past. The Airways is a masterful novel: Mills writes prose of rare distinction.’ – Julie Koh
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			Begin with the material.

			– Adrienne Rich

			没身不殆

			– Tao Te Ching
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			THE BODY

			I had a body once before. I didn’t always love it. I knew the skin as my limit, and there were times I longed to leave it. Days I wanted to claw my way out of the earth, out of this shell. To become something else, something as yet unseen, untethered. To take flight.

			I knew better than to wish for this.

			A light went off in a house as I brushed against its fence, a light I barely registered. Jangled day-thoughts burst and faded, brief as insects. The night was humid. I hunched myself smaller, eyes down. A familiar footpath scrolled beneath my feet. I knew my body in the world: the weight of it, the way it hit the uneven cement, how it felt to step across the place where the roots under the asphalt showed as blisters. We had a history together; we had a culture. I possessed myself.

			I was three blocks, then two from where I lived. Lived there just long enough for this walk to be a habit; the body remembered the way. I might have been stalling, walking more slowly, making sure it got late. I know I wanted to be alone, to enter the house undisturbed.

			Mind afloat, I counted the pools beneath streetlights: seven, six. Long shadow, short shadow, long. Pink graffiti in the white cut of tree where a branch was sawn and taken, a new wound. Warm scent of night flowers. An ache where the toe roughed against the shoe. The heat gathered at the tips of the ears. Slight gut discomfort, gases in process, but nothing specific enough to call hunger. The house key cutting into one thigh through the fabric of a pocket, jeans too tight. The hum of wires, and five pools of light.

			That body was always a little alert, a little vigilant. It was part of who I was then, what I carried: memories of how others saw and described me. The fact of being watched. I had absorbed it into how I moved, let it become me. I no longer thought about it.

			Adam had disturbed my surfaces. But even after his transgressions, after the vigil, I thought I was safe enough. I did not feel followed, or observed. If there were signals – a prickle of hair at the nape of the neck, a sharpening in the heart, a sudden chill, or a tickle of sweat in the hand – then I accepted them as normal. If these alarms were sounding inside me, they were so familiar that they had become faint and distant. My body let me down because of what it knew.

			Four pools. One cicada trilling in the artificial light. Feet behind me, at a distance. I did not look back. There was so much I felt without noticing. So much I missed, counting lights, counting my steps. I was hardly aware of myself at all. A body isn’t there until something goes wrong.

			There was a small sound, a rip in the air at my neck. I must have smelled them then, or felt their breath. Too close to my surface. Too swift to judge if I knew them.

			Fear shot through me. I felt it wake in every ready cell. Blood in the mouth, the wet of nostril. Oxygen running under skin.

			Two hundred steps from home.

			Time stopped to let sensation take hold. I saw and felt the shape I had: I lived fully in the earth of it. I lifted my head, if only to feel its motion. Every detail of an exquisite, co-ordinated system. The mutual exchanges of bones, blood, muscle. Home. Alert to life, I felt at last what delicate machinery the body was, how complex and improbable and necessary. Its gifts of circulation, respiration, sustenance, that returned this rich awareness. The news of myself was an extravagance. A perfect form, I was, if I had only known. All this in the space of a breath – and there was a soundless kick-drum contact, an asphalt length against a blur too near.

			fall, falling. Back of the head.

			(grunts and drunk scents, sweat)

			the eyes went for a white moment, contents tipped out, nonsense

			(what sharp rib this)

			the sense of harm arrived before pain

			(and gut. two or. laughing or)

			so violence seemed continuous with being

			(shit, man, running)

			which I knew. My face on a dark path.

			Are they running? Am I?

			I heard no sirens. Felt no hands

			not breathing. Clear the airways

			So it went: with the body that possessed me, the nothing that was all I knew.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			They did not stir when Adam came into the room. He pushed at the door, felt the pile of books that stopped it from swinging fully open slide against the floorboards, caught it before it creaked. He stopped just inside the door, held it almost closed behind him with a shoulder, unwilling to sound the latch. They didn’t wake. Their limbs lay still, one arm exposed across the sheet.

			His own breath was loud inside him. He felt the weight of the timber adjust with it, pressing against his shoulder with the rhythm. Standing like that, with the door behind him, everything seemed to travel through his body before it reached him: through the lungs, the heat of blood, the pull of his arms hanging motionless. Slowly he became aware of a world outside himself. The night warmth on his skin. The scents that breath could carry. Damp plaster. A stale, medicated odour. The salt-and-vinegar of used sheets. Then something sweet.

			There was no sound from the rest of the house. Beyond that, a low drumming. A truck on the main road, a few blocks away, slow to fade. He could feel it through the soles of his feet, but after the sound was gone the vibration remained, moving up from below. A tightness in his chest. Not pain but a drawstring at the muscle, the pressure of the heart suspended inside the ribs. It was nothing serious, he was only twenty-three, fit and unafraid. He would not let it worry him.

			They were not moving. He focused on the arm, the line of the chest. They were too still, a photograph, and what if –

			He saw their body rising.

			They were asleep, just deeply asleep and peaceful. The shoulder, smooth skin over muscle where it met the neck, formed a hollow that suggested bareness beneath the sheet. Their breath was slow, that’s why it seemed so still. The austere curves were taut under the cotton. The fall of the sheets was like a settled landscape from the air: a cleared land, hills worn smooth by time and agriculture. In his mouth he felt the chill of altitude. Cells swelled against a drop in pressure, though the air in the room was thick and hot.

			Yun was not a land, he knew that. They were a person. But a person could disappear while sleeping. Slip out of themselves. A person could be free like this, be open, though they were not awake to see it.

			The pain in his chest – it wasn’t pain exactly but, yes, he could have described himself as suffering from it; that wasn’t an exaggeration. He began to inventory himself, then chased the habit out. It was in the body but not only the body, both inside and apart from it. He looked again, his eyes better adjusted to the room dim-lit with streetlight, moon. He found their face, which had almost turned to him, still closed away. Where the eyes lay in their cradles, there were two thin lines, each like the dark rim of a moon, distant and still.

			They slept on, contained and remote. It disappointed him. Had he wanted to wake them? He didn’t think so. But he wanted his presence to mean something, even as he stayed unseen.

			The door had been left ajar, a clear invitation. But then there was that weight against the floor. It might have just been propped like that for the air. These nights were humid, the old house stuffy with encroaching summer. Made it hard to sleep. For him, anyway. Yun seemed to have no trouble.

			He watched their eyelids, alert to any movement. If a car passed, they might see the light change through their skin and wake and see him. The pressure of the door was beginning to burn his shoulder. There was no message, no sign. There had been no invitation. He was intruding on an intimacy, a private peace. A memory caught in his throat. I’m not doing anything. I’m only looking. He would go before they woke. He would bend towards them, let the door swing open, turn his back on them and walk into the hallway. Those were the steps. Replace the books with an arm, close the room. He pictured it, saw the door left ajar behind him, heard the soft sound of his bare feet in the hall. He tried to shift his weight, and could not move.

			He steadied his breath. There was a catch in it: a slight high wheeze at the end of the exhale.

			He was dreaming. That was why he couldn’t move, wasn’t certain. He could not think how to wake himself. Held fast by something unnatural. Weeks of this doubling in his body, shifting in and out of himself. Feet stuck in place as if glued. The dreams of falling, and now this, this nightmare. But he didn’t want to leave. If he was dreaming, he did not have to leave. He felt for what connected them, and what held him in place. As if he could lift himself into them. Climb inside them, and exchange himself. He couldn’t explain it.

			A car outside, lights slowly tracing the room like a search. It didn’t find the face. Adam knew he wasn’t dreaming. He was thinking of the fox. A month ago, a woman in one of his classes had seen it, right on campus, crossing the football field between her college and the English department. It was so close, it was right there, she said. It didn’t run away from me. It just stood there, looking back.

			It watched me.

			The way she’d said it had annoyed him. The fox’s gaze had offended her, as if its eyes had touched her in the dark. It was too much. An animal was an animal, incapable of human malice. He believed her, then doubted her. The fox itself, its predatory stillness – who could confirm it? After class, after she had left the room, he joined the rest of them in laughing. Foxes, here, as if, they said. A dog, they said, or a stray cat; the groundskeeper feeds them. A fucking thylacine, said someone, escaped from the (Rocky Horror voice) lab. Hilarious. Still, he checked shadows. Crossing campus, and in the street at night. Alert to something small and shifty, moving just out of sight.

			Yun should have woken by now. A minute ago he might have lifted the sheet, bent to them. Now it was impossible, a shocking thought. The door pushed him forward, moved by the air or his own weakening. He pushed back enough to hold it still.

			A small sound, rough and sweet on the exhale. Each time it came, a beat pulsed through him. The wheeze was theirs, not his. His own breathing had slowed to match, was all. The rise and fall of the sheet, barely visible before, was becoming more pronounced. They were returning to life. His blood moved hotly at the base of his ears, in the inside thigh. He held his breath for a moment, an attempt to break the synchrony, a test.

			They paused with him. Then both resumed.

			He shuddered. Their eyes had fallen still again, the rims dark, the soft mouth closed. A coincidence, and nothing more.

			He would go.

			He could almost go.

			But there were raised voices in the street. Keys shaken at the door. Familiar laughter. Too quick, too late to move. Marita’s voice came flooding in. The front door thumped the inner hallway. She stumbled, making too much noise, shushing whoever was with her. Drunk laughter, not Kate. The connection dissolved. He heard two sets of feet, heavy pauses, hums of want near satisfaction. A kicked cardboard box below the coat rack, and something (bike helmet? drink bottle?) slipping to the floor. Again, he held his breath, heart going like a rattle drum now. The door trembled at his back. No lights came on, but the feet thundered. He heard Marita’s bedroom door, the next one down, pushed shut from inside; then more laughter, duller; then nothing.

			Yun’s breath went on, its rhythm undisturbed. But he had broken with it.

			Adam let the door swing open. He knew better than to look back. He slipped out, turned to pull it closed, silently handling the knob, flinching at the slightest click of the latch. Life in the house made him listen.

			In the narrow hall, at a safe distance, he paused.

			Shower running in the bathroom upstairs. A knocking sound in Marita’s room. A clink, a delicate item – an earring, maybe – lifted from a surface, then dropped back. A stranger looking at his flatmate’s careful arrangement of objects, the neat law books on her flat-pack shelves, the desk where she organised her thesis before a row of family photographs. An altar of the suburbs. Adam had looked at this altar himself, in daylight. Not in the dark. He wouldn’t enter her room without her knowledge. He wouldn’t watch her sleep under those white sheets, the covers like a rich cloud, inhumanly perfumed. It wouldn’t feel right.

			He’d closed the door behind him without thinking. He hadn’t meant to leave a sign.

			His breath was hot in his throat as he thought of going back. He could say he was sleepwalking. Pretend to wake.

			There was a creak as Marita’s guest, his tread heavy, moved across the floor, sat down, perhaps, took off his shoes, cleared his throat. Adam smelled a man, saw a man posed on the white bedcovers, his knees apart, looking in the mirror that dominated her desk. He would look at her body like this, watch its softnesses spread over him. Or laid out face down.

			Adam swallowed. When the shower stopped, he moved quickly past the turn for the kitchen, safe in this region of the house, with its reasonable excuses. Still quiet, but less careful, he began to climb the stairs. Boards creaked and settled behind him. He reached his room and stood just inside the door. He could hear her passing below, the hurried barefoot steps, the low voices, the door of her room. His eyes were burning.

			The streetlight projected a white parallelogram on the wall of his room. It seemed to swell. He turned from it, breath shallow, to watch his own empty bed. It felt like an observance, the way the dead watch over the living. But his body wasn’t there. His chest was tight again. His thoughts were scattered. What was happening to him? He meant the living, the living watch over the dead. Had he been sleepwalking after all? His arms and legs and eyes might have moved without him. It wasn’t a dream, it was possession. A fever. He understood that he had never wanted anything in his life until now. He understood that he did not want this either.

			Only sleep. Sleep returns everything to order.

			His body fell gracelessly onto the futon slumped on its frame beneath the window. He pressed his face against the sheets. He could hear them having sex now, noisily, as if for an audience. They wouldn’t know he was awake. People devoured each other like animals. He rolled onto his back, tried to keep his eyes open just a sliver, but they ached too much. He let go. The mind evaporated from his body, released by heat. It moved above a city he had never visited, a place he couldn’t read. A grainy image, made faint by dust. He didn’t know where it was or why he was flying over it, only that he was lost when he looked down, the intricacies of its map dissolved beneath him. He would wake, as he always did, just before his body hit the ground.

		

	
		
			THE END

			No sirens.

			Dark.

			Blood slowed. Set an eyelid.

			Then something new. A lifting, gentle. From the shoulders almost, but without them. As if by hands, but without them. I draw away.

			Nothing touches me. The body doesn’t hold. So weak, stiff, all its physics limits. A negative, a mould. I draw away. Aware of some loss of material, of self as shadow, the remnant pattern left in thought. Feel something, the body commands. Feel this. But it’s a phantom, like time is. I go untouched.

			The pattern forms an afterimage. Of harm. Of theft and.

			There is a swarm of anger, a brief blur of pollinating fury. The air expands with it, swirling and spreading. I am this dust burst forth that wants to flame. Nothing contains me; I can’t contain myself.

			I come apart.

			This is not what I was. Not what I wanted. This is a new arrangement, something much more loose and numerous. Particles expand, their bonds weaken. The moment expands with them, it vibrates newly, and the fury, diffuse, lights away.

			Unremembered, unbodied, the I becomes they.

			There’s no pain. Pain’s in the body, a lonely place. It is past harm; the heat of it’s going. Nothing lies down beside it, curls close, enters from behind. They are out here, buzzing over, up, around. Something other. Present. More. A cluster, a slow burst, a release from old compressions. This complicates and simplifies. Breath and not-breath. They are returning (they will return) to the ah the air.

			The end. Rare, perhaps, to be awake enough to witness this. Thought somewhere between as they disperse. Loosen. Everybody might go through it. Body, no. Every whatever-this-is. A remnant of a fading awareness. A vapour, or a mind in shift. What was taken, what passes away.

			Hands come and attend the body. The hands turn it, and lift it away. They go with the body, carried close. Something to which they still might belong.

			It doesn’t appear to miss them.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			It was a forgetful air; the building seemed to fade behind him. Ahead, bands of gold shone where the sun fought its way through fine-grained smog to reach the asphalt. Beyond the intersection, the road dissolved completely. Though the light brought no warmth, it seemed colder in the shadows of his apartment complex. Adam could have used the down coat that had been stuffed into his suitcase since April, but the series of gates and doors and their various keys and cards made going back for it a chore. He quickened his pace instead, cutting through the cars parked at odd angles in the road’s central lane. He could not help glancing into windows as he passed. A few held sleeping bodies, socked feet up on the dash, men at peace in their stillness while the city swarmed around them. They might have been dead. He peered into a taxi, and the sleeper jerked, snorted. Adam flinched and stepped away.

			He buttoned his jacket to the throat, its mock sheepskin collar stiff with cold and usage. The day would grow warmer, and he only had to walk as far as the subway, which would be stifling anyway. He shoved hands into pockets, crossed into the light.

			The gold wasn’t just filtered sunlight. The ginkgo trees had begun to turn. Soon they would transform, then drop their hoard of treasure on the footpath to be swept away. Their shadows reached into the bank across the road now, lined up to save before the next crash.

			When he walked under the trees, he saw that each leaf was poised between green and yellow, and each curved rim was edged with brown. Some leaves were crinkled, hanging limp. He hadn’t been here long enough to know if this was normal, or part of the damage.

			It would be his second winter in Beijing, his first in this apartment. His own place, a level of adulthood that wouldn’t have been attainable in Sydney, though renting in either city was a sting. When he first arrived and for the year he had been teaching English, he had shared a cramped apartment near Dongzhimen. If he’d stayed he would have been able to walk to work now, at least on days when the air was good, but it had been a shitty flat, poorly ventilated and noisy. The apartment Manu’s disturbingly youthful agent had found for him was further out but in a better neighbourhood, with parks and new malls nearby, even a few foreigner-friendly bars if you knew where to look.

			It was the same air, though. Today it smelled of iron filings, burnt foam, bitter herbs. When the AQI was over three hundred, the subway stop hovered at the edge of the visible. I broke my eyes, Natasha would have said, if she was here with him. He had learned to number each day by the index, to talk of air instead of weather. Right now it was not so bad; buildings were softened by the haze, rather than obscured by it. Polished tiles along one wall shone with a friendly, coppery light. Young men in suits slipped past him. A mother moved upstream, talked into her phone, wheeling her stroller with a free hand, her paper mask around her neck, a reusable shopping bag slung over the pram’s handle. The child was asleep with its mouth open, and no defences.

			A new fruit shop glistened, bright watermelons displayed in the entrance. The hotpot place on the corner was being demolished; chunks of pink concrete spilled onto the footpath. The shoe repair guy who usually parked his cart outside it was nowhere to be seen, but the tiny shop next door clung on, selling cigarettes and snacks from a room the size of a corridor. It wouldn’t last. Apparent fixtures had a way of vanishing. He’d been living here four months and the street had already transformed. He marvelled again at the city’s capacity for quick erasure. He’d read a statistic in one of the foreigner magazines: rents inside the third ring road had doubled in the last two years, would likely double again. It was no wonder everything kept moving outwards.

			From here, he could get to the office in twenty minutes by taking two subway lines, or he could walk further and avoid having to change. Today, as was his habit lately, he opted for the latter. The autumn air was relatively pleasant, and he should enjoy it before winter hit.

			Beijing was easy to chart, its shape already familiar, as if it had been copied from a cross-section of the body. Ring roads encircled the centre, separating layers: bone, muscle, fat, skin. The mysteries appeared up close. Huge roads barricaded by overpasses, hutongs devolving into fenced apartments, walled buildings: past forms persisting despite constant renovation. There were unpredictable barriers where an anonymous institution or a security guard blocked the way, like a clot in the bloodstream. He could get lost repeatedly in a single square block, but at scale its logic was unquestionable. Like a body, the details could remain strange. Adam was pleased with the analogy. He would use it on Manu, who appreciated the metaphorical turn in his thinking; Adam was used to saving up these thoughts for him.

			The office was near the CBD, which wasn’t central at all but peripheral to the city, a shiny outgrowth. Adam had no clue how the tiny company could afford such a valuable space. Family wealth, probably, or informal connections. Manu had been here a decade; he had got in early, knew people, knew how things worked. Certainly the business could not be generating much. Adam had done the vision statement himself, written a list of goals like empower high quality content development teams to deliver bespoke global brand solutions, but most of his work was preparation for other work that was yet to materialise. Manu called it ‘building out from the core’. Adam’s job description was vague; he’d written that too, after joining the team. When outsiders asked, he said he worked in marketing. It wasn’t clear what they were selling, but it was good to move in the glow of encouragement and positivity that Manu and Eliza generated. He supposed he would get a sense of his function over time.

			By the time he reached the subway entrance Adam was beginning to sweat in the faux shearling, his body generating more heat than it needed. He descended the long escalator, checking his phone before he went out of range. The AQI was 183, not bad but enough to make his eyes sting. He wondered about Natasha without urgency. There were no messages from her, or anyone else.

			At the gate he pushed his phone into a pocket, passed his satchel into the scanner. The security guard, a bored, slightly chubby teenager wearing salon eyelashes under her hat, barely glanced at her screen. There were cameras everywhere; she was probably just there for show. He reached for his face and felt the trim against the skin, checking if he’d missed a spot. He heard the whoosh of a train leaving below, felt the guard’s eyes arrive on him as he retrieved his bag, and did not bother to meet them.

			Natasha had gone home to Wuhan for Golden Week. Three weeks later, she was still there. Her grandmother was ill, but it wasn’t clear if it was serious. Communication had been intermittent. Her not being here was beginning to feel normal, the awkwardness of her leaving slowly worn away by fresh events.

			He continued down, taking the stairs now, weaving through bodies coming up to the exit. The air seemed better underground, but that might just have been because nothing was far enough away to blur. It smelled recycled. On the platform, he lined up obediently in the area indicated by yellow lines and arrows. Stay behind the line, respect the boundary. He had lived in Beijing long enough to follow such rules automatically, and long enough to be irritated by a two-minute wait for a train. Others were assembling along the platform. Young businessmen in shiny nylon suits, cool kids in faux-designer tracksuits, a hipster girl with an Astro Boy backpack, chewing gum. Beyond them, someone in a uniform and paper face mask stood unmoving on a little plinth, watching over this image of order.

			The image dissolved when the train arrived, as everyone abandoned the notion of a line and pressed into the train, obstructing the people getting off. Adam held back to allow a series of young people to squeeze past, people who managed to look simultaneously wealthy and unemployed. Carefully handsome young men, carelessly nerdy boys. Women in groups of two or three, or accompanied by their phones. At the last minute he had to push his way in through the closing doors. He manoeuvred himself into the coveted corner. His thigh pressed against the hip of a young mother in floral-print pants and a yellow t-shirt, a kid strapped to her chest who looked too big to be carried, a trail of snot down its chin. He did not give way. The child stared through him.

			Beijingers were invisibility experts. With luck, with enough of a crowd, he might disappear on the subway. People stared at their screens, reading or playing games or checking their hair and makeup, crafting pockets of privacy for themselves. He listened to the blur of speech but could not understand much: declarations of existence, position, floated bright between lost specifics. The few familiar words were the most obvious, and therefore useless. His ignorance of the language protected him.

			He had started going to classes when he first came but stopped after a couple of months, too exhausted at the end of a day of teaching young children how to greet each other in English to add an hour of his own clumsy learning to the end of it. Their quick uptake embarrassed him. He could point and demand like a child, but who wanted to be a 27-year-old child? For those months he’d been unable to do anything after class but sit numbly in his apartment, watching TV with his equally numb housemate, who was from one of the vowelled states in the middle bit of the US, and who had turned out to be a pretty serious Christian. Adam had felt constantly frustrated. Something held him back, prevented him from living fully, from participating in the city. But he didn’t know if it was language or courage or circumstance. When he stopped going to classes, he felt bad for a while, but slowly the guilt bled out into an understanding. There was no need to live fully here, to attempt to belong. He could never be anything but temporary.

			‘Just get a Chinese girlfriend,’ Manu had said. ‘You’ll learn in no time.’ Eliza had been standing right beside him, but she was Chinese from Toronto, which was not the same. The two of them moved between languages amphibiously. Manu was one of those people who had grown up across three continents, lived in several global cities, seemed at home anywhere. He had caught the wave early; the wave was his country now. Adam had only met people like this in Beijing, but he guessed that they existed everywhere. The world lay open to them. Their children, when they had some, would select from a platter of citizenships.

			Adam had found Natasha eventually, but her English was better than she had let on, and since their communication was augmented by translation apps, he hadn’t learned much. It had only been three months, including the time she’d been away. He flinched at what the absence implied. It had been a summertime thing, maybe. He struggled to imagine a future, with or without her. The vanishing point was always away in the haze. He was still settling into the job, the flat, the girlfriend, the life that had formed around him as the novelty of the city wore away. He turned to move an elbow that was stiffening, and his forearm rested a moment against a stranger’s back.

			The train was stopping. He tuned in to the robotic female voice only after she switched to English: ‘. . . is a transfer station. Please prepare to get off.’ Bodies pressed past, and his own body knew to roll aside for them automatically. He wasn’t a big guy, maybe a little less fit than he used to be, but he felt huge and translucent, like one of those enormous Japanese jellyfish that were probably taking over the world. Invisibility could never last. His body was indisputable, it must be negotiated. He let himself be shifted along inside the train. A man near him hoicked wet phlegm. He wondered how long it would take for a person to come into contact with every other person in the city, if there was a six-degree-type equation for the likely exchange of microbes, viruses, spores. Someone would have done the modelling, of course, planned a military response. He watched a girl tuck her hair beneath the strap of a face mask, using her screen as a mirror. It would be easy for an epidemic to spread, but Beijing’s immune system would kick in just as quickly. Boundaries would be policed, invaders expelled. The train moved on, the man still coughing. Adam felt drowsy. It was still early. He might work at Starbucks for an hour or so before heading to the office. But his laptop was still on his desk, so he would have to go there first. Anyway, it was better to be at the office early, be working on something when Manu arrived.

			He checked his reflection in the window, and closed his mouth. His face was friendly, round with health. The tan jacket was growing ragged, the fake sheepskin collar balding at the corners. It was wilfully informal, even for his creative workplace, and possibly out of style. He would throw it away at the end of the season, as soon as the down one became necessary. Mere weeks away, those chill winds, the stick-trees and the colourless palette, the brief flickers of snow. He wondered if he’d still be here in spring. It was too far away to think about.

			The train stopped, released a few more passengers. With a little more room, he took out his phone and, although he knew there would be no signal, checked for messages, updates, news. When all the feeds failed to refresh, he opened a mindless game, connecting rows of cute animals that blinked at him before exploding. He had been stuck on the same level for a few days. When he failed to finish in the allocated number of moves, the cartoon animals glared at him, disappointed. He looked up from the screen and peered down the throat of the moving subway.

			There were no doors between carriages. For a moment his vision wavered, his palms felt damp. He could not tell if he was looking ahead or behind him. As the train took a curve, the end point shrank and shifted closer. He gripped a pole, remembered a film he had once seen of a bridge in an earthquake, twisting like paper. Cars spilled off the tarmac, suspension cables whipped free. Was it real footage or an old disaster movie? He could probably find it online. The image persisted, so that for a moment the entire subway seemed to ripple, loosen. He saw it careening off its rails, spinning up against the walls of its tunnel, hurtling past the stations. He reached for a handhold, pressing an arm between bodies that remained remote, and found himself clinging to the centre pole. He moved to avoid inhaling someone’s hair.

			He had been carsick as a child and now, habitually, his eyes sought the most distant still point. But outside there was only darkness, dim concrete whipping past behind a reflected interior. He avoided his own face doubled in the glass, looked along the length of the train. When it straightened, his eyes were drawn to the vanishing point. Metal verticals concertinaed above the heads of the passengers. He thought he saw someone he knew, but he could not place them.

			The hairs on the back of his neck prickled against his collar.

			He had an impulse to move closer, to see better, but his feet were caught in place. Then the train turned again, and the figure was lost to view.

			As it bent into the long corner, the subway train became a looping creature, a snake that curved around inside the circular line until its head met its tail. Even if he could move from his place, he would never get to the end of it, just be swallowed up and re-digested. How long had he been on board? He turned his head to check the stations indicated above the door, and a muscle in his neck protested. Too many screens. He sought the row of red and green lights. The familiar procedure would reassure him. It was stuffy in the carriage, overheated. Airless, that was all. He had been waiting a long time.

			There were still a few stops to go.

			In the tunnel walls, rectangles of light appeared. Then an image: flashing billboards gave a stiff animation of a whitened face, a zoetrope of cosmetic perfection. Heat in the back of one shoulder. No room to shed the jacket. A woman beside him stood and narrowed her body for exit. A seated man chewed something, open-mouthed. The train was slowing to a station, but it was taking too long to come to a stop. He felt the bodies shifting along beside him, rolling against each other, moving towards doors, pushing through to seats. He wanted to get off, to breathe, but that was ridiculous. Only three stops to go. He looked up over the passengers. The eyes cast down at screens. The preoccupied expressions, bent heads, raised arms. It all began to seem impressionistic, a mosaic of body parts and clothing.

			His eyes fixed on something in the blur: a still point, a fox in shadow. A curve of hair against one cheek. He felt the pull before he found its source. The heat at his back. His heart went quick against his ribs. Sweat chilled one open hand. Before he recognised what he was seeing, his body knew they were there.

		

	
		
			FLICKER

			Long dark, lighting out. Sensations dissipate. The burst slows to a mist. The shudders of a vehicle. Dark brick. Cold steel.

			Dark brick. Brief exile. A rattling wheel.

			They flicker.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			The cold fell through him, entered with the breath. His knees, thighs, lungs were weakened, opened. A tightness in the throat came loose. Adam swallowed, leaned against a weight at his shoulder. He tried to remember how to get air. But the air was in him already; it was too late, too swift. The earth trembled beneath his feet, it rose into his limbs. Not earth, something other. Focus. From the dark, his vision returned.

			He could see his feet. The train. His cheeks were hot, his mouth dry. The air was warm and his dumb synthetic jacket was stifling. The mind had snagged on something, some old memory or fear. A turn, a dizzy spell. Something airborne. He inhaled, and the illusion dissolved: a dissociative moment, a trick of perception.

			A woman beside him tugged the sleeve of her yellow cardigan over one thin wrist.

			If anyone had noticed, they did not show it. When he found his reflection, it looked ordinary; maybe his skin was a little flushed. His face shuddered in the glass then resolved, but it was only motion. He lifted a foot, shifted an arm. All functioning, all fine. His face stared blankly back at him, then turned away.

			He fumbled for his phone, drew it from a pocket. It had switched itself off. He tried to turn it back on, pushing the button with his thumb, but it did not respond. A brand new machine, the best in the world; he’d had to line up for it in Sanlitun, and now it wouldn’t wake up. It was a dead black rectangle, an expensive nothing. He pushed it back into his pocket.

			It was a mistake, a false positive. The mind was always inexact, it filled in blanks, and at such a distance it was impossible to recognise anyone. Now that he considered it, it was obvious. He remembered how it had been with his father. Seeing the back of his head in the supermarket, on the street. The mind invited patterns, ready to make the leap of recognition. It was the reason he sometimes thought he could hear his name in the Chinese voices around him. He reached over his shoulder to press the place where it was hurt, and felt only tingling. The heat was fading from it. The train slowed, straightened, and he breathed. Lifted his head.

			He found the face again, but the person who looked back was unfamiliar: tall, Chinese, early twenties, the gaze neutral and undirected over the distant heads. The eyes like unshelled almonds, not unfriendly, but unknown to him. Dark hair, swept over. He could not see their mouth.

			His throat constricted. Like a thread he meant to swallow, a string that caught at the back of the tongue, it drew him forward. He began to move. He breathed the common air in quick gulps. Grasped at poles that slipped clean beneath his hand, swung at plastic handholds, missed. He pushed through bodies, shuffling, separating, but could not get far. Rude in the crush of people, he was suddenly visible. Looks were shot at him, shoulders turned. He heard ‘lǎowài’,‘Měiguórén’. A suck through teeth. An ‘ài’ as he stepped on a toe, though boots protected it. He gave up, reached through coats for a pole. And now he couldn’t see them at all.

			The train slid into the station.

			There was a rolling crush as it unloaded and reloaded passengers. Adam had to turn and grasp the pole to avoid being swept out with the crowd. After the carriage refilled, he looked out over heads and between raised arms again, searching the place, finding nothing.

			He waited for the doors to close, for the train to move on, for what seemed like a long time.

			He turned at a murmur. Businessmen and students were leaning out of the doors. Their eyes were fixed on something outside. A girl whispered words to herself. He turned, saw a small crowd gathered on the platform ahead. Two security guards pushing through. As the guards approached the place, the crowd began to loosen and disperse. He guessed that someone had collapsed, or was being arrested, at the centre. It was too far away for him to see. Abruptly, the doors began to slide closed, forcing those leaning in or out to choose a side. And then they were moving.

			By the time his carriage passed, nothing remained of the incident. People stood gazing blankly at the departing train. Order had reassembled itself, closed efficiently over the wound.

		

	
		
			GRAVITY

			Long dark. Little pricks of light appear and go. Like fireworks, but very slow. Like fireworks becoming smoke. What light the smoke holds, after.

			A series. A bridge. Joints, edges. The small span from steel to hand. Hum in the articulated knuckle. Chill at the tip. The vertiginous notion of the rest of a hand and a body held behind. The press of that gravity on this meat. The way the skin stretches over it, a tender wrapper. The delicate pulse of capillaries, nerves. A clot, a maze. Press of weight through gaps of atoms. Slow time. Press of a moment. The refuge of flesh.

			The finger traces plastic, taps the cold steel underneath, the connection unbroken. Close to the body. They still feel its gravity. But this is not the body. This is not their hand.

			Cold earth. The hand moves away. They rise like spores, disperse like spores. Disconnected from the body, in the air. Like dust motes hanging in a cube of light.

			Another body breathes them. In its elseness, numb-limbed, they get a glimpse of warm being, thick-blooded, humming. They kindle, and wink out.

			Then another.

			At once, too many at once: hunger somewhere and pain elsewhere and feeling. A hurt in the soles of some feet and the chemical prickle in an eye and pain, everywhere pain. The finger calluses at plastic, grips at zip. The pain of others. And where becomes whose whose are they in or not are they this isn’t right the wrist a tight band a watch they don’t know it the sleeve tight on the skin white they don’t know it the turn towards a form on a bench there lift the cover just slight wrist creaks touches the eyelash of the body they can see. The face. Cold sleep. Cold fury.

			They want their body back.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			He could see the blinking light and recognise if not read the characters, but Adam waited for his stop to be announced in English before moving. ‘The door on the left side will open,’ said the calm voice. With a gentle shove he was ready to be discharged, returned to the world above.

			‘Xià, xià,’ he muttered, having learned then forgotten a politer way to say he wanted out. The man behind him pushed him gently away like a curtain, and he moved in the wake, breathing greedily. He might have been underground for days.

			He had to pause to check the sign for his exit. Finding it, he joined the crowd. As he stepped onto the escalator, he felt a tremor, an excitement he could not quite place. The fine hairs lifted on his neck. It was like static. He thought of dodgy wiring below, some fault in the machinery, but shook the thought away. When the escalator turfed him out at the gates, he passed through without incident and up into the street.

			On the surface he stopped. In the soles of his feet he felt that charge vibrating upward. A rumble that entered from beneath. His chest went tight a moment, then it let go. It was the train passing below the road, nothing more.

			The day was already a little warmer, but no lighter. Too warm now for the other coat he’d wisely left at home. He stood for a moment, inhaling air that would not satisfy. Someone bumped his elbow and he remembered to keep moving. Street smells darted through him: cigarette smoke, frying eggs, a stinky drain, cosmetic solvents. A cloud of warm vapours piped up through a brightly painted concrete mushroom at the corner, a relic of some more whimsical time. The city went on beneath the footpath. Not the body, only a skin, a layer that had grown across some other Beijing. The levels below persisted, occupied by other forms. He walked to the corner, shaking these trespasser thoughts to the surface, trying to let them float away.

			He looked up at the glass towers that loomed around him, the scaffold and cranes, and a blast of a horn drew him back to himself. He glanced into the tinted windows of an Audi, and it blasted its horn again. It wasn’t him, his feet were on the pedestrian island. A young couple in matching aqua hoodies were weaving through the stopped traffic with a pram. He crossed the road after them, paused to let a high-vis streetsweeper cycle past, her hair tied in a bun, her wicker broom poking from the metal trailer. The Audi driver honked again behind him.

			There were moments he had a sense of the city’s scale, was awed by the negotiations it took, the way that every tiny decision had to work. A million near misses like this somehow added to an orderly system, complex but logical. Things had their places, that was the only way it could function. Things had to stay where they belonged.

			Gratefully, he stepped onto the footpath.

			He did not belong. He had nothing owing. And yet the system had left room for him, an introduced species, to thrive. He peered into the window of the Starbucks, where a series of eyes were lit up blue by screens. The glass felt cool against his forehead. The face before him was distorted, disproportioned, pink, but he recognised it without trouble.

			He knew who it was he had seen on the subway. It was as though the knowledge had been floating in this small patch of air, waiting for him to inhale it. But it made no sense. It could not have been them. He had not thought of them in over a year. He refused to think of them now.

			He breathed out. The glass misted. The illusion of order dissolved.

		

	
		
			SMOKE

			They can’t go back. Cold. Still. This curious persistence.

			A remnant? A slow leaving. What floats away from what was living. A theft. Or something owing.

			An escape.

			It’s cold in the room, the skins of the bodies prick with it. They are glimpses, thisnesses, entrances and exits in various attendants. A tug at a white sleeve, a nose sniffing. Multiples, in air, in breath. In limbs, in bone, in marrow. The warmth of the mouth behind its mask. The dimpling in these skins, in this room chilled for the dead. The ache of tired feet and strained necks. The low buzz of a craving. They know where the body, their body, lies, know without effort. They see it sometimes, laid out on its slanted steel. Its skull has been sawn open, its eyes are closed. An expression of uninterrupted sleep. It’s hard to pity it. It’s only a body, laid out stone cold. They can no more go back into that house than smoke can enter charcoal and make a tree grow.

			So it’s in other hands, these hands, other skin, other itches, aches, eyes that they approach it. They want to stay near it, keep vigil. But these hands, these itches, want things too. To carve. To sample.

			In this joint, a wrist, the heel of the hand bent back against the bone, against some cooler surface. It wants to stretch. Tendons in a row like piano strings, reaching through to tug the keys of fingers. Blood from somewhere, in and weaving, through and out. The traffic of its tiny appointments, its minuscule deliveries. The pace of its pulse. The feel inside the vessel, wrapped by muscle by nerve by skin, that artery so close to the surface, where the skin’s enclosed by a ring of not-life: a poly-cotton blend that itches, just there. Detail scales up to perfect order. The hand that comes to push it back is not their hand.

			They like this, here: the warmth of the wrist. The tick of hairs resisting. The blood encircling a small cut, carrying oxygen, collagen. They like the repair work, the body’s business. The sensory intelligence that patterns through these tunnels, through all that inner muscle, moving resources, feeding and eliminating. The nowness of it.

			Aware in these hands. Aware that time persists, and of their trespass.

			What are they becoming?

			Is this a theft? Or something owing?

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			Adam swiped his card at the door of the building, went to the elevator. In its mirrors he saw his hands were shaking. He turned his back and hit the button, then pushed the hands into his pockets. He didn’t know why they were shaking. He remembered the streetsweeper, the sight of his reflection in the window of Starbucks, the feel of cold glass on his forehead. But he couldn’t recall walking from the corner to the building, whether he had smiled at the security guard at the gate as he passed or attempted a greeting. There was an ache in his calves, a weight in his stomach. The emergency stop button at his elbow was an inviting cherry colour. He leaned a shoulder against the mirror, kept his gaze on the scrubbed steel doors. The elevator settled to an ordinary halt at his floor and stood patiently open.

			The lungs would not empty completely. He steadied his breathing.

			There was nothing wrong with him. It was an ordinary Monday. He took his phone out of his pocket, woke it up. The battery icon was full and green. There were no fresh messages.

			It was dark in the office. No-one else was in, but the space had a feeling of recent occupation. He listened, sniffed the air, suspected a scent, but it hovered just below identification. He stood inside the entrance, near where the leaf-like logo, humility-small, marked the wall. There was no reception desk, just the open space with its workstations facing each other, the kitchen along one wall at the back, Manu’s glassed-off space, the bathroom door. His hands were still now, his fingers cold. He slipped the phone into his coat pocket and crossed the room. It was all just as it had been on Friday evening, when he had left his laptop in the office and gone out to a bar with Manu and Eliza and a group of their friends. He passed his desk, relieved that the laptop was still sitting there, its sleep light pulsing faintly.

			The bathroom was dim. Murky daylight entered through one high window. The air made things look older than they were, like an Instagram filter. It aged him too, he saw with a glance. He ran his hands under warm water until the chilled feeling went away. His eyes avoided the mirror. When he reached for the dryer, he felt a pain in his shoulder, a tight feeling across the chest like a spark. He ignored it, turned without activating the sensor, wiped his wet hands on his jacket, and went to his desk.

			He didn’t touch the lights; he liked the place better like this. With the lights on, it felt too self-conscious, even (he had to admit) a little pretentious. The interior was like a warehouse, with its high ceiling and exposed ducts, but it was all an illusion: the building was new, had been designed for offices and retrofitted in a post-industrial style to give it a startup vibe.

			Manu didn’t use words like startup or entrepreneur. He preferred team and family. He had half-a-dozen people like Adam working for him: two Americans, a soft-spoken New Zealander, a short Irish guy and a lanky Argentine who was supposed to be leaving for Japan next month. Adam’s Chinese was the second worst of them, but his English was the best. When Eliza finished a translation, it was him that she approached with her copy for a final correction. It usually didn’t need much, but he always changed her wording anyway. After that first year of ‘hello’, ‘how are you’, and ‘my name is’, it was a relief to work on expressions with nuance and perfectibility.

			He reached for his laptop, hesitated. There was really no reason to leave the building. The coffee here was better than at Starbucks; they had it delivered from the specialty place. But the new machine, which must have cost a fortune, intimidated him. Adam decided that he didn’t need coffee. He wasn’t alert, exactly, just reluctant to settle. There was nothing to be anxious about. The office was fine, a warm atmosphere; he liked to be here, even if it slowed him down. He worked from home a couple of days a week, and on those days he was usually done by eleven. In the office everything took six times as long because they reflected on outcomes and talked each other through processes and had whole afternoons off for team-building activities: video game tournaments or languid three-on-three basketball in the park. Every couple of weeks Manu would sit down with each of them to see how things were going. These were unscheduled sessions: he would appear behind a chair, lay a hand on a shoulder, ask: ‘Got time for a little reflection?’ Reflection was a core value, it was on the list. This was the first job Adam had had where he didn’t have to fill out time sheets, get a certificate if he was ill. Manu was a natural leader, not bossy but kind: a guy who surrounded himself with men who were not as strong or happy as he was, and helped them to be stronger, happier. They were all loyal to him. He could have been a therapist, was a good listener, knew to ask open-ended questions. He kept telling Adam he was a godsend. Adam tried to believe the work was easy because he was good at it.

			He glanced down at the phone resting in his palm, and plugged it into the charger. There were no notifications. Still nothing from Natasha. He checked her WeChat profile, and saw that she had posted a photo. The photo had been taken in a restaurant, a banquet room, and she was with her family. Her mother’s face almost the twin of her own, not much older, but with curled hair; her father’s lips stained with wine (studium and punctum, a useless part of his mind recited). On the table before them, the remains of a steamed fish lay pooled in sauce on a platter. They seemed happy, if a little stiff. The grandmother, the only one seated, did not look sick or even that old. He studied Natasha’s smile, the liveliest of them. Like her laugh, it seemed too much, almost inappropriate; it overwhelmed the face. No trace of her anger. She was wearing a high-collared dress that looked strange on her. He’d never seen her in anything but jeans and t-shirts in Beijing. She looked glad to be there, despite the costume.

			He was still getting used to her face, so different in images. But everybody changed around their families. He might never have to meet them.

			He thought he would leave a comment, but could not think of one except to ask when she was coming back, which seemed needy after the long silence. His thumb hovered over the little heart, but he didn’t like the photo in case he thought of a comment later; better to avoid the shame of reacting twice. With thumb and index finger, he zoomed in until the father’s wine-stained lips were looming. Feminine, almost. A genetic match for Natasha’s, maybe even softer. He saw her on the subway platform, mouth tight with anger. When he looked up from his screen, his vision was fuzzy, thoughts scattered. He sank into his ergonomic chair, still unsettled by the sense that there was someone else in the room. Someone must be working elsewhere in the building, he decided. He could hear the hum of air coming in through the filters. Maybe that was enough to generate an illusion of life.

			Adam swivelled gently and began an inventory. His pulse seemed normal enough, but his throat ached. There was sweat in the armpits of his shirt from the subway, a sting in his eyes from the air. It was only half past eight, could be an hour until Manu came in, plenty of time. He could finish the media release for the design festival, then see. He reached for his laptop but did not open it, just let his hand rest against its warmth. He put down his phone and let his other hand fall against his leg. He closed his eyes.

			Perhaps a minute passed in which he did not think at all.

			When he opened his eyes, he felt slightly better. The office was purposeful. Time was flatter here than it was at home, it could be rolled out and sliced. Anyway he wasn’t sick, he was just tired, or fighting something off. One of those waves of vagueness, the strange corporeal exhaustion that sometimes overtook him. Manu might send him home, he thought, but even so it was better to be seen trying first.

			He stood at his desk, shrugged off the jacket, opened his laptop, waited as it woke. He cleared his throat and heard the sound repeating in the ceiling. The open space had strange acoustics; everything reverberated. He glanced around the room, feeling watched, then foolish. He folded the jacket over the back of his chair and sat again, keeping his back straight. If he sat there for long enough he would focus, he would get something done. After a minute, the screen saver began its abstract dance. He hadn’t bothered to change it from the default.

			He watched the colours shift for a while, then found the jacket irritated. He got up, bundled it onto the chair, and went to the kitchen. Adam opened the small glass-fronted fridge and extracted a bottle of iced tea, lemon flavour. He drank the sweet cool liquid, let the sensation clear his thoughts. He felt the drink fall coldly against the inside of his rib cage, the sweat respond in the soft place inside his upper arm. The ducts thrummed overhead. He wondered now if he had turned on the air conditioning or if it had been running when he got here. He couldn’t remember. The fridge beeped impatiently at him, so he pushed its door shut with one knee. He would finish the draft and send it through to the venue, take some initiative. He was sure he had its name card in his desk drawer.

			He paused at the entrance to Manu’s office, looked through the glass that protected him. There were no photos on the desk. The only personal trinket was a black plastic figurine he recognised as Miyazaki, though he could not place the film. A tiny red light indicated a machine on standby. Manu’s leather chair, like a raised baseball glove, waited for the shape of his body. It was worn at the arm where he had touched it.

			He had a feeling that he could not quite name. A sense he had forgotten something, left a transaction incomplete. He looked at the drink in his hand, the bottle empty. The only thing waiting was the text on his laptop. No-one else was in the room with him, no-one watching. He leaned one temple against the glass, and closed his eyes.

		

	
		
			BLOOD

			They slip into warm places. Pulled by the heat. Are moved into lungs, into fluids. Pieces, particles, slow to disperse. Fingers, wrists, a sensory universe. A drift of dust. They settle, or are floated, into the spine. Along the nerves. They form order from details, take shape at scale. Nutrients in a root system, or poison. They enter the blood.

			Little continuities begin to gather.

			In the skull, at the back of the skull. Here, where the burst burst forth, where something struck them. Not this body. Home. Violence continuous. Memory ghosts. A body hurts.

			They shudder loose. The eyes blink, sweat on the lids. A gloved hand wipes at them, inhales chemicals, detergents and surfactants, which gather to make headache. They are in the air and the head and the ache. A foreign body. In the fluid in this eye, they see what it sees: the slab, the hand that holds the cloth that cleans the clean steel. The empty steel. The body has left no mark on the surface. All the fluids drained away. This living hand wipes at nothing.

			Home, the cold earth, gone.

			They grieve, but without their body to grieve with, it is a frail feeling. Strange, bereft fluttering threads through this hairy wrist and upwards to the arm, the heart, the skull. He might feel something, an itch, because he puts one warm hand against his chilled brow and probes beneath the paper hat’s elastic. They want to be that itch, to move that hand. It doesn’t move for them. But they can feel the rubber texture at his fingers, the cold sweat that rises, wanting to be pain. The blood in his head throbs hard and dark. He thumbs his temples, shuts his eyes. In his skull, an ache like mourning.

			Not mourning, not really. A frail feeling running through a body. Why mourn that corpse? It was just a phase. No going back. They are still here, or something of them. Untethered. Unseen.

			Transforming.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			‘Hey, man! Why are you standing in the dark?’

			Adam lifted his head at the voice. His skin detached from a surface. Warm glass. The lights flickered and in the sudden brightness he saw Manu at the entrance. Adam smiled, stepped towards the desk where he should have been sitting. The shearling jacket lay crumpled on the chair, an ugly thing. Manu’s gaze seemed vaguely troubled. Adam moved to meet him, putting the jacket and chair behind him. Was that sadness or concern or something worse in his expression? The trimmed eyebrows moved, and Adam’s stomach tightened.

			‘Just got here,’ he said, much too slowly.

			Manu’s face was kind as always. Adam followed him to the kitchen, watched him switch on the coffee machine, pour in the beans. When the coffee was set up, he turned, leaned a hip against the bench and grinned deliberately. ‘You look a bit grey, man. Big night last night?’

			Adam shook his head, put a hand on the counter to steady himself. There was no trouble; he had imagined it. ‘I think I might be coming down with something,’ he said, and his skin flushed in response. His hand still clutched an empty plastic bottle.

			‘It’s a sticky time of year,’ Manu said, eyes roving his face without judgement. He reached across the counter, his forearm almost brushing Adam’s hip. Manu picked up the remote for the air conditioning, pressed a switch. A tiny bip sounded somewhere, but nothing changed.

			His lovely face had returned to its ordered geometry. Sticky was a word Adam would have used for summer, not this shortened autumn, but he saw now that it was perfect; the smog had left a grainy film on his skin, the air adhered to him.

			Manu was frowning up at the vents. ‘We’re meant to be getting it serviced today, if they show up. Better leave it off for now. The filters are probably full of junk.’ With that, the air went quiet. Adam hadn’t realised it was so loud.

			Junk, also, a perfectly evocative word. Tiny whitegoods and long-dead, microscopic Ikea fold-out sofas clinging among the grey fluff that jammed their supply. He tossed the bottle into the bin, a minor success that went uncelebrated. Manu was busy in the ritual of the machine. He raised a questioning cup to Adam, who grimaced, shook his head.

			‘Something you ate?’ Manu said, retreating almost undetectably along the bench. Actually, it was hard to be sure which of them was moving; Adam thought that he might be leaning back. He straightened.

			‘I’ve just about finished that design-fest copy,’ he said. ‘I was about to email it through to them. Unless you want to see it first?’ The rattle of the grinder overwhelmed him. He’d heard an irritating whine in his voice and resolved to control it. In truth he wasn’t as certain of his work now as he had been moments ago. He was ill, he thought, his eyes smarting, his own voice strange in his mouth. A relief, to name this vagueness. Was Manu speaking? He could not hear him over the coffee machine.

			When the grinder stopped, Manu made a noncommittal sound. His dark eyes were soft with concern. ‘Just leave it for now,’ he said. ‘It’s not that urgent.’ He twisted the handle into place, pressed the button. They both watched coffee appear. Its aroma was overwhelming. Adam had an urge to lie down, but the floor was too far away.

			A tingling rushed through his limbs and settled in his left hand. He looked at the hand, which appeared unchanged, and wondered if he was going to collapse. He had never fainted in his life. He remembered the dizzy spell on the train, the pulse of darkness that passed through him.

			‘I think I picked something up on the subway,’ he said. Manu was nodding. He would have to get home again, go back down. Or take a taxi, a taxi would be better. Stay above ground. He tried to remember what the traffic had been like that morning, but couldn’t picture it. Only the train’s long interior unfurling into the distance. The city was still there, he could hear it now, car horns and truck engines and what might be music, a bird, or a tool xylophoning at a wall. These sounds had been there all along, below the air.

			‘Yeah. Stuff going around.’ Manu held the coffee to his lip, inhaled, then lowered it without drinking. ‘Take off home, man. Get some sleep. We’ll manage without you.’

			There was something he wasn’t saying. The eyes were evasive. Adam noticed tiny crow’s feet decorating their corners. Premature, perhaps, but they suited him. The princely face deserved experience.

			‘Thanks.’ Adam took his bag when Manu held it out. He hadn’t seen him retrieve it from the desk. It felt light in his hands, but when he checked his laptop was inside, its tiny light still beating. His phone was nestled into the pocket beside it. He smiled again and began to make his way across to the elevator, conscious of his body wading through the air. Of Manu watching. Under his eyes the atmosphere thickened.

			‘Adam!’ Manu’s voice called after him. And he turned, expecting something terrible, something he had done or failed to do that could not be forgiven. But his boss, his friend, was only standing at his workstation, holding up the jacket. He had left it on the chair.

			‘Are you sure you’re okay to get home, man? You can take my driver,’ he said, walking to meet him.

			Adam shook his head and tugged the jacket to him. His arms fought the work. Manu let go, then wiped his hand against a trouser leg.

			‘How’s it going with Natasha? I’ve been meaning to ask . . .’ He hesitated, his voice soft. ‘I heard you guys had a fight?’

			‘What? No. She went to see her family.’

			He looked down at Adam and, after a moment’s examination, sighed gently.

			‘Fluids,’ he said, and pointed a finger, then let the hand fall.

			‘Huh?’ The room, the space, was tilting gently. Its corners smoothed away.

			‘Drink plenty of fluids,’ Manu said. His voice sad, as if he had lost something dear to him.

			Adam nodded. An ache was forming in his skull. With an effort, he turned towards the exit.

		

	
		
			HEAT

			From her eyes they watch for pollen bursts, for the light in smoke rising. But they only see bodies, empty bodies and these living ones that tend them. This one, strong slender arms, warm with the work, carries them from place to place with patience. She speaks to the living and the dead. She speaks, and they feel the soft words vibrate in her mouth. A comfort song for others, or for herself? They hear the sound but can’t make sense of it.

			She lifts a hand. The hand grips frizz and forces it into elastic, then dabs at the sweat on her lip. Refrigeration tickles it. They are in the fingers, in the lip, in the itch at the neck where a curl bursts free. The hand moves to tuck the curl, and they want to be there, in the decisions of fingers. They feel the body’s work, and wonder at it.

			Wonder, too, at this persistence. Are they, after all, material? Microbes, maybe, or bacteria. Tiny beings in the gut, the skin, the warm crevices of the body. Guests, tourists, passing through without acknowledgement, never noticed unless they cause trouble. She breathes through her mask, breathes deeply. It’s a theory. There’s enough left of them to have a theory. Well, microbes might have minds of their own, observant, emergent intellects.

			She reaches out to turn a tap, push back at a dispenser. Water and soap (the sharp medicated smell, the chill gel on the skin) are as obedient as hand, wrist, finger. When she starts to wash the hands they panic. Frantic not to gurgle into water. But they’re not on the surface, and are not dislodged.

			Interesting.

			A lung, inflamed and phlegmy, coughs in spasms over paperwork. They disperse through it and into muscle. Breath sterilised, then rich. He rises, pushes doors, paces corridors. A sudden brightness, and the damp eucalyptus air.

			Clear heat against the skin invokes an urgent desire. He unbuttons his shirt and lets its light climb in at the neck. They feel it touch him. When he coughs again, they stick in his throat, crackling between breaths. He lights a cigarette. A terrible and lovely heat. The moist air is cut with smoke and other poisons. He darkens, glares at a figure across the road, a half-familiar ghost.

			Do they recognise him, the young man in the check shirt who turns away? His presence disturbs them. The man doesn’t glare for long enough to find out. Sight scalded by the bright day, he closes his eyes, flushes with the pleasure of smoke, and the image fades on his eyelids. When he opens them again, the man – if he was ever there – has gone.

			They can see, at least, from other eyes. And now they have come outside. The open air risks possibilities, evaporations.

			He extinguishes the cigarette, and coughs. Briefly airborne, soon forgotten.

			A thigh presses the polyester fur of a seat, between the skirt’s taut edges, in the sweat between limbs where it slips. Here, in hot hands burdened with each other, the lumps of fingers strained. They hold on, are in with, and it swims up: a longing like homesickness. Exiled from the specifics of their own body, travelling away from its last known address. It’s lost now, that sensory extravagance, a once-glimpsed universe, infinitely complex, lost. They weren’t ready to go. They didn’t want to leave it, but leave they did, in a burst.

			They miss it, even knowing it’s gone cold.

			This is a body, though. For now, she carries them. They can’t be just residual. They think of parasites, of paratenic hosts. Maybe she’s only a form of transportation, a way on to the next stage. Something vehicular in which they move as passenger. To what end? Further dispersal? Another form? They can cohere enough to speculate, but they still can’t make themselves out. Seeming to be both nowhere and inside, immaterial and enclosed by flesh. They are airs, currents, frequencies. Location services. She stands and they slip through her, sink down inside these limbs. It’s a warm body, and it’s here. And maybe it’s more than that. A carriage, a casing, a chrysalis. A seed.

			The warm is nice, anyway. Even if they don’t belong to blood and muscle, they feel it. They float through her sensations, so near to what they have lost. And then the heart won’t shove the blood, the blood won’t bring them. The world is lurching. They are gone.

			Daylight, and moving faster. The muscles resist, rebalance the tilt. Another passenger. The bodies jostle. Outside this skin there’s a crowd. And steel and linoleum and carpet, and outside the carpet, frame; outside the frame, a road. Traffic. A crowded bus hurtling down a road too fast to make out anything it’s passing.

			But it all feels familiar. Like they know where they are.

			Or maybe the body knows. They notice where its knowing’s felt. Heat, sensations, the way the muscles hold steady in anticipation of corners, brakes. The base satisfactions of predictability. They are almost awake now. The tongue worries at a patch of caramel behind a tooth. There are all these signals floating inside and around them. The body tells so little of what it knows. A memory of a road just off this one, streetlights extinguished. A white moment. A blur of fury, just out of reach.

			To be dispersed like this. It isn’t nothing. This body with its hot aches, tight places, its zinging limbs. It isn’t theirs, but it isn’t nothing.

			As if a light has been left on for them, a door propped open. What if any body is the body now. What if this

			He sniffs, and tastes something familiar. The old diesel smell of Parramatta Road mixed up in his mouth. The man outside the morgue, who had been watching them. What did he want with them? On the back of the tongue, the bitter feeling, vigilant. Almost a memory. Something unfinished. He swallows, and it dissolves.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			When he came down to the kitchen two of his housemates were already there, perched on stools at the small bar in their tracksuit pants and t-shirts. Not Yun, who would still be asleep, who loved to sleep and was impossible to wake. Adam swallowed his discomfort without letting it take shape as thought. Slowly, he became aware of the quiet. Marita had been telling Kate a story, but had fallen silent as he entered.

			‘Don’t let me stop you,’ he said. He dug around in the drying rack for a favoured bowl, poured cereal, milk.

			They leaned their heads nearer like horses. Still nobody spoke. He opened the cutlery drawer to rummage and they both looked up, just briefly, assessing him.

			‘When was this?’ Kate asked, turning back to face Marita. He had passed the test, or failed it. He thumbed the hem of his t-shirt and cleaned the spoon with it.

			‘My first year out of home,’ Marita said. ‘In the granny flat behind my sister’s place.’

			‘It’s so fucked up,’ said Kate. ‘I mean, who does that?’

			They sat back on their stools. The conversation was not taking resuscitation well. Adam began to press the cornflakes with the back of his spoon. He liked to soak them for a minute so they softened, but without turning to mush.

			‘Does what,’ he said finally. Marita turned to him.

			‘I’ve told you this story, haven’t I?’ She watched his expression with her irrefutable lawyer’s eyes so he made it carefully neutral. ‘Some guy broke into my room at night. He just about climbed into bed with me, actually.’ She turned back to Kate, who gave a nod of encouragement.

			Adam was not sure he knew the story. If it was familiar, he had forgotten many of the details. A stranger, he remembered now. An honest mistake. As she spoke, the blood rose to his cheeks. He turned away, eyes searching for coffee. The silver pot was on the stove. Still warm when he put his hand against it.

			‘That’s terrible,’ he told it, lifting the lid. ‘Mind if I finish this?’

			‘Go ahead,’ said Kate.

			He tried to imagine what it would be like. He began to position himself in the scene. First as Marita, the outrage of a sleeper woken: shouting, gripping sheets to her chest. Then as the intruder, leaning in. But already he had moved into a third position, that of an observer standing at the threshold. The imaginary flat had white French windows, the lawn was trimmed and wet. The image had a familiar, worn feeling. Adam had the unsettling sense that he had dreamed it. He drank the coffee quickly. There had been, he remembered now, a police report, a whole drama. No suspect apprehended. It had been years ago, before this house; it had nothing to do with him. Just a man, the dark. These things had always happened. The observer remained neutral.

			‘I remember now. You hit him,’ said Adam.

			‘Punched him in the face, and he bolted,’ Marita said, tugging a black curl. Kate grinned.

			‘They never caught him?’ Adam already knew the answer.

			‘Nope. Cops tried to tell me it was a one-off.’

			‘Some random drunk guy,’ said Adam.

			The women rolled their eyes.

			‘I didn’t sleep for weeks,’ Marita said. She had moved out of the flat, he remembered that now, and got this house. Her own name on the lease, bars on the windows, careful about who she let in. Well, not that careful. She had always seemed a little high-strung, though.

			‘When something like this happens, you play it back to yourself,’ she said.

			‘Oh yeah,’ said Kate. ‘All the what-ifs.’

			‘Something like what?’ The last sip of coffee was grainy; Adam ran his tongue over his teeth.

			‘You haven’t heard? A girl was murdered.’ Marita spoke darkly.

			‘Last night, right near uni,’ said Kate.

			‘Jesus,’ said Adam. ‘Who?’ His body was not taking caffeine well.

			‘A girl from one of the colleges,’ said Marita. ‘Nineteen. There’ll be a vigil on Thursday.’

			He exhaled. ‘Do they know who did it?’

			The women almost laughed at him. It bruised like accusation. A random attack; these things happened. Why should he have to establish his innocence? But their expressions had shifted back to seriousness before he could object to them.

			‘Does your sister still live in that house?’ Kate asked.

			Marita nodded, curls falling over her face. ‘She’s installed a bunch of security since then. Sensors, everything. Anyway, it’s turning into a much nicer area. They rent the flat out to a gay couple now, so.’ She made the sign for money, thumb against her fingertips.

			The conversation defaulted to the problems of real estate. Adam tried to relax. He concentrated on his cereal. Too soft in his mouth already.

			He’d done nothing wrong.

			When he thought of it, he saw the night from outside. Watched himself hesitating by their bedroom door. It had been that other Adam who had pushed it and slipped inside. The sleepwalking Adam. The memory separated from his daylight world like a layer of pastry. He had crossed into another place; everything was lit strange there.

			It was not the same, of course. A look had passed between them, an understanding. It was hard to name. There was a connection, that was all. Yun would be asleep in the front room right now, their arm over their head, their eyes lashed closed. He had crossed over to join them. It was nothing like violence.

			He did not think of it for long.

			‘I better go, I’m supposed to be meeting my supervisor,’ said Marita. ‘Speaking of creeps.’ She and Kate sort of laughed. It was often hard to tell if their jokes were jokes. He looked out the window to avoid reacting in the wrong way.

			It had rained the night before and the eucalypts were glistening; the city had a clean smell of moist forest that would soon decay. When the women left the kitchen, he stood looking out through the distorted glass at the wet trees. A few clouds floated, puffy and white like Marita’s bedding. Her soft life, her rows of potions, but a hardness beneath. Kate’s netball clothes. The balled sports socks. The texture of their possessions. It wasn’t anything serious. It did no harm.

			His mother had started it. She had bundled up his father’s clothes and taken them to the op shop much too soon. As a child he had looked for traces of him in drawers, pockets, high shelves: anywhere he could gain entrance. There were photographs, some books, but he wanted the texture of life. The matter of it. He had a tiny pocketknife, a leather keyring, one check handkerchief that he had stolen from the garbage bags in the hall, folded into a square and ironed flat. These things had lost their scent entirely.

			In her grief she was distant, unforgiving. Angry, he supposed. He had wanted something else. Over many months, he had learned to be consoled by the search itself. No-one there to show him how to be, in a house of women. He could not fill the space that was missing. It was in him too, an emptiness that he carried in his body, from the chest, the throat, the fingertips. Adam, he heard her voice from the door. What are you doing?

			I’m not doing anything. I’m only looking.

			She slapped his hand. Sent him to specialists. They told him what he needed (a father figure, one suggested), they gave him strategies. He promised he would stop.

			After that he waited until she was out. He was careful, had learned to be careful, but would not have remembered to return everything to its place. And she was sharp, not much got past her. It was possible she knew, and just permitted it. Understood, or consented, or hoped he would outgrow it. Which he had, really. No thanks to her.

			He thought of her telling her friends about it. A son who went rummaging in underwear. He imagined them saying: Let it play itself out. He imagined their laughter.

			He heard a door open, then close, from the front of the house, and swallowed. His throat was milky from the cereal. He should go to uni, catch up on his reading in the library. And maybe he would take a break for a few weeks, a fortnight, until the end-of-year exams. Because of the vigil, his housemates would be watchful. The women especially.

			It was harmless, it was only looking. But he would stop. A week would do. Until after the party, Saturday. Six days away. That would be generous.

			They might not have a party now. It would be a relief if they decided to cancel. Though he would have to text the people he had told about it and tell them not to come. He would wait a day or two before he acted; he would let the women decide what to do.

			He heard their footsteps, soft in the hallway.

			A few days would do it. Just enough to get clear.

		

	
		
			RIVER

			They are awake, now. In forms of awake and now that are new. Nothing’s the same. Only remainder. Can this become some kind of life?

			To be in a heel as it strikes upholstery, feel it prick them through the sock, to inhabit the muscles under the toes as they scrunch and flex, to feel the effort to reject containment, by the sock, by the body, to learn new ways of being.

			They would not go back now, even if they could.

			The child’s body strapped into restraints and kicking. Car seat angles embrace the legs’ refusal, spite in the crunched face. The woman turns to look back at the child through bloodshot eyes. Her desperate smile. They feel the kid’s attachment to his rhythm, and its satisfaction, fade against a brighter longing for the mother’s body, more home than his own. She speaks sweetly to him, turns away, starts the engine. They don’t understand a word. Feel the voice as it settles against the skin. This isn’t living.

			The child whines them out.

			In the firm mouth of a shopkeeper, the muscles that frown, in the accumulated work between the shoulder blades, the strain across the chest. He bends at the knees, sensibly. They experience him, and are bent there, with pleasure.

			A bell rings and the shopkeeper spits into his half-drunk tea. There is something wrong in his mouth. Something dark and sour enters the saliva from a tooth. They are drawn into that abscess, its centring pain. They open in his toothache like a flower, feel its twinge and his hard shudder. The nerve runs right into the brain. His whole body responds.

			Someone is speaking to him. They get noise and pleasantness and facial muscles shifting. Perhaps he isn’t listening. The particularity of the body is utterly absorbing.

			He replies. They feel the jaw grate against the abscess, the nod stretch the back of the neck, the effort of grinning. A lift of the eyes. The warm hum in the throat, the comfort of the voice. Heat and breath, the emptied chest, but still no meaning.

			The person takes a newspaper, hands him coins warm from their pocket. The shopkeeper drops them in a drawer, sorted by a practised thumb, then wipes the heat of the coins, of the other man’s body, from his skin against one trouser leg. Dog-scratch of fabric. Calls out after him. Sound, no meaning. The headlines are nothing but marks.

			The other man waves without turning, and the door rings closed.

			In the street, in an arm stretched by dragging. Pieces that lodge like splinters, like guests. No, they don’t want to go back; they want to persist. If a hooked seed longs to lodge on the fur. If a berry longs to be eaten by a bird. If a spore longs to land in the soil, then life wants living. Wants growing.

			They want to live.

			The rope in the palm cuts into the skin and the fingers tighten, yank. They are out of the arm and into the warm in a warm dog, and long for this too; the dog-body’s hot coherence, its muscle-meat enough to hold them. But the animal information floods them, drowned in a shock of nasal data, the map of salivation’s unknown lands, burnt images. The dog’s whole body is tensed at its imprisonment. Its bodymindedness compels it forward. A shake of it shakes them. Dislodges them at the neck. They float away from its spun skin like loose hairs, drops of water, air, and are gone.

			Later, elsewhere, they find themselves in a young body. It is night. The young body is lying in soft wet grass and it is clutching the roots through the dense wet, the cut scent of it. Awake to the details of sensation, more awake than most. One hand clutches. The other aloft, holding something smoking.

			They know the taste and this stirring. Lovely, the accelerated continuity. The overflow of sense beneath the skin. The mind does what it does in secret but they can feel the high in the hands, the way the mouth sits. The warm easing in the chest. Then in the burn of the inhale, the press in the lungs, the swirl of gases given time to enter blood. They can see the blur of domestic lights at the periphery of this garden, this park or yard. These eyes are up in the stars, and spinning in their witness. They can feel the brain’s alertness, the chemistry of something they’d call joy, but not with certainty. It could just be an idiotic safety.

			Minds are illegible; they read the body. Wet cold prickles under the back, the shirt too thin. Bacteria hitches a ride in the air, clings to a hair in the nostril. They move, are moved, into these discomforts, go where there are openings. (Do they open things?) The body coughs, its whole length poised and racking. The eyes leave the stars and return; the body sits up, relaxes. The joint held aloft. They are in the fingers where the burn will meet the skin. In sweet smoke.

			The body lies back in the grass, eyes to the stars. They remember these stars. They used to be a silver river.

			For a moment, all is floating to the surface. The attention hovers in the breath. This body awake, immersed in its being. The heart beats at the throat like it’s a door.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			Adam meant to obey him, even began looking for a taxi, but the few in sight were occupied. He started to walk in the general direction of his apartment, not bothering to select a route. There was a major road just ahead, a cluster of pedestrians and bicycles waiting at the intersection. The air hung white above the traffic.

			He was not unwell, or not in the ordinary way. Something wasn’t right. He had been breathing the germy air in the office. The faulty air conditioning had been running, distributing its molecular junk into the lungs. Now he seemed to be fighting an infection. He touched the back of his hand to his forehead, but the gesture felt melodramatic and he withdrew it again quickly. In that brief assessment, his skin seemed the usual temperature. The headache was still there, moving just beneath the surface, its source hard to place. The body was maddeningly cryptic.

			He stopped at the intersection just as a bus sailed past, felt it disturb the air dangerously close to his chest. Driver mustn’t have seen him. The rest of the pedestrians were already halfway across, gathered under the overpass. Adam waited for the lights to change before joining them. He pressed the jacket against his chest, warm enough now without it. The shouty, automated voice of a reversing sānlúnchē startled him. When he looked up, a car was inching towards his feet. He picked up the pace, vaguely shamed by the encroachment, the bluntness of his instincts. When he reached the opposite corner, he stopped to catch his breath.

			He looked up at an empty shop, a handwritten sign scrawled in big red marker in the window. Closing down? Help wanted? He couldn’t read the characters. The glass was so dusty, it looked like it had been abandoned for years. He thought it had been a shoe store last week, but maybe that was a different corner. The dust might have been from construction. He was not sure where he was. After a moment his reflection resolved in the glass and he saw himself, his face flushed, the eyes small and sunken. He did not look unwell. The jacket was a burden against his chest.

			Adam resisted the impulse to touch the glass. Nor would he get out his phone and check the map. He would keep walking in what he felt to be the right direction, trust his instincts, his internal compass. Of course he knew which way he was headed; he had walked home before. He peered down the road until he recognised the convenience store where he had once stopped for a cold drink. And there was the woman who sold plants from the roadside beyond it, squatting beside her charges, staring out at the legs of passers-by. He looked over the road to see if the snack stall where he had once bought a steamed bun was open. The window had been piled with bamboo steamers, pancakes, eggs, frankfurts, spicy shredded potato, but now the shutters were down. The morning rush was over, or it had gone out of business.

			His legs complained as he crossed the road. First the calves pinged, and for a minute there was an unidentifiable pain in his thigh. The ache was moving through his body like some kind of clot. It was definitely aiming for his head. The pain gathered at the back of his skull. What if this was an incipient migraine, or worse, some bleeding on the brain that had gone undiagnosed for years, an aneurysm? With a surge of self-compassion, he imagined himself collapsed in the street. He was invisible. His body would not be identified. The trauma to the back of the head would erase him. The mind shuttered through a set of images; he did not understand where they came from. He folded them away. He had his wallet in his pocket, an Australian driver’s licence, a name. He was being ridiculous.

			He began to focus on the breath, to count his steps. One hundred to the next intersection, he estimated, maybe more. It was an adolescent strategy, he didn’t need it now, but it was there for him regardless. He would be twenty-eight in a few weeks. His breaths came short.

			Probably he was just unfit, unused to walking; he had not been to the gym since he had moved to the new neighbourhood. The gyms he had found were outrageously expensive. He didn’t mind the team-building ball games with the guys from work but he wasn’t one of those people who loved the physicality of exercise. It was social, that was all. (One hundred and thirty seven.) And the gym was a chore, not a pleasure; when he did go he needed music to get through it. Manu had told him to persist, that he would get a buzz off it eventually. The closest he had come was afterwards, standing outside and looking back in through the glass at the other people on their machines, so focused they were oblivious to his presence metres from their faces, watching. He loved the concentration in their bodies, the inward attention.

			He had liked that about Natasha too, her self-containment, until she had turned that against him.

			Adam spotted a taxi, raised a hand. The passenger seats were empty, but it sailed past him. He was tired now, too tired to walk. He was definitely coming down with something; all he wanted was to sleep. If he turned here, followed the elevated ring road, he thought he could cut underneath it and get back onto the subway. Suddenly he was struck by a longing to be down there, in among the crowds, alone as he could not be in the street. With the bodies packed close together.

			That didn’t make sense. He wasn’t thinking straight. He should stay on the surface.

			He avoided the stairs of a pedestrian overpass, cut across to the next intersection and picked his way through a crowd gathered outside a market. Someone was selling rambutans from a cart, calling the price. Women pushed past him with both arms loaded, hefting bags or yanking children. Bicycles and electric scooters lined up side by side, ready to domino. There was a restlessness; he felt it pass through or around him. A mild panic in the tone of voices. Maybe the fruit was running out, or some bigger catastrophe was coming – a weather event, a police crackdown. He had no way of knowing. He stared at a mountain of leeks piled on a tarpaulin. A calm young man behind them, smoking, gave him a nod. Adam pretended not to see him.

			He let the sense of panic wash over him. There was nothing he could do about it. It was part of the machinery that rumbled through the city, another layer of noise beneath the traffic, angle grinders, traffic, breaking glass, traffic. Noise had official colours, white and pink and so on, Adam could not remember what the codes meant. If it had a colour, Beijing’s noise would be orange-grey, like its air. Or the blue-grey of the city’s bricks. Manu would appreciate these thoughts. Adam stepped away from the crowd and stood on the thin strip of green at the verge. An inexplicable sadness rippled through him, from the stomach out. A white couple walked past, arm in arm, tanned with travel. They glanced at him without acknowledgement. He smiled too late, resumed his walking.

			In a fenced, postage-stamp park on the next corner, a clutch of elderly Beijingers played cards, their wheelchairs and walking sticks lined up against the garden beds. As he watched, a woman looked up, frowned at the air around him. The fever must be showing through his skin. An ancient man on the exercise bar behind her pulled himself to a slow chin-up, his equally ancient companion chatting away on another contraption beside him. They were calm enough on the surface, but even away from the market there was a charge, an electricity; he could almost hear the energy of the city moving, redistributing itself, unable to settle. And then he felt the air shift, the light grow subtly lighter. Whatever had hold of him loosened its grip for a moment.

			He put a hand to the back of his head. The pain had retreated there. But why should that part of the skull hurt, and nothing else? He turned to see what was behind him.

			Across the street a group of young people leaving a chain-store bakery gripped each other’s arms, pulled out coats. A girl shrieked as a gust of cool air blew the leaves from a pile where a streetsweeper had gathered them; the sweeper turned, unperturbed, and began to sweep them up again. The young people rushed into a taxi and he gave up on the idea of finding one for himself. He had all day. Maybe the walk would do him good. This wind might clear the air. He crushed the jacket under his arm and kept moving.

			He had walked everywhere when he’d first moved to the city, trying to form his map, looking for stores or restaurants that he’d read about in the foreigner magazines. They were always in a different location than he expected or had closed down by the time he found them. Things were never in the same place twice and this had been exciting. But everything was just too far away, the roads too wide, the cars too unpredictable. The map stayed fixed while the city expanded and transformed. Walking began to seem perverse, not worth the effort. He had let go, he thought, of trying to pin things down to their locations. He had accepted something about Beijing, or himself.

			Natasha had claimed to get lost here too, but always argued fluently with taxi drivers nonetheless. He only had to sit there while she got him home. From the beginning, they had both preferred his place. She lived alone in a tiny ground-floor apartment, one of the newer and cheaper hutong renovations, damp and poorly ventilated. He thought about walking that way now, pictured himself making his way through the maze of streets to stand at her window. He wasn’t sure if someone else lived there already, or if it was empty, waiting for her return. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to find it again.

			He should not have let her leave. He had taken a wrong step, made a wrong entrance somewhere, and could not find his way out again.

			Wind collected in certain streets, gusting, perpendicular. He pushed on, his nose smarting. A voice in his head, his mother’s voice, told him he should be more careful, rug up, seek shelter. He ignored it. And, crossing another road, he tossed the jacket over a fence that separated the pedestrian footpath from the bike lane. It was an awful, rotten thing. Someone would use it. Nothing here was ever wasted.

			Adam’s eyes and nose were leaking. He kept having to sniff. After Sydney, every other climate was an affront. He had taken it for granted, or maybe it was just better in hindsight. He tried to think of humid nights and global warming, sea level rise, the rage of lightning and of highways, but pictured only high trees waving greenly from a boy-blue sky. It had been that way when he lived there, too. The unrelenting pleasantness erased hostilities. Even when bushfire smoke had stretched to fill and dim the sun, it had always brought beautiful dusks and dawns with it, like offerings. Catastrophe could not be believed in. Nothing had prepared him for Beijing’s sky, for the way it could turn against life.

			He crossed at the lights, more carefully now, and left the road, stepped through a gate, followed a path to a canal that had a shaky sort of parkland along one side, half-trimmed hedges turning brown in the cool air. He skirted a pile of materials that might have been a dismantled structure or one about to be built, or just a collection of items unceremoniously dumped behind the buildings. The soil was pale, bone dry, but plants were somehow able to thrive in it. He passed a gate guarded by a sleeping man in uniform, rugged up despite the mild day. A woman looking into the water spoke softly to her child. He thought he recognised the word for fish. They, too, were warmly dressed. He stood behind them, watching, and when they moved on he took their place. The water was sluggish, silted, soiled with algae but, yes, there were fish there, grey forms suspended beneath the city’s reflection. Further along, a man had dangled a bamboo rod over the water and was sitting with it, smoking, in a greatcoat. Willows slung their limbs over the white stone walls that rimmed the edge of the canal. He leaned in with them. The mirror buildings below sank just out of reach, a level of the game Adam had yet to enter. An insect glided across the surface and destroyed the illusion. He could smell the fisherman’s cigarette. In a few weeks it would all be frozen.

			There was a machine sound through the trees across the canal, construction or demolition. He followed the water until it descended and turned a corner. A sign, illustrated with a smiling cartoon policeman, might have been telling him not to walk this way, but he could not read it. The corner was sunless and the wind made it hard to see what was ahead. Everything was moving in it: leaves, concrete, dirt. Cars roared like the ocean above him, and the buildings above the cars were enormous, watchful, armour-plated, holding their brand signs aloft against the weather. He did not know where this path led except down. His eyes were stinging. He needed to get home, he wasn’t well. He knew this even as he stepped into the tunnel beneath the road, where the wind reverberated, and where nothing grew.

		

	
		
			HUNGER

			They are dispersing, as perhaps everything disperses: stars, smoke, the heat in this seep of piss. The wet soaks out into its packaging. This body squirms. Every bit of it uncomfortable. Panic melts to pleasure. Impulses are everywhere at once. It’s all distorted signal. Busy microbes multiply and vie for territory in its belly. A baby, they understand, as it starts screaming.

			It occurs to them, adrift in its confusion, that they might stay here. That this might be a chance to return to the beginning, to have another turn, start fresh, in a body that is new. To take on the unlearned flesh and make it their own. A newborn has so much time to sort things out. Maybe they can help.

			They try to make the screaming stop, to no effect.

			It can’t be right, not this cramped, chaotic mess, piss-weak and – the piss is cold and sticky now, the body thrusting, furious. It’s too uncomfortable. Being high was much nicer. And besides, they remember it. If they remember being high, in another body, remember anything at all, then they can’t begin from the beginning. There are too many things they already know.

			The baby stops, goes still. Surprised itself quiet.

			They wait.

			Attention forms around the shape of memory. They look down over a cloudscape. Try to remember who they were and how they were made. Surprising thoughts to have in this body, which can’t quite accommodate them. The second law of thermodynamics floats through the baby, slowly cooling as it spins to something simpler. The baby suffers gaseously, squelching its internal parts against each other; nothing fits. They recall the microscope and the work of other life forms, wriggling encryptions. All bodies are composed of such inexplicable complexity, and mostly unaware of the millions of other bodies they host. Each belongs to multiples of self and other, seen and unseen. If they knew how to stay, they might settle in this body’s gut, and find contentment in discovering the puzzle of its composition. But there are other things they want to know.

			The mouth opens, belches, stays open. The eyes widen. The breath pauses. Symptoms of what could be wonderment, or choking. It is hard to read the body from the inside, as a stranger.

			Always has been.

			It’s a relief to be in tired flesh again. In a body that has lived and is familiar with its signals. She lifts the infant to the table. Her sore eyes, aching chest, the unhealed scars of her. A relief not to have to start again from the beginning. Or maybe the relief is in this body, in the work of addressing her pain, in the routine intimacy of changing, and in how the arms remember separation, the warmth and lightness of the baby’s head held like a soap bubble in her cupped palm. The press of its lips against her breast.

			Tired pleasure overwhelms her. Heat against her chest, the not-quite-other returned to her body. Shimmering and contained. Satisfied and an abyss, she rests a shoulder on the cool of the window. Her head tilts until it hits the glass, the hard chill against her skull just above an eye. It hurts a little. She lifts and lets fall again, again. But the window doesn’t break, and nor does she. Too vigilant for sleep, she murmurs protections. Then raises the sash and exhales, sets them free.

			inabird isfast

			An old man, recoiling from a flutter in the building’s ceiling, takes shelter. Chill of fridges, hum of them near. From inside the vibration in his body, they watch him decide. Look for the network of his attention. The noise of youth has long passed into quiet. There is a haze to him. A greyness. Slowly, they understand that he is nearly blind.

			The bird could not hold them. It panicked them free. Animals are difficult. But this man, he has open spaces.

			In him, they might lodge a while. In his experience, they might observe control, decision. With a body that has come to an understanding with itself, they might learn how to be.

			Hands on the cold wall, he presses himself away from it. They have missed the moment when his will became action, felt only the action, then its cascade of consequences, the muscles answering, distant pins and needles, the soft legs rebalancing. He walks, makes his way to the dim bench in the centre, and they miss that too. Overfamiliar music fuzzes in and out of reach. They have time now, time to feel the body’s extension. Limitation. Find its centre of command. He lowers himself to the bench, sits. A hip protests. A plastic bag tucked beside. His penis tingles against his thigh, something hot and wrong with it. He scratches, shrivels. Coughs.

			Sore wrist. A girl behind a counter, scrolling at a screen. They unfurl in her like a weed. Collect in the blood at the marks that are healing, but scratched at, might still infect. They feel the hum in her inflamed skin, the unpleasant attention. Each body has sites like these. All sores are open. This pocked body makes room for them; they stay a little longer, come a little more awake. Think of what they’re learning, and the laws they used to know. Entropy. Dispersal.

			But this is not a closed system. So much enters and exits at the mouth, with the breath: each inhalation, exhalation, means abundance, infection, release. Maybe this is what allows them to persist, to be a guest here and escape notice. The spaces between, the chaos beneath surface order.

			They feel safe in her, comfortable in her uncomfortable skin. They decide they like her small, controlled movements, her secret battles waged. Then the whole thing tenses, crawls. Subtly, but completely, the attention moves along the surface. She looks up as a shadow crosses her face.

			They remember this. The way a look can run through the body like a stiff charge, jamming its functions. It’s fear – heartbeat, amygdala, adrenal glands, the sympathetic neurons, they know by now in detail – but something more as well. A curled lip, a crushing in the gut, a folding-in at the chest as the chin moves down and she pulls away. They recognise disgust, as well as fear; they recognise her vigilance. And it’s as if their recognition fractures her, opens cracks in her; the gaze directs them like a rail.

			He leans over the counter, takes in its phone case display, and then leans further, over her. Alive to a certain vulnerability, a weakness to match. A suit jacket pulls taut across the back. His eye roves loosely, the wet of it shifting in its socket. An unpleasant pressure against the joint of his elbow on the counter. The cool glass corner pushes into his thigh through the suit, each leg hair pressed exquisitely in between skin and fabric, tingling. Loose shorts beneath, where his attention folds. Beloved places, injuries. And a slim reckoning with the image of her not-scowling scrolling voice, with her recoil and resistance. Maybe conscious, maybe no. Disgust is here too. It moves between them, magnifies. He tries to hide it.

			He clears his throat, looks plainly at the tops of her breasts. Want in his groin, an unsettled pleasure where hair tickles him, a chill between cheeks. A strain behind one knee, a vein out of place as he leans closer. Sinking lower, trying to escape his skin and enter hers. When she reacts, frowning, sitting back, he gets a shot of pleasure.

			They each take a calm turn speaking. He hands her his phone. Watches her write something. His name, or the number. Swallows saliva. She doesn’t look up again, just slides closed a drawer. Something cold in him retracts.

			He turns without warning and walks to an escalator, descends. With his ears they hear snatches of music from the underground, a familiar song they can’t place, the sick of knowing it in his throat. He inhales a glut of sensation, dog-like, and the juices in the stomach dance their way to waking, releasing acid in the mouth. He swallows noisily. Vague chest pain. Some set of memories perhaps enacting. Watches his reflection sliding down in the glass beside him, so they can try to read his face. Feel his pleasure in the image. A twitch of another desire somewhere, predatory, but drowned in surplus flavour. The nose moves, and a hand jabs into a pocket. Lust has turned to something safer.

			He steps off the escalator, into air thickened by fried and sour and salt and sweet and something else, an animal undercurrent not quite cooked out, rot or the blood in meat. The body already reacting, saliva to rice, but now the head swivels, the fingers play on the wallet in the back pocket, the tongue moves to the teeth. He sucks, turns.

			Plastic chairs swivel. He slides past a cleaner, touching her shoulder to swivel her too. They wanted out but now they want what he does, to eat something, no, to choose the best thing to eat and then eat it, which is three kinds of hunger, maybe more. They feel the intention in his body, decode the hunt in it, the strength of its direction. They want to be in charge of it.

			The cleaner flinches, lets the hand go without looking. Pushes her trolley through the maze, adjusting her shoulder. Some stretch of added stress between the collarbones, across the back, an ache that feels familiar; they remember it, and miss it with a subatomic shiver. She shoves out through the swing doors, where they fly into steam and scent and meat, a glitter of knives and dishes. Little longings for the lost body return. New hurts on top of old.

			They are in behind a paper mask. The kitchen like the inside of a beast, all the organs interacting, all the small movements that make a system. They are warm against the inner walls of chests of people cutting, washing, frying, speaking. The billowing air in the mouth, the mix of acids, hungers, sap. Fluids out and in. Snatches of music. They are everywhere at once, and then in series. Slicing into beef and hacking cabbage. Hands nicked under gloves, chemicals stinging. They want to bud themselves in someone, to open out and shoot some nub of growth before it’s sliced away. They are willing. They are many possibilities. They circle through the wants and wastes and functions. They for a time lose hold of the attention. There is so much noise.

			A bucket chucks at a bin. A handle pinches a thumb. They might be tossed out with the tray and its passengers of grated potato, leather pancake, oiled slick of pickle but, no, they are still in the thumb that is sucked where it hurts from its slicing. She holds it out, watches the blood come back: a pleasure. Then straps it closed and, bustling, hips herself through a door and to the counter. She barks at whoever’s there, then shifts into belated smiling. Snaps her tongs. Transfers six stale chicken wings, brown-skinned, onto a plate with something stringier, also brown. The lips crease and the arms ache and the bodies are full, unwary. Her voice overwhelms and smothers them. They need space.

			Is that the lot, she might be saying, is there something else you want?

			Yes. So much. Words first, or a place to stay. Control. It’s dizzy, being swished around like this. Like hard seeds swallowed, motes inhaled. Everyone eating, digesting, voiding. This one leans back in his seat to pat his swollen belly, alive in the pained stretch of his skin and the parts that clog and cling within, the slow-built blockades. Thick fingers grease against a bent fork, against lips. All this inward attention, private, delightful. They are mixed in with the mess. They want more from life. They want to speak its language, understand.

			He belches, and they are out with the air.

			Into the next on a sour breath. They feed: they divide and multiply and separate and become singular and multiply again. They are this tingle in a leg bent under the seat that will go to sleep if it isn’t moved, but they try and can’t move it. Then, very fleetingly, into the young brain struggling for purchase. Watching the parent eat, examining the serving, picking out contaminants with starfish hands. They can learn so much from hunger. If they could only move one disobedient finger. Learn where the will begins, in something simple. Linger.

			Too late, they are already elsewhere, down some other body’s throat. If they could only stay. Almost anywhere would do. They would accept discomfort, for another chance. Accept any ill-fitting skin, any limitation. They used to imagine climbing from their body’s shell and taking flight. Now they would willingly climb in anywhere. Remain in that sensory experience for as long as it would hold them. Any skin is infinite. A perfect pleasure.

			Not infinite. Not perfect, either. The crowd, sated, is becoming thin.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			He was grateful for the heat of her body. For her small weight depressing the bed beside him. He felt her breath at his neck, the cool pressure of her knee in the back of his thigh. But the will to turn towards her, to reach out, was not quite strong enough to move him.

			Adam woke in the dark apartment, his body slick with sweat. He wiped at his damp chest, pushed the cheap synthetic blanket down to his feet. He was still wearing his long-sleeved shirt. His neck was sore where the shirt had twisted, the constraint of it pushing his shoulders out of alignment. There was an unpleasant taste in his mouth, part acid and part decay. He had somehow wrested off his pants, or almost; they were still tangled around one ankle.

			He reached a hand across the mattress. No-one there.

			He freed his leg, tried to rise, farted hot air, lurched towards the bathroom. Pain reached up into him from behind, gripped his skull from the neck and wrenched it. The walls rotated wildly. He held the doorframe, thought of earthquakes. When he made it to the toilet, he retched over the bowl but failed to produce anything more than spit and bile. The spinning in his head was familiar, the feeling of still being drunk from the night before.

			He sat back on his haunches. The floor was not moving. He didn’t think he had been drinking. He remembered leaving the office. He remembered fish suspended in a grey canal. An insect slicing Beijing’s reflection in two. He thought he remembered returning to the apartment, swiping his card at the door to his building, waiting for the elevator, but this routine was so automatic that he couldn’t be certain the memory was yesterday’s. He wasn’t drunk, but he might be feverish. Picked something up on the subway. The line repeated in his searing head. He could not remember who had said it. He raised himself slowly to a standing position, avoiding the mirror, and leaned his head out the bathroom door. The combined living room/kitchen was as he had left it, the front door closed. There was his laptop bag on the table. No-one else was here. Natasha had gone away. There was no-one to tell him if he was really ill. No-one to look after him. His face let go a moment, but he gathered himself. Rest, he decided, and sank to his knees.

			The floor was dusty, always dusty with the particles that came inside and fell and settled there. He should have let Manu arrange an āyí. The air in the apartment had thickened somehow, turned against him. He moved on all fours back to the bed, pushed himself onto it, then lay on his side. The landlord’s mattress was hard through the layer of memory foam; he could feel it pressing against his bones. No-one stood in the corner of his room, watching over from the half-dark. With an effort, he turned onto his belly.

			For a time he drifted between waking and dreaming. People came and went: his mother, Manu, indistinct others. Several times he heard someone calling at the door. He thought he woke at some point to blue sky outside, high trees. He might have dreamed it.

			When he woke again, it was night. He guessed Tuesday. The facts of head, throat, stomach all made claims on his attention, and he listened to their arguments for a while, but did little apart from shift position. His stomach was tight, but he did not feel hungry. After a while he remembered how thirsty he was, and let that take precedence. All these complaints. Despite the body’s urgency, he stayed still as long as he could, without turning a light on. The dark in the city was never quite dark and he could easily see the features of the room. With the air the way it had been, the days were never quite light either. It was hard to tell what time it was outside. Evening, or morning. The room strangely warm, the air as stifling as the subway.

			The subway. He had left something there, something important.

			He found his phone under one thigh, stuck to his skin with sweat. He dragged it up to his face, saw that it was late, almost midnight, Tuesday. A column of notifications waited on his screen. The most recent one was from Manu, and he opened it quickly, but it was only a group thing. So were most of the messages. He scrolled back through the replies – Sounds great! and thumbs-up emojis – to the beginning: an invite to drinks after work Wednesday at one of the brew bars that had sprung up near their office. Maybe a bit of hump day KTV if we’re all up for it! The cheery exclamation marks, the awful yellow smile. He swiped it away, put his phone down, got up to go to the kitchen. The floor underfoot was warm. He stepped around the shearling jacket on the floor beside the bed, dimly annoyed by its presence.

			Somewhere down the hall a neighbour was hacking up phlegm. The poor guy had been sick for weeks. A chronic chest infection afflicted half the city, though Natasha had told him only foreigners got the notorious Beijing Cough. The neighbour was probably a heavy smoker, but who could blame him? At a certain point a pack a day made no difference.

			Adam felt the building shift subtly with the people in it, breathing their unsteady, damaged breaths. Each afloat in their solitary sleep, the apartments stacked one above another like cells. He felt the heat of those bodies seeping into the walls, forming the building’s bloodstream. His own apartment was on the fourth floor. They rented the unlucky ones to foreigners. There were twelve floors on top of him; he could feel their weight. He went to the small window, pushed it open. When he looked outside, no-one was in the grounds or in the street beyond the gate. The world could have ended, the city been abandoned, the people received some warning he had missed.

			The building would stand here. Even empty, it would go on living.

			Adam remembered he was thirsty.

			He found a sports drink in his fridge. The cold liquid numbed his throat for a moment, then stretched out in his stomach. He would go back to bed. He would not go to work tomorrow. It might be too late to text Manu. He veered towards the bathroom, emerging minutes later slightly more grateful to be alone, though he had to check the rooms again to make sure of it. He could not remember being this ill since he was a child. It was a violation of his adult self somehow, an insult to coherence.

			Fluids. Drink plenty of fluids. He filled a glass with water from the cooler, gulped a mouthful. Before going back to bed he turned and checked the bathroom again. As empty as he had left it a moment ago. When he clicked off the light, the mirror reflected a band of residual brightness that soon faded. Just a passing car, he thought, though its angle confused him. He closed the door and went to the bedroom window to check. There was no-one standing in the street below. A taxi crawled past, then a black SUV. The world went on, and no-one seemed panicked. Beijing was calm at night, a city that liked its sleep.

			The jacket on the floor was just a shadow now; its shape should not disturb him, but it did. A memory flickered, peripheral. He pushed the jacket against the wall with one foot. The plastic cover on the bedside table glistened wetly. He almost left a lamp on, but even as a child he had not been afraid of the dark. Dark was his protection. He slid the glass carefully beneath the lamp and climbed into bed, cradling his phone.

			The screen hurt his eyes, even at the lowest brightness. But he followed the impulse to check in, to anchor himself in the updates, to locate himself in the world.

			He could not get the VPN to work, so was limited to WeChat. There were a couple of messages from World of English; he hadn’t taken himself off the group. A fun run on the Great Wall, a charity clothes swap. He flicked them away. Then a photo from Natasha, not a personal message, just another update on her Moments page. A blurred close-up of her and another young woman, slightly less pretty. Their faces were pushed together, distorted by the angle, or by some beautifying app. Natasha looked younger in the photograph, her smile broad. A pink heart had been pasted across her chest. It was hard to tell from the fragment of background in one corner where they were. Indoors, in electric light, too bright to be a club. Their cheeks together, skin on skin. The other girl seemed vaguely familiar, but there was no caption. No-one had liked the photo or commented on it. He couldn’t remember Natasha mentioning friends, though of course she must have had some. She didn’t talk much about Wuhan, her university days, anything before she had come to Beijing two years ago to work. The past didn’t interest either of them much. He’d thought this was respectful, mature, but now he wished he’d asked. Her ability to slip away into another life, a happier one, seemed to speak to something flippant in her.

			He was awake now, awake and annoyed that these messages were doing the opposite of what they were supposed to do. He wanted to be the first to comment, but didn’t know what to say. He could not quite get his thoughts in order.

			He decided to reply to Manu’s invitation. To him personally, not the group. Soz for today. Just woke up. He added the sickness emoji, the yellow face with its white mask.

			There was no immediate answer.

			Was the mask too much? Or not enough? He couldn’t tell. It might just mean the air was bad. But Manu would understand the context.

			He could feel it inside him. Between the inhale and the exhale, between the ribs and the spine. A virus, maybe, though it felt nothing like any virus he had had before. It was making him weak. He tried stretching his arms up to relieve the shoulders, but something fundamental in his body started shaking, so he let them fall.

			He typed: Will try to make it tomoz.

			He regretted it as soon as he sent it. It sounded much too lively. He knew already that he would still be unwell in the morning, and he didn’t even like KTV. When the light grey dots appeared to show that Manu was replying, his stomach knotted. He hoped he had not woken him. He watched the dots, wide awake, wondering what was taking so long. Then he saw he had written male and tomox. His thumb moved towards the offending words, but it was too late to fix them. Having autocorrect turned off was usually a point of pride, and he was unsteadied by the unexpected error. At least this way he sounded sicker. He let his thumb relax.

			The grey dots vanished, and no reply appeared.

			Adam stared, but nothing happened. He looked at the photo of Natasha and her friend for a while, then switched off the screen.

			He closed his eyes. The virus, infection, whatever it was, was moving around inside him, waiting for him to fall asleep. Picked something up on the subway. A tangled image of the underground, that heat, all those other microbes swimming in its thickly crowded air; the train spinning out of control in its loop. He turned onto his back and tried to think about something else. But he struggled to find focus.

			He thought about insects. Mosquitos, fleets of them, the way it had been in Sydney in the heat. Summer days when the song of cicadas deafened all else. Huge roaches flying through the house, and beetles trapped in carpet. Here there were so few insects. Once or twice a tiny cockroach, an ant, would appear in his kitchen, and he would spray it.

			Too much thinking was keeping him up.

			He opened his eyes and reached for his phone.

			I am in bed very sick, he typed. He added then removed an exclamation mark. He found the sickness emoji again and added that, then removed it. His thumb hovered over the sad face. Then he deleted the entire message without sending it. He knew that there was something else that he was supposed to say to her. The video was buried in his photos, he would have to scroll back to find it, it was as good as deleted. She should not have known about it in the first place, she shouldn’t have been looking through his phone, she had no right to talk to him about boundaries. Let her get in touch first. She would ask how he was, and be sorry she hadn’t asked sooner.

			He wondered if Manu had gone back to sleep, or if he was lying awake too. Eliza beside him, both of them sitting up with their laptops open, working late. He liked thinking of the two of them tucked into fine quality linen, side by side with their reading glasses on, in undisturbed domestic peace.

			He did not remember when he first noticed Natasha. She was working in admin at World of English; he must have met her in orientation. He’d met Manu at the staff Christmas party, and made the mistake of asking him if he was new. ‘I’m consulting,’ he had said. Not quite haughty, but Adam had felt the need to apologise. Then Eliza had appeared, made everyone comfortable again. Adam had formed a quick attachment to both of them. He had drunk too much and lost them somewhere. Later, he found Manu’s card in his jacket pocket, added him on WeChat, watched his life on display: the boat trip in Guilin, the luxury weekends up at the Wall in boutique organic farm hotels. They had a beautiful apartment, photogenic house plants. A grey and white rescue cat named Totoro. They had good bones, beautiful friends. He had seen them around the school a few more times, then at another staff drinks, where he’d sat across from them at a long table. It was Eliza who had been talking to the short-haired, cheerful Chinese girl who did something in the office and, when she got up to use the bathroom, leaned over to Adam and said, ‘Natasha’s cool, isn’t she? You know she has a master’s in linguistics?’ He had noticed her before that. At work she was eminently professional, nearly severe, but would burst into peals of laughter unexpectedly. Her style was tomboyish; the laugh was powerful rather than cute. So it was a surprise to find her phone persona sweeter. He almost liked texting her better than talking. In person –

			With a start he remembered the sensation before waking, the feel of her there in the bed beside him. He shivered, and threw out an arm. It landed on cool sheets, as he knew it would. He moved it around the empty bed anyway, then turned onto his side.

			He could not shake the sense that someone was with him. He could almost speak to them. So close, and he could not see them.

			When he closed his eyes, he felt the roll of the subway in his body, the vibration coming up from below. He pulled the blanket to his chin. He would sweat this thing out of him.

		

	
		
			STEAM

			It’s not empty, even after the shutters go down. There are cleaners, security, garbage removal, deliveries, a drunk man almost sleeping across an arrangement of soft vinyl seats. They find themselves in his stolen satisfaction, awake when he is woken by the young cops with kind voices and acned skin. The cops move the man on; they go with him, still hungry.

			There’s a next morning, a fresh rush, and a next, and nights and work between. A woman sweats in the steam of a dishwasher, pain in her left breast over the heart that beats too heavily. Her muscled arms push the trolley, lifting plates and trays and stacking them. Some injury in the breast, no, the rib, an old violence. She worries at it when she smokes, her tongue working back to a gap in her teeth. They circle through the glands and fluids, wanting to stay long enough to know her, to learn how she’s held together, how she’s kept herself alive. Her eyes struggle but she carries on working. Fighting the body’s demands for rest, vengeance, rest.

			They move on, repeating sequences. Patterns take the place of sense. Hunger has its own logic. For some bodies, the appetite is everything. Then indigestion, tiredness, sugar high, sugar low, letting go. They are all the same, and each one is its own universe. There’s a lot to learn about bodies, about what they want and how they might be satisfied.

			They have no way of keeping time. They are young, then a baby, then elderly, now young again. A child, still loose in her skin, wriggling. Each transport is a set of urgent present tenses. They don’t know how long they stay down there.

			They watch as singlets and print dresses are covered in jackets, then coats. Bodies damp with rain from the surface, or all soft with sweat and smelling of sunscreen. They taste the city’s whims, watch as fixtures shift, doughnuts replaced by juice, and juice by sushi. A flare of frozen yoghurt chills the throat, followed by sour saliva; a bowl of pho heats the face with steam; interludes of labour when the lights change, the walls move, the shoulders ache from painting.

			All bodies want. Their attention follows hunger, curious. It has something to do with power. From inside, eating is a kind of violence. There’s such exchange between substances, such a festive destruction and recombination, that it’s felt as a loss of being: each swallow drawing solids into the intestine, pushing nutrients through its walls, the acids in the stomach mingling with fluids, gas, separating fat and pushing it around in the blood so that it greases the walls of arteries. They are present for all kinds of waste; they grow to love the pleasure in it, to fear the pain. They are swept along, afloat on process. There’s so much to digest.

			They persist. They think they are getting stronger, but they’re still so far from whole. Their own wants are dislocated, disembodied. They long for a saturated moment, the intensity of fully being. They need to figure out the mechanics, how these impulses work, not just how to read the body but how to stay with it, direct it. They will be digested in the city’s systems, destroyed, reorganised, fragmented, erased, unless they can learn to control it.

			Muscle. Ripe bitter taste of adrenaline. A clear intention. Find and cleave to the message before it goes. Look for the source. Nose points ahead, strides long, no hesitation. Up the escalator, two at a time. A static charge gets left on the skin, the tickle of the polyester jacket against a rash concealed by a sleeve. He scratches through the fabric, something wet and pulsing. An itch in the scalp, too deep to reach with the fingernails. He tries. In the blood, some unknown sickness. They dwell there, uncomfortable in this hot pulse, this unfamiliar fever. He pushes past the line for coffee, past the teenager handing out fliers, ignoring his proffered hand and disappointed eyes. He rises into the light.

			He steps into sweet air and sunshine. It should feel good, the sun on skin. But there is too much space and not enough hum. He recoils, turns and stalks around a corner, hands jittery. Chews his lip. Need is in him, and need is almost living.

			This is dark, a long experience of keening. Not hunger; something else. This kind of want engulfs the body, drags all the attention with it. The skin is sweating, the stomach past communication. The eyes roam, hunting something.

			Garbage piled in the lane, sweet smells. Cabbages rot in a box. Spilled drink on the asphalt, leaking black beads like jellied eyes gazing back at him. He sniffs and kicks it. Then lights a cigarette and sucks in smoke. They get the echo, pleasure, but want air, life, other drugs. His toes crushed inside sneakers, moving on the spot. Whiff of old vomit.

			He pinches it, half-smoked, and pockets it, then heads off walking. They try to hold to form to shape themselves inside him, fill his lungs. This sense of direction. Addiction. If they could only find the mechanism.

			Day soaks into evening. Clouds bluster up and shutter the light, gold and pink thrown over like a blanket, sparking charcoal. Everything’s full of sensation, and nothing makes sense. They feel the pressure drop, the charge change against his skin. He glances up at a looming thundercloud. By the time rain hits, he’s breathed them out, no wiser.

			Others cluster. In the wet there is a surplus of nearness. Everyone is moving. Body against body, summer-loose. The warm of rain on skin that doesn’t shiver. They feel the absence of craving with as much pleasure as its satisfaction. The crowd pushes together in a slender shelter, all intimate discomfort. They are grateful for human incaution. Here, she watches the dramatic lightning, the city subliminally rainforest, lush and dense and penetrable, its lungs filling all around them. She flinches, breathes with its breaths. Huddles under the awning of a shop in an angled street, sweat mingling with rain and slinking down the hair into the collar. Habitually afraid. She sees a wall where a fig’s roots have dropped like a stepladder and entered a crack in the cement, nourished by the water below.

			The place is porous. The steam in the city’s undercarriage, its dank odours, ancient creeks, the air itself moist and alive, like the inside of an animal. She turns away, closes her eyes, puts her hands to her ears and waits.

			They share her breath. The atmosphere sustains them both.

			Still here. Must be a reason.

			Feel her heart tapping away in the dark, the body’s resistance. Her fear.

			Just one small breath. In, then out again. They don’t want to hurt her.

			The living don’t know what they have, or what they risk.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			Adam was not sleeping well. Heat had been soaking into the walls for days and now it seemed intent on crushing him. Whenever he drifted off he felt the pressure mounting in his chest and then the weight of his body sinking, falling, until the acceleration woke him.

			When he got up sometime after midnight, the house was filled with a ripe, sweet smell. He went down to the kitchen for a glass of water. Someone had bought lilies, creamy white Oriental lilies with speckled centres from which long parts protruded, yellow and brown and sticky with pollen. They stood on the kitchen counter in a tall jar that had once held passata and still wore half its label, torn at the edges. The scent of the flowers was too much, but he didn’t move them. The windows were open, but the air was still. He would accommodate the feminine indulgences of his household with good grace. He was a man who could live among women uncorrupted. He filled a glass with water, drank it at the sink, turned the glass upside down in the drainer, and went back to bed, where he counted his breaths until he could sleep.

			The next night, the house seemed unusually quiet. He got up, sweaty and clumsy and dehydrated, and made his way downstairs, one hand on the wall. The wall was damp and as warm as a person. The lilies had dropped mustard-yellow powder on the counter, and one of the thin stalks from the centre of a flower had fallen. He used to know what the parts were called. The persistence of the label on the jar irritated him. He was tempted to wash it clean, but the flowers were too fragile to be moved; their heavy petals would not survive being lifted now. He let them be. Someone would take care of it in the morning.

			The scent was ripening, losing its innocence. Beneath it, the house’s natural must was amplified by moisture: damp, dusty carpet, acrylic paint, someone’s cooking lingering years after it had been eaten. The tart of compost, and the darker scents of mould and mice. Decades of disinterested landlords. He paused at the foot of the stairs, looked down the hall, thinking of nothing. There were no lights under the doors. The boxes and coats in the hallway just shadows. Everyone had gone out, or gone to sleep. He wasn’t certain which. Adam exhaled slowly, and counted the stairs to his airless room. He was doing well. He would prove to himself that he was capable of overcoming this. With daylight came the hint of a breeze, and a sense of himself as ordinary, restored, a little foolish. He needed to pee but he didn’t get up. His kidneys ached. He felt there ought to be rewards.

			After all it was only to himself he had given his word. He hadn’t spoken aloud, or made promises. If anything, this resistance was making things worse. There could be permanent damage. It was impossible to get something out of your system by holding it in.

			Thursday, Adam had an essay due, so he stayed in the library until it closed, walked out under the chitter of flying foxes, made his way home through empty backstreets. The warmth did not oppress him, the few cars and people he saw out did not demand attention. He thought of a line he had copied out of Sontag: to photograph someone is a sublimated murder. He still didn’t get it. His shadows long and short and long again under the streetlights, the route so familiar he did not have to think. The keys were warm in his hand. The house was empty.

			He did not want to have to pull an all-nighter, but the heat and the lack of sleep had made his thinking sluggish all week. So he lay in his room with his laptop on his stomach, bothered by mosquitos, searching online for quotes to fill out the word count. When he heard the others come in just before midnight, he switched his light off. They were all returning from somewhere together. He listened out for Yun’s soft, slightly accented voice between the women, and its presence warmed him. Their tone seemed oddly conspiratorial. He typed on in the light of his screen, propelled to sudden focus.

			As he read over what he had written, Adam heard their doors close one by one, the house fall still. Only then did he remember the vigil. He was surprised that he had forgotten it. It was all they had talked about all week. He had even thought the flowers might have been bought for that purpose, but they were still in the kitchen. He could smell them now, the ripeness turning.

			He should have gone with them. They should have asked him to come.

			There was no-one else around when he came down to make breakfast. The flowers were still there, heads penitent and browning. The newspaper was spread on the counter below them, open to a colour photograph from the night before. Enough people to have an effect. Signs, the lights of their phones held aloft. Flowers in a pile. They had gathered where she had walked across the university grounds, since the police would not let them near the scene. He supposed the colleges wanted to look like they were doing something. A brown clump on the text turned out to be pollen; he flicked it away but it had stained the page.

			Most of it was about a man who had created a disturbance, yelling insults at the women, trying to pick fights. Police had removed him from the scene, but it didn’t say whether he’d been charged with anything. There was no photo of the guy. No discussion of suspects. Adam thought he might save the article for his media class, make up for the slightly lacklustre assignment. They would talk about the discourse, the language that circumscribed the act. Inevitably someone would bring up masculinity, the continuity of violence, and then he would have a chance to distinguish himself. He would mount a defence. But why should he have to? He decided to leave it on the counter.

			He made coffee and sat beside the flowers to drink it. He wasn’t allergic, as far as he knew, but his eyes itched. Sleep deprivation, probably. He moved the jar away from his face, and the water sloshed, releasing an unpleasant odour. The water was brown, the stems inside it fuzzy. The scent was almost entirely rotten now. He did not feel it was up to him to deal with it.

			‘We should chuck those in the compost,’ said Marita, entering. Her eyes were red. He met them warily.

			‘Are you allergic?’ he asked.

			She shook her head, moved past him to the fridge.

			Adam was still staring at the flowers when Kate joined them. ‘I hate those fucking things,’ she said. Her passion surprised him.

			‘I thought you bought them,’ he said.

			‘Me? No.’ She did not look at him.

			‘How was it?’ he asked, but too quietly; neither of them responded.

			Marita had made tea, and she settled herself on the furthest stool. Kate was on her knees, rummaging for something in the bottom drawer. She tugged out a plastic bag and stood up. Adam hoped she was about to dispose of the lilies, but she stopped at the open newspaper and pressed the text down with one finger.

			‘Is this the article,’ she asked Marita, who murmured meaningfully. Adam understood that they had already discussed it, come to their own conclusions. He made an effort anyway.

			‘It seems like they were more interested in that dickhead,’ he began. ‘What sort of a person –’

			‘Didn’t see you there,’ Kate said, unnecessarily sharply.

			Adam sat back. ‘I had to hand in an essay this morning.’ He controlled his voice, felt his eyes slide away from hers regardless. Yun stepped into the kitchen, and he turned to them gratefully, his heart quick under his t-shirt.

			‘Anyway, it was for the women, really,’ he said. He drank the rest of his coffee, which had gone cold, and set the cup on the counter.

			‘I went,’ Yun said, pulling the paper towards them.

			‘You’re different,’ Adam said. It was the wrong thing to say, but Yun seemed to take it lightly; they sighed, a half-smile directed to the page.

			‘So they keep telling me,’ they said, and pushed the paper away without reading.

			‘It would have been good to see a few more blokes there, I thought.’ Marita began tearing the page from the newspaper, one hand pressed into its weakened spine.

			‘It’s not like I was avoiding it. I didn’t want to be in the way.’ Adam wanted to bring up the essay again, but it seemed cheap now.

			‘You’re not in the way,’ Yun said. Their look was kind. Something was definitely there, like a sudden increase in oxygen. He was sure he was not imagining it. But in another moment, their face became remote, unrecognisable; they closed their inner self away. There were only ever glimpses, too brief to be sure of anything. He wondered if they meant to confuse him. If it was some kind of defence. His own restraint was weakening, releasing warmth out from the core. He smiled at Yun, but they were already turning to the window.

			He had gone three nights without going to their room. But there was no way to reveal his restraint, to have it commended. There would only be judgement.

			‘The men have to step the fuck up,’ said Kate.

			Nobody answered her. That breath of clear air had left the room; Adam smelled only rotting flowers, stale coffee, old dust.

			‘I have to go, I have a virology class,’ Yun yawned. Adam’s eyes were itching; he had to stop himself from clawing at them. As they left the room he sneezed twice instead of speaking. A third sneeze came but it stayed inside, like a seizure that would not release.

			‘I didn’t know you were allergic,’ said Marita. She was folding the page into a tiny square before him. ‘You should have said.’

			‘I’m not,’ Adam said. His voice felt distant. ‘But we should get rid –’ and the third sneeze shocked through him.

			‘Tomorrow,’ Kate began, but didn’t finish. It was unclear if she was taking responsibility for the flowers or changing the subject. She was at the window now, looking out at the day. He watched her muscles shift beneath the loose clothing. Her hard-wound strength. There was something wrong with him, he thought, something subtly rearranged that he should try to put back in order. Not enough sleep. At least his eyes were no longer stinging.

			After the women had left the house, he remembered the party.

			Probably the others had discussed it without him, come to some decision last night. Maybe they had decided it was not disrespectful after all; maybe they thought it demonstrated something, a refusal to be reduced by violence. Adam was concerned about having strangers in the house. People could be unpredictable. There was a creep around, someone predatory. He would be the one to keep an eye out, he decided. Ask people who they were, and who they knew. If it went ahead, he would protect them.

			On deciding this, he picked up the flowers, jar and all. A whole petal fell from them, landing silently on the bench. The water was rancid, swampy. He carried them outside without breathing, walked to the back corner of the yard, and tossed them over the fence into the neighbour’s overgrown garden. Then he added the jar to the recycling bin by the back door. These little acts were met with no reward, only a subtle change in the air: distant thunder, one questionable touch of rain on skin.

		

	
		
			SHIVER

			A strong young man, heavy backpack, gauzy hangover, hauling uphill at dawn. Pleasant daze in the forebrain. Sniffs at the spritzed air of the city, blinks in the fresh light after rain. And steps into a laundromat, humming a tune. He shoves his clothes into the machine and rattles his backpack for something that turns out to be tobacco. He leaves the bag and steps outside to smoke in the strong sun. They find the flaw that lives in him. The blood knows it and is drawn there. A packet of cells the size of the pellet of lint he takes from his pocket when he counts his coins. He lets the pellet fall onto the cement. The one in his intestine won’t be dislodged so easily. The smoke floods him. The mouth moves greedily, hands rolling. The pellet glows. The music has gone dim.

			He squints between streets at a glint of sea, the elusive jewel the city keeps washing and promising. As he inhales, they speculate as to how the nascent tumour clings. They feel an affinity, a private pact with it, knowing it is there. Drawn to it, they make attempts to press the place. Would like to move it. Finally one cell divides, another argues. Did they affect it? It’s hard to say. Too small a change to measure. And watching, of course, there’s a quantum difficulty.

			He turns to peer at the bag inside, is reassured. Holds the attachment in his chest. Then looks at the display on the machine, where red numbers tick down slowly. His reflection in the window ruddy, youthful. Much too young to be sick, but older than they were. There is no justice in the body. He sucks at smoke, apparently without sadness.

			He doesn’t know what’s growing in him. It fascinates them.

			In the eucalypts above him, the high white grind of cicadas.

			No justice in the body, but plenty of laws. They could cling the way the pellet does, if they knew its rules. They could get its strength, use it to claw their way into him and hold on. Reason through him from the data available. This burn at the fingertips. This pain. They do feel stronger for it.

			He pushes the door in, reflects the gleam. They want to break the glass, feel blood run down his wrist, and own it. They want to stay.

			He tosses the smoke out onto the road, and they tip into air.

			A woman, richly insulated, too much ache to find one place. Knuckles, thirst, electricity. Bent toes. A rifling of categories, of possible causes. She thinks with her whole self, it feels like, every muscle deciding. Drags her whole self forward by the arms. Her huge power pushes at a flimsy door, pauses on a stair to catch the breath.

			They are strong in her, familiar. They try to resurrect what they remember: the ghost of an old self-possession. But there is too much interference. They recognise pleasures, pains, urges, shames, protests and complaints overlaid, the disharmonious noise of living beings. Too much information. They pick out a single stimulus: poor circulation in the fingers, which are not slender like theirs were but clutch this timber railing just as coldly. The tips are numb, and connected, something sprung across the shoulders, in the bones. There, where she twists and flinches. The question violence asks, which is continuous. The question of when.

			They can’t differentiate themselves from her at all.

			The body was only ever this. All of it, uncontained, overflowing, never enough. She leans on the railing, tightens her grip. Her rings pinch the fingers, cold silver on the warm grain. They are strong. They can make a little room in her. They can move these fingers if they concentrate.

			So they concentrate.

			Knuckles. Electricity. Attention.

			Power.

			They feel the heart give way above them. That sharp reaction across the shoulder. Feel her heave and start to go. Her whole body fresh in the rush of the last moments, a rush of life that might have been their own. Cold sweat. Fall, falling.

			Time stops. They remember something obvious, so obvious it mocks them. They would laugh, given control of a mouth, lungs, a warm and delicately chambered larynx, the right muscles, the pressure of air. Laugh at wanting to stay in one place, knowing what they have always known.

			Bodies die. It’s what they do. Not justice. Law.

			Bodies die, and this one is about to go, with them inside.

			What did they expect?

			They reach for the experience. They skim the surface of her sudden awareness. The chest pain dissipates, the mind recalculates. Attention closes in and opens out. They sense the edge of a great awakening; always too soon, and much too late.

			Then they’re disoriented. Little hard heartbeats in a tighter chest. The stress of congestion. Neat vibration as he speaks or cries out, the voice returns him to his breath. His eyes clear to the sight of her lying on the ground. Hand against his face, phone, he makes a call, whispers to himself and speaks, approaches her, stops a metre back. He does not want to touch her. Just a body, dead now. But they’re still here. His bird-chest racing.

			Only now do they wonder what they have done. Whether they pushed too hard, or in the wrong place. Whether she set them free, or they escaped. Maybe he inhaled her last breath; maybe they hurt her.

			He looks down at her. She doesn’t burst open, or surge out. They don’t see her swarm and reform as particles, as dust, or some furious light. She just lies there.

			He watches her chest for breath, but nothing moves. He sees what the living see: an uncanny stillness. It frightens him.

			He retreats, the phone hot on his ear, still speaking. Sits in a doorway to wait. Plays with a shoelace. Looks. Thinks whatever he thinks.

			He lets go the shoelace, touches a hand to his wrist, feels its pulse. Still beating. They are lucky to be here, in the sweet of his experience, lucky to persist. After a while there’s a banging on the door below. He leaps up, runs downstairs, skirting her at the feet to let them in. They love the quick in his untrained muscle. The thrum of his voice as he chatters at three green suits without faces. They love the shock in him that bleeds to panic. He follows them up, still talking. Two take her, a third sits with him. He stops talking, starts shaking. Then they pity him.

			They breathe his quick breath, curl into his adrenaline response. They shift with the base of his brain, with the muscle that stretches when his hand reaches up to tug at the oily hair pressed flat beneath a baseball cap. They don’t dare try to move him, ease the shaking. But they can read its meaning.

			Danger here. A fear not of death, but of living.

			Bodies die. Of course they knew this, having done it before. But here’s the thing: it could happen again. Each host, each carrier, might be their last. For all the lessons of this not-quite-immaterial stage, they missed the simplest and most logical. They hadn’t wanted to consider themselves so precarious.

			He’s sobbing now, and cold. In his shiver they remember. The loose awareness of their feet. Mild hunger, cool air, cement, tree et cetera. Just idling nothing thoughts and innocence. Streetlights. And not listening, not paying attention to the body’s vulnerability. Not aware of an alarm. The fist or weapon that connected with the skull, a place above where this boy’s hair is caught. His hand reaches for the neck, now, as they consider it. There was a fault line, a ready-made wound. The memory is paperish. Robbed of its material, it’s just a story. There is no point going over it.

			But there’s something there.

			A key in the pocket. A brief blur.

			For a moment, sensation was everything. Then they burst forth.

			They had a body once before. The feel of someone’s breath on their neck, the scent of it. All those missed signals, and then – what went wrong? Who wanted it to happen? One act, in one place, and a life goes out like a light.

			The young man’s sadness has become their own. They ache for the body that was stolen, an ache inseparable from his.

			His weeping spent, the young man softens; rage won’t catch in him. One warm tear crawls down between the cheek and nose and settles ticklish in the crevice. He stands. He shuffles off a hand. He hesitates in the stairwell, then follows the paramedics out to watch them load her into the ambulance. No hurry in their bodies, now, and in his, only raw things, uncertain, distant. He has stopped shivering, and no-one comforts him. His wrists, bent in against the hipbone, connected soothingly through skin.

			They feel the chemistry in his head adjust, the numb release. They feel for flaws.

			Is that a disconnect? A predisposition? A risk?

			They meant no harm to her. No harm to him.

			They must keep moving. They must reassess everything.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			Adam wanted to go outside. The light out there was clear; between the buildings that crowded the view from his bedroom window he could make out a patch of bright blue sky, undimmed by smog. He wanted to breathe that air. He rolled onto his back. The ceiling appeared to move, streaked with patterns, but it was just dust shifting on the wet screen of his eyes.

			The air tasted stale, like he had smoked a whole packet of cigarettes the night before, his breath clogged and muddy, the blood moving sluggishly beneath his skin. All these minor pains kept clamouring for his attention. But the fever, if that’s what it had been, seemed to have left him.

			He was not going to work. He thought he had said as much to Manu already. He reached for his phone, which told him it was 10.13 am on Wednesday. He had not slept this late in years, maybe since he was a student. He scrolled through his messages. There it was, he hadn’t dreamed it. He composed another message quickly and sent it, no punctuation, no emojis, no apology: Still sick.

			The three grey dots did not appear, but his chest and throat were sending him a stream of messages. The noise of his body was already overwhelming thought.

			Adam pulled the other pillow across, settled back against it, closed his eyes. He listened to his stomach gurgle, his breath pass in and out. Hunger, thirst, the pressure of the bladder, these daily sensations arrived with a strangely clear pleasure. It was a relief to let it take over. The fresh appreciation of the functioning body after an illness, he supposed. He attempted to recall the inventory of his fridge, his cupboards. There would be nothing decent to eat in the apartment. Crackers, he thought. Probably pickles. He remembered placing a bottle of Pocari Sweat in the fridge some time ago, but wasn’t sure it would still be there. He felt his forehead, wondering if he was still feverish after all.

			He touched his fingertips to the glands in his neck. They were slightly swollen, but it was hard to tell if this was an infection or just a normal response to the air quality. Eliza was still sorting out his medical insurance. He wouldn’t go to the doctor for something so minor, even if he’d known how to describe it.

			This was like no other sickness. It was more like an uncertainty, an unease. It wasn’t completely unfamiliar, or completely unpleasant.

			His stomach lurched, cradling hunger. He turned to look out the window. It was wrong to waste a sky that colour. He lifted an arm, then was uncertain what to do with it and so used it to reach for his phone.

			The screen lit up as he held it. A message from Manu. OK man, no problemo, and the yellow thumbs-up. It was brief, but that could be friendly, rather than distancing. Either way, Adam wasn’t needed. That should be a relief.

			His attention moved outside. One hand against his soft belly.

			He could hear an excavator, the cheery warning of a reversing vehicle, traffic. Mid-morning, and the machinery of the city was at full throttle. He must have slept for ten hours, and before that, maybe twenty-four hours, and he felt he could easily sleep again. But he needed air, the outside, air. The city was calling him to life. People died in their sleep.

			A strange thought. He sat up and bent over the screen. It would unlock something for him, decode a welcome from Beijing’s chaos, it would offer him a way out.

			The VPN was still unresponsive, so he scrolled through the apps that were left to him. He had a vague memory of Natasha, of some grey image buried in his store of photos. When he checked her profile there was nothing important, just the selfie with the friend he had seen yesterday. It was not the best photo of her. She looked too young, or something; pictures of her were always superficial, not capturing the private person she revealed when she thought no-one was looking. Adam liked her face best when she was sleeping.

			There was something he had left unfinished. He had to settle a score, atone for something. He had committed no crime that he could think of. Perhaps it didn’t matter now.

			He scrolled away, checked the AQI. It was only 73. He went back into his settings, tried the VPN again, and waited for it to connect. Then he opened Facebook to see what people were doing back in Australia. He thumbed through a few pictures of his sister’s baby, three or four people having posted different angles from the same scene. It was awful the way children were put under surveillance, he thought. All that attention from birth, it would change how you saw yourself. There was a cake, and he had a terrible thought that it was the kid’s birthday. But no, it was born in January, and anyway Facebook would have told him. He would remember to post it something. Her. Annabelle. Something Chinese, but nothing she could choke on.

			His Facebook friends were all Australian and their photos were more or less the same. People dressed in summer clothes, drinking at beaches, eating photogenic meals. None of them seemed to be working. The blue skies in the background were default, they were insignificant. It sometimes felt as though by moving to China he had passed behind a screen, ceased to exist for them. It was strange that time went on in that other country without him; a life went on, although he had renounced it. Looking at these images salved his conscience.

			He checked his email. A message from his mother. He felt his eyes glaze over, but he focused and read through it, in case there was some terrible news. She was just checking in, wondering how the new job was going. He didn’t reply straight away. She would only tell him he was fine and it was nothing serious. Later, he could say that work was keeping him busy. She had attached some of the same photos of his sister’s baby he had just seen. She suggested he might call. He pushed his phone away.

			Perhaps he wasn’t really well enough to go outside, but that angled patch of sky seemed to sing to him. He was wasting a good day. He stood up urgently, had to brace himself against the wall and slow the impulse down. He needed water, food, before he could obey it. He wrested off the sheet, dragged on some tracksuit pants and an old Bintang t-shirt from the pile by the bed, stepped into the living room/kitchen, closed a cupboard door so that he could open the fridge, and looked into it. There was a plastic bowl of leftover xiǎomiàn from two days ago that could still be good, if it had been good when he’d bought it from the stall at the station. But that wasn’t two days ago, he realised, it was four. The Pocari bottle stood on the counter, empty. The cupboard he had just closed held an opened packet of ramen that would take too long to cook and there was only soy sauce on the bench to go with it. He wanted an apple or a slice of watermelon, something crisp and healthy and refreshing. He imagined it bursting in his mouth, how good and clean that would feel. For a moment, the hunger dizzied him.

			He found a glass and filled it at the water cooler, which was almost empty. Last time Natasha had arranged a new bottle over the phone. It was too soon to ask her to move in. He liked her company, but the thought of her being here all the time made him uneasy. Sleeping here. He shook his head. Maybe after six months, a year. His stomach shifted unpleasantly. He dropped the bottle into a cardboard box by the door.

			An unpaid bill lay on the floor beside it, but he didn’t bother to retrieve it, didn’t have the energy to try to decode it. This country had a way of eroding your confidence. There were so many things he couldn’t do by himself. He drank the water, refilled the glass and leaned against the window. The water, like the floor, was unpleasantly warm. The apartment was in disarray. He would have to watch himself, cut down on this private slumming. With no-one else here, there had been little incentive to keep the place in order.

			It was possible that she would not forgive him. But how was he supposed to know that he had crossed a line he couldn’t see?

			He leaned his head against the flyscreen and looked out at the road. It was jammed with cars, and every second car was a taxi. The pattern of blocks and horns and intersections seemed carefully choreographed. Someone swept dust from what had been the hotpot place, then a pink ruin. It was now becoming a hole. Men hurled small clusters of cement into a truck bed, the crumbs brought into line by a straw broom. He felt sad for the loss, though he had never eaten there. Sad that it had been so thoroughly erased, that it might never have existed.

			There was a glitch in the delicate ballet of traffic, a sudden eruption of noise. A close miss between an SUV and a mini-van. Both vehicles reversed slightly, and both drove forward again, stopping just before they collided. At last an arm extended from the mini-van window and waved the other driver through. Adam had that sense of the surface closing and settling. A vast order made up of infinite, tiny civilities. The thought was usually reassuring, but now it frightened him. It was all too precarious. There were five million cars in Beijing, according to Manu: too many. The city had introduced a lottery system for new licence plates, but everyone was finding ways around it.

			He wanted to go outside. Conflicting impulses were facing off inside him, and any decisions his mind was trying to form did not seem to reach the muscle. If he was going to describe it, he might say that some central mechanism had come loose, but that wasn’t right; the body did not function like that at all. It was really much too hot in here.

			Adam thought firmly of watermelon. He could just see the edge of the bright new vegetable shop from here. It was getting colder; strawberries might be in season. The urge to taste them filled his mouth. A single, simple desire. The flyscreen on his window and the window itself were covered in muck. He lifted a finger to his forehead and pressed it; his finger came away with a grid of dirt. Turning, he sent a galaxy of dust into the fat parallelogram of light. He opened the screen, leaned on the handle, felt its warmth and the breeze over his fingers. Much cooler outside.

			Bone-tired, this was called. A strange phrase, since the bones were not muscle and could not tire. Also: to know in the bones. People needed to think of skeletons, a sense of solidity, because the body was so fragile. So many small ways it could all go wrong.

			That old unsteadiness, the fear of malfunction, began to fill him up like a water balloon. The body was a series of close calls and narrowly missed catastrophes. He could not remember his father’s face except from photographs. He remembered the shape of grief in his body, his boy’s body with its careful itemisations, the obsession with details he could not quite observe, the expectation of fault. At any moment something could come loose in him. His heart engorged somehow, or swollen. This breath inadequate. He knew that it was autonomic, that he did not have to think about it. But he also knew that if he did not pay attention, remain vigilant, then the breath could pause, the heartbeat hesitate, the thousand other processes that kept his body functional go subtly, horribly wrong.

			He would go outside, he decided.

			He lay down on the couch.

			The system had a tendency to entropy. Something inside him was accelerating the process, drawing on his energy, intercepting his authority. It must be a parasite, something he’d eaten. One of those parasites that could affect cognition. Something he picked up on the subway. He closed his eyes and recounted to himself the parts of the blood that he remembered from high-school biology: the torus shape of red blood, then platelets, plasma. But what was plasma? He was too tired to switch the VPN back on and google it. He tried to visualise a diagram he had once memorised for an exam. There had to be more than four parts, he thought. Stamen, pistil. No. There was so much that he would not be able to identify on a map, let alone under a microscope. He needed someone else to look inside him; the thought was not quite medical. He needed to be seen, watched over. And they were ready. They were already here, waiting patiently in the room with him, their legs stretched out on his stiff grey sofa, with their delicate hands, the fingers tapered like a statue’s, folded into their lap.

		

	
		
			GHOST

			He looks back as the ambulance doors swing shut, the engine humming in his ear. A small crowd stands gazing and gasping, covering their mouths with their hands. He moves on, his heart huge and heavy, his limbs sore. This body like a grandfather clock, with its pendulum of steps. His knees ache. They begin again from ignorance.

			What he wants, turning away, can be guessed from the attention. Peace and quiet, to rest the heat-swelled feet. But these are surface things. What his body wants is deeper in its chaos. It’s what all life wants: more of itself, the sensation of itself. The warmth of blood in veins and arteries, the rich interchanges of oxygen, nutrients, gases and liquids, the sense of energy, the trust in process. These desires are unspoken, but they receive them as language: the language of the body singing to itself, the language of damages, of order and disorder, growth and decay.

			How good it must feel to take charge of these instruments. To deliberate, decide and act. To move a muscle. Just to sigh. And then, through the body, to remember.

			The tall man stops to catch his breath. They feel the oxygen flailing towards the fingertips, the struggle for reach. He relaxes one knee and the ache moves into the other. He puts one huge hand over his chest and feels the ribs, tenderly, through wasted muscle. He is everywhere flaws, potential collapses. They must leave him, keep moving. Become what they can in the leaps between.

			He sneezes.

			An elderly woman bends uphill into the wind. A new set of signals, they grasp at the centre, her spine twists inside her like a reed. Not young, not well, but strong enough for now. A young man in a suit brushes past her, knocking her arm; he doesn’t stop. They feel the effort of her eyes lifting to follow his retreat. She mutters after him, but to herself. A fierce gleaming.

			She blinks in the sun, her hurt lighter, and turns to feel the heat against her back. A plastic shopping bag cuts into her arm although it’s nearly empty. Capillaries, crushed under its weight, will leave a mark. Inside the hip, soft bone has mended to another substance, the foreign artefact held in place by living tissue; they feel their way around its shadow. Old repairs, and fellow passengers.

			They can’t stay, not in a body like this, so close to her time. Must go before something trips inside her and she falls. If they could figure out the mechanics of it maybe they could take charge of the transitions, make the shift. But it isn’t quite mechanical. There’s something else in her, besides breath and flesh and weakness. A power that makes them want to stay. This body holds itself together by sheer force. Force of will, of joy in being? This gleam in her, the way her blood has filled with sudden passion, it is dear to them. Now these small fists knock against the thighs, the blood pressure rises; an inkling in the mouth. A fury, and such pleasure in it. She looks up at the powdered sky, the high cloud descending.

			They need to break through her surface. To make a fracture, smash the glass. To find that power, vestigial perhaps, salvaged certainly. To make it their own.

			She laughs, and they are gone.

			Someone running in the steam of evening. The ocean to one side below rocks, a roaring darkness. Rain comes hot and sordid. The feet against cement, the jar in knees and ankles, the strain in the heart. The body takes this punishment, the breath a sharp pleasure. Up slope, a tropic mess of weeds against the wet stone, the smells of salt spray, sweat, sewage, rotten fish, cooking sausages, the feeble lights of windows, each footfall the risk of a slip. The runner presses between the bodies and crests a set of stairs in the cliff. They feel his head twist to the side as the foam crashes against stone, an argument between elements. Then he stops, comes up against another body, almost at collision point.

			The first reaction is the body’s rage against its broken rhythm, the interrupted breath. His chest heaves. Then the imposition of the other man’s eyes, startlingly close.

			A young man’s eyes. The runner can’t help looking into them. Something flashes through his body, like a memory. It does not belong to him. Each wet breath enters his lungs like a blade. They feel the pressure as the body fights them. The gaze so close to being seen. They know him.

			Adam.

			He shifts to the left, and the other shifts with him.

			He doesn’t see them.

			They hold his gaze, but he doesn’t see them.

			If this man could just say his name.

			The runner moves to the right side now, away from the ocean, trying to get past, and Adam moves with him. He moves a third time, stepping to the left again, and Adam mirrors him. Their eyes stay locked, unblinking, caught in the dance. Rumbles of frustration travel through him. They want to scream.

			They can’t get out.

			The runner reaches out and touches Adam on the shoulder. It’s intimate, almost fraternal. Maybe touch will wake him, let them cross over. If they could move, if they could choose, they would slide down that arm and enter him right now. But he only applies a slight pressure, and pushes him aside like a curtain. And Adam, meek, steps out of reach.

			They want him to wait. They want him. There is a hunger in them that he might answer. They want to land like the rain on his skin, soak through to empty him.

			But the runner takes in air and shifts his weight. The shock is his. He takes it in, rejects it, rejects the moment, flees the scene. Absorbed in the satisfaction of his strength. His feet pound the cement until the rain gets in his eyes and his breath hurts and he has to stop. A jut of rock, a metal handrail slick with water. They are his prisoner. He grips it, warm steam on him, the stitch the centre of attention, the scent of iron. In the feet, in the breath, they remember. They want to go back.

			He turns, but much too late. Adam has long gone.

			Moonlight bounces up from the water below. The dark Pacific hurls itself against the rock. Did he see them here, did they catch him in that sidestep dance? Did he recognise them? There was something there. They want this man to go after him, to turn and give chase. They try to give him their hunger.

			He doesn’t move. Doesn’t go back, but can’t go forward either.

			He’s their prisoner now, caught between: his face cold, his whole body shaking like he’s seen a ghost.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			The rain arrived in force that afternoon. Adam stood at his window, admiring the elemental strength of it. Watching these storm drains overflow was the closest he would come to water views, he thought, and decided he would save this line for the party tomorrow. He had lived in Sydney all his life, but always in the west. The beach was too far away to visit easily. The house he grew up in looked out at its own back fence, a patch of corrugated iron that receded behind the sculptural native plants that his mother preferred to cultivate: semi-formal presentations of banksias and kangaroo paws, four huge gymea lilies, their flower sceptres faintly obscene. As a kid the stretch of lawn had been a stage for his sister’s antics, watched from inside, but later he reversed the scene so that their dining table was the set, the audience out on the lawn. Adam had pictured his father standing there in all weather, looking sadly in at them.

			He was glad to be free of the place.

			From this room he looked down over other fences, narrow streets. The gutters were full enough to carry cargo now, and bits of garbage floated down the temporary creeks. Wet like this, the city was a living thing. Steam rose from the asphalt, silvered where the light had slipped through clouds. If he went out in it, the rain would be warm on his skin. He rubbed at the goosebumps on his upper arms.

			The tropics were slowly soaking south, they said, the storms increasing, but something was being done, or would be, before it got much worse. They would fix things in Copenhagen next month, or it would all fall apart. For now the tropical air was pleasant. Moss grew along the wooden fence below his window, soaking up the thunderstorm. The patches of black mould on his ceiling were flourishing. The proliferation of life would go on, mutate with the coming corruptions. In the kitchen, he could hear Marita’s voice raised, her tone stressed, and it broke his concentration. He went downstairs, paused at the bottom and turned towards the voice, but went no further.

			‘Hong Kong rain,’ said Yun in the hallway behind him. Their sweet voice startled him; he felt it like a touch at the back of his neck, felt the spring in his muscle as he turned to face them. The house was dim, so he could not see them clearly. Wet hair and the scent of rain still clung to their body. Adam breathed it in. He was glad when the rain increased its volume, became deafening. He wasn’t sure that he could speak. It was impossible that the sky could hold so much water. It felt abnormal. He had never been to Hong Kong and couldn’t remember if Yun had mentioned living there or even visiting. But, yes, he would agree when he could speak again: this felt foreign.

			They were moving towards him in the dark. In a moment he would open his mouth.

			Yun spoke first. ‘Can I get by?’ Their tone was light, ironic.

			He was glad the dim house had hidden his expression. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, and turned for the kitchen. The house was so stuffy when it was closed up like this, the air mostly water, unhealthy, full of spores. His throat felt tight and sore. He was having some kind of a reaction.

			Marita had her hand on the window. ‘Everything is going to be wet,’ she was saying. ‘Wet and wrecked.’

			‘Don’t stress,’ said Kate, looking up from her toast. ‘Says it’s going to clear by morning.’

			‘I don’t think so. Look at it!’

			Adam put the glass down in the sink with the others, turned and leaned against the cupboard. Yun hung back, stood beside Marita at the window. The kitchen felt too small in this light. He watched their faces respond, hers with the usual intensity, theirs with calm detachment. Adam kept his eyes safely on Marita, the dark eyebrows pushed together, the curled hair pulled tightly back. He had not been in favour of the party, really, but now found that he was looking forward to its being ruined. They all needed something to bring them together, some kind of break. The probability of catastrophe was exciting.

			‘It might clear,’ Yun said. Their face was angled away from him, but their voice was serious and steady. The bones beneath the skin barely softened by flesh, the expression lost. So feminine in the rain’s light that Adam had a moment of confusion.

			They turned and saw him watching, held his gaze, almost smiling. The angle of their face changed again, changed everything. His whole body realigned itself. It was hard to remember that they didn’t know, that they’d never woken, the way they looked at him now.

			But they must know. The invitation was there, the door left open.

			‘Maybe we should cancel,’ said Adam.

			Marita turned on him, furious. ‘We can’t just stop living,’ she said. Of course she was not only stressed about the weather. He had forgotten the girl again, the predator, and now whatever he thought of saying to calm her down felt mean and small. So Adam simply nodded, and waited for someone else to speak.

			‘Men like that want us all to be afraid,’ Kate said quietly behind him.

			And in the foreground Yun sighed, a slow exhale somewhere between exhaustion and defiance. The light shifted, seemed darker than before. ‘Of course,’ they said. ‘It’s obvious. We must go on as if this never happens.’

			And so Adam went on, Adam surrendered. Awake again before first light, he went downstairs and saw that he had left a glass of water on the bottom step. He stooped to pick it up before anyone else noticed. The water had a dull surface, dusty, as though it had been left there for days. When he had only sat there a few short hours ago, in the dark. He sniffed, but it smelled of nothing.

			He took the glass to the kitchen, rinsed it, went back to bed and waited for the day. He may have slept. When he saw the sky between the trees, it had floated to its usual aloof height. The trees shook and the quiet was spiked by the grating, high-volume greetings of cockatoos.

			Adam thought about swimming. The lap pool in the park would be perfect today. He looked in a milk crate for his swimming shorts, then lifted his shirt in front of the mirror and examined his pale belly. He would sneak out quietly, he decided, but near the front door he stopped at Yun’s room. Their door was ajar, and he was careful not to push it against the pile of books that he had already reset once in silence. He knocked lightly.

			Their face appeared in the gap, eyes faintly troubled.

			‘What.’

			‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Were you studying?’

			‘Reading,’ they said. The door showed him one eye, one cheek, one nostril. A corner of a mouth.

			He held his shorts up in a fist. ‘Going for a swim,’ he said, and had to clear his throat. ‘Want to come?’

			They glanced out of frame for a long moment, then returned to him. A slight uptick at that corner. ‘Swimming . . .’ they said, as if the word was new to them. ‘I don’t think so.’

			They released the door, pressed past him, made for the kitchen. Adam clutched his shorts, exposed. He saw Kate standing on the stairs with her swim bag in one hand; she must have been listening. ‘Come on, let’s all go,’ she said. It might have been an order; Yun sighed, leaned against the other door.

			‘Mazzie!’ Yun called. It was the name Marita’s high school friends called her. He hadn’t noticed they had started using it.

			They walked in formation, Marita and Yun in hushed conversation, Adam and Kate following, not speaking. The pool was busy, a rush of bodies, languid, bounding; Adam did not know where to look. He went alone to the men’s change room, which was empty. When he emerged Kate went straight to the water, slipped into the fast lane. The others lay on the grass, and Adam joined them, Yun in the middle, stretched fully clothed but barefoot in the shade. Marita was reading the weekend edition of the newspaper she hated, paging through it, pointing out the flaws in stories she disagreed with. Adam barely noticed what she was saying, listened to her voice change pitch. She was flipping through the pages looking for any mention of the vigil, but the news cycle seemed to have moved on.

			He turned onto his back, but his exposed stomach glowed white, so he rolled onto his side, facing Yun. He could watch them, safe behind his sunglasses. The straight dark hair that thinned out at the neck, becoming delicate.

			‘Seriously,’ Marita said. ‘It’s like she never existed.’

			‘No,’ Yun answered, an odd humour in their voice. The back of the t-shirt had a small version of the print on the front, a crop of Hokusai’s Great Wave. Its menace was lost in miniature. He could see the tag through the white t-shirt’s fabric, and wondered if it irritated their skin.

			‘I mean, are they even looking for the guy that did it?’ She let go of the paper, rested her head on her brown arms and sighed.

			‘It could have been anyone,’ said Yun, shifting on their elbows. One hip against the earth.

			‘Any man,’ she muttered.

			Adam felt that he should participate. ‘At least there was something about it,’ he said. ‘In lots of countries it wouldn’t get reported at all.’ He couldn’t see Marita’s reaction. Nobody said anything. The sun was beginning to feel uncomfortably warm on his skin. He wished someone would change the subject.

			‘We should have gone to the beach,’ said Marita.

			‘By the time the bus gets there, there’s no point,’ Adam said.

			‘I forget there are beaches here,’ Yun said. ‘You know?’

			Adam frowned into the sun as Marita sat up. ‘I grew up closer than this,’ she said. ‘I used to go all the time, we still had to drive, though. You didn’t go when you were a kid?’

			‘Once, in a place near Beijing. My father’s parents took me, I don’t know why. I hardly knew them. I had to spend that summer there. Must have been after the divorce, a year or two before they sent me here, and I was growing into this –’ Yun tugged at their left hand with their right, as if to pull the skin away like a cloak. ‘You know,’ they said, though Adam didn’t. He watched the skin spring back into place.

			‘I was scared, so my grandfather held my hand and walked me to the water. It frightened me – the grey water. I thought it was the edge of the world. But I wanted it. I liked how little I weighed.’

			Adam didn’t speak. He heard Marita make an empathetic clicking sound.

			‘When I got out I couldn’t see my grandparents anywhere. There were a lot of people, I was afraid I wouldn’t recognise them, or that they might have left me there. But they were waiting. She dried me with a rough towel, and he bought me a kite. I don’t remember flying it. I must have left it behind. I only really learned to swim here, in high school.’ Yun leaned forward and sat holding their knees to their chest, facing the pool.

			‘I like the water now,’ they said, with no trace of longing.

			Adam wanted to speak, but then Kate appeared from the pool and stood dripping chlorinated water on his exposed calves. He sat up and moved his legs away. ‘Aren’t any of you getting in?’ she demanded.

			‘I will in a minute,’ said Adam. She was already returning to the water. He watched her stand at the edge, her arms raised overhead, one leg bent, and slip into the deep. Then he pressed his hands against the damp grass to rise.

			‘Coming?’

			Yun didn’t answer. Maybe they hadn’t heard him. He wanted the water now more than anything else, the feeling of its density, that clean pressure.

			Adam stepped in gingerly, the pool cold after rain but too crowded to linger at its edge. Some nearby children were tossing a ball to each other with an unnecessary amount of splashing. He bobbed beneath the dividers to the slow lane, and worked his way through six laps, stopping at each end to recover his breath. He was sure he had been fitter last season. He looked for Kate in the fast lane, but the costumes and water were anonymising; she could have been any of the trim sporty women zooming past.

			When he looked across to the grass, Marita and Yun were deep in conversation. He watched the soles of their feet move as they laughed. If they wouldn’t swim he felt sorry for them. There was something about being buoyed by water that soothed the body’s sense of itself, that took away for a time the responsibilities of gravity. He managed another two laps of breaststroke, trying to think only of what his body was doing. He focused on the patterns. He looked up in time to see Yun standing poised at the far end; he recognised the t-shirt, its arched threat restored. They dived perfectly. Adam’s arms were tired. He thought of standing on the beach with his father, letting the waves bury their feet in the sand, wriggling deeper until he could barely step away. The grip of earth. He let himself sink to the bottom of the chest-deep water for a moment, held his breath and let the surface close over him. Then a huge pair of shoulders barrelled towards him, and he had to rise fast to get out of the way. When he looked for Yun again he had lost them.

			In the change-room mirror he could see himself in twenty years, looking like his father with these sacks under his dark eyes and this expression of faded anxiety grown in, a look of having been bothered by something, not deeply but long. His hair even seemed a little thinner in this light; he wondered if he would be balding by then. Marriage, kids, a job all waited in line, and then the premature end. He did not want to think about any of it. No matter; he had plenty of time.

			He looked younger after he showered, his lips soft and eyes rimmed red from the chlorine, though the horizontal lines in his forehead did not disappear completely. He felt the men behind him changing, their eyes moving from body to body, making comparisons, or assessing attractions. The notorious male gaze. As he dressed he kept his back to them, lifted the towel from his hips to cover his shoulders, which felt strong from the pool. He enjoyed the feeling of being seen.

			When he came out to rejoin his housemates, Yun was standing outside the women’s change room, holding three bags. Their shirt was dry.

			‘You weren’t swimming?’ he asked. He didn’t want to sound accusing.

			‘Didn’t feel like it,’ they said, their eyes fixed on the change-room door.

			Adam covered his expression in the towel, though his hair was dry enough already. It must have been someone else he had seen. At that distance it was a mistake anyone could make, but it disturbed him.

			Marita was throwing a plastic tablecloth over the rickety outside table. She disappeared for a moment, then reappeared dragging a bag of cut firewood she must have bought from the service station at the corner. The fire wouldn’t be needed for warmth. Though the muddy yard was walled on three sides by other houses, the sun had reached the cement, which had mostly dried. She began to wipe the seats with an old towel, staining it brown. She leaned on a stack of milk crates they had gathered for extra seating. Someone had sorted them by colour.

			‘I think it will be okay,’ she said, seeing him at the back door. ‘A bit muddy, that’s all.’

			‘Do you need help?’ he asked. Catastrophe had failed to arrive; he should probably contribute something.

			‘No,’ Marita said, lifting a hand and turning away. ‘I mean, there’s other stuff that needs doing.’

			He waited for her to give him the list of tasks, then chose to walk to the shop for plastic cups and mixers, came back with bags so full that they dug grooves in his fingers. After he had stocked the fridge he went out into the empty yard with a can of beer and stretched his hands towards the sky. The air smelled of jasmine, orange blossom and the rich damp of decaying eucalyptus. Newly emerged cicadas were drowning an old Beatles song with their high drone. He felt good in his body; his shoulders still buzzed where he had used the muscle, and the sun soaked the ache away. He should swim more often.

			He opened the beer and sat down in the sun.

			I can’t hide, I can’t hide, I can’t hide.

			Laughter from the house, and singing. He felt like a kid. He sipped secretively from the can. He would have to pace himself. There were still many hours until the guests arrived. He wished he hadn’t blundered into inviting a couple of women from uni who he didn’t particularly like, but they probably wouldn’t show up. He pressed the cold can between his knees and closed his eyes.

			‘You will burn,’ a voice said.

			His eyes shot open. Yun leaned over him, not close but close enough. Their hair had formed a question mark against their cheek. Their jaw from this angle – but the form shifted before it could be named. ‘Were you watching me sleep?’ Adam’s voice wavered. These cicadas were unrelenting. The music had stopped.

			Yun’s hands came together, their slender fingers folded. ‘Who would do such a thing?’

			Adam felt an understanding pass between them, electric in the damp air.

		

	
		
			FURY

			A woman stands at her sink. Fills her lungs with steamed air, sharp lavender. Folded elbows bear the weight of breasts. She holds her own gaze in the mirrored cabinet, dull but curious. Something in her eye shifts inward. Maybe she senses a flicker there, a presence that isn’t her own. They want her to keep looking until she sees.

			She takes a plastic bottle from the sink, opens her mouth, upends it.

			Her full mouth dances. It almost smiles. The edges begin to dissolve, and they taste bitterness. Pills like teeth. She swallows, and her eyes catch again on their reflection.

			A moment more, and they might be visible. They feel her body responding to something in that gaze, but it is hard to read. The attention turned so poisonously in.

			She opens the cabinet and breaks the connection. Puts the empty plastic bottle on the shelf, turns the prescription label around, tidies the other potions into order (alignment of nonsense, the labels fizzing incoherently), closes the mirrored door. The image restored, but she’s leaving it now, leaning over the bath, her damp hair clinging to her face and neck. Throat thick from swallowing and steam. She turns the tap off, checks the water. Careful of her skin. Heart thumping. They don’t know what she’s taken, but they can read her intention, and it frightens them.

			She steps in. Heat moves along her skin, stinging the calf, the blood coming up to meet the skin. The feet go red and numb. She displaces the water and enters it. The water relieves the body of the weight of itself. She is joined to it, that intimate pressure, and it opens her pores, it gets in. She lets her ears sink under water, lets it crawl through her. All is quiet except the body. Her breath against the surface. She listens to it, and they must listen too.

			Pain sings in her, nowhere specific. An unplaced shadow. It is everywhere, but it begins to dim. The energy is draining away from her, lights going out in the body’s furthest houses. There are organs and functions that slow down and release. She opens her mouth to let the water in. Her breath floats at the scented surface, a warm welcome.

			They fall into her and wait. With her, they long to sink like this. To be taken down like curtains in an empty room. The desire in her body overpowers what little they remember. Best to let go now, let her light them away. Her muscles are relaxing. They are only a fragment, a remnant, they shouldn’t be here. And it’s all been very tiring.

			Her eyes close, and a private smile plays over her lips. There is a sweetness to this way of leaving. The death of their first body was so quick, the moment stolen. The hardness of it, the shock: breath against asphalt. Maybe they’ve just been looking for a better way. A softer landing. A moment that feels chosen. It is easier than managing to go on, striving for coherence in bodies that do not belong to them, persisting without knowing how. Maybe this, here, is the answer to impermanence, to exile. A kindness. And it feels so familiar, a proper and fitting end.

			It is, after all, what was often expected of them. Some bodies are marked for death from the beginning.

			They loose themselves into her softening skin, her hands tender, her muscles growing slack. They feel the water cooling. Her breath slow. Not deep, but resting at the border, ready to sink through.

			So gently sinking. The water relieves her of weight. She lies still. Water at the corners. Mouth beneath. Only the breath. All that was ever expected. She’s losing power.

			But they think suddenly of the touch of rain, of Adam’s eyes on them. They will not go under.

			This is not what they want. They get in all her cells and push them. Electrocute her into awareness. Shove at limbs that don’t lift from their resting places. Is she shaking? Can she still wake? Something is moving. It’s not too late.

			They won’t let go. They won’t go with her. They gather themselves. All the energy that they can muster. Attention to that rage turned in. Pure in it, and nearly certain. If there is a moment to move, this is it. All life wants is life. Even hers has its ember.

			They want to live. They want the taste of it, of justice.

			Nothing changes. They swim into one unhappy kidney, and the eyes droop. The heart rate slows. It makes no difference. There is no exit. Each body opens into death, and they belong there, not here. Not even their own death, a stranger’s.

			Like the blood in this body, a slow syrup, their will is cooling. They’re not strong enough to move her. Just a remnant, a fragment, after all.

			She hears steps in the hallway below. Dim, through water; getting closer. They hear this too. Through water.

			Her eyelids flutter.

			It doesn’t matter whose fury it is, or whether it’s only annoyed at the interruption. What matters is how it rises, sets fires under the skin, shifts a muscle in the space where the lip touches the water, starts a tickle in her ears where she feels it enter. It takes all they have. It takes both of them, the body and its guest. They turn each other out. Her hands rise up and grab the rim. The water surges. Eyes open. Ears surface. Sound floods back into the world. She seizes breath.

			They hear a knocking.

			She sits up, grips her knees. Her lungs are desperate for air. Her body almost without warmth, almost without heartbeat. The water coming out of her, crying. It isn’t possible that she has moved. But something in her found the strength. Some vestigial, salvaged power. A muffled voice, insistent at the door, draws her forward.

			‘Wait,’ she says. ‘I’m coming.’

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			The room was suffocating. Adam had not meant to fall asleep. He reached for a half-drunk glass of water on the bedside table, knocked it with one clumsy hand. It tilted, but did not fall. The surface of the water shifted, white with dust.

			In his dream he had been drowning. There had been someone with him, watching him, but there was no-one else here now. He had dreamed, too, that he had thrown his shearling jacket over a fence somewhere, but here it was bunched against the wall. He sniffed the water, suspicious of the filmy layer. He drank it anyway. It had no taste.

			Picked something up on the subway. The phrase, repeated, was beginning to sound like a curse. He would stop thinking about it. Instead he focused on his breath, counting the inhalations, exhalations, as he had been shown. The dust in the room made his nose wrinkle up before he got to ten, and he sneezed. He shifted his attention to the blood instead, visualised it circulating in his body, steady, reliable. He could hear the high murmur of machinery. He had swallowed the dust, and breathed it in, and it floated now inside him. Junk. Foreign bodies. He should lie down again, he thought, but he did not want to. He sat up.

			He was sure he had been on the couch a moment ago.

			He went to the bedroom window, cranked it open. It was still daylight, and sunny out. The air was cool, and getting worse.

			He reached for his phone. Natasha would know what to do. Bring fruit. Get something delivered. He picked up the machine, a bright weight restored to his hand. There was a message waiting, and for a moment he thought he had conjured her, but it was only another group text from Manu. An image, an invitation to an exhibition opening tomorrow. The message had appeared without context. It was still Wednesday, and they were all together at work, so it must have come up in conversation. He thought of Manu backing into his office, saying, ‘I’ll send you the link.’ The others raising thumbs. His the only empty chair.

			He decided to take a shower.

			The hot water felt amazing against his back. Steam loosened his blocked nose. How long was it since he had eaten? He did not feel weak. He wanted to move, use his body, go to the gym, run down four flights of stairs and out into the street.

			Running might not be safe. He would go for a walk, eat something in the neighbourhood mall’s food court or in its one, always-deserted Japanese restaurant, which had an English menu. He would like not to feel illiterate for a minute.

			He looked at his hands. They appeared the same as they had before, maybe a little paler. But there was this sort of buzzing feeling, in the right one in particular. Across the back of the hand, and then in the fingers. He lifted it to wipe the steam from the mirror, but stopped before he touched the glass. Something wasn’t right.

			Have to be careful in these apartments. Tofu houses, Natasha called them, built in a rush and flimsy. He looked around for a loose wire, a source of electrical charge, then saw that he was standing in a small pool of water, and leapt out of it, bumping an elbow on the sink. Shaking, he walked back to the bedroom, leaving damp prints on the dusty floor. Leaving the mirror’s obscuring steam. He needed to go outside, to be among people.

			He put on clean clothes, then lifted the shearling jacket to his nose. It was warm and smelled like stale earth. He remembered the shadows of fish suspended in the cold canal, shook his head and slipped his phone into a pocket.

			‘Picked something up on the subway,’ he said, standing at the door. His voice sounded odd in his ears. It was too warm in here. He had to stop to check that he had dressed properly, and when he looked down he saw his feet were bare. He had almost left the house without shoes.

			When he opened the door there was a delivery man in the hallway, muttering to himself over a parcel. He looked up, then through him, then shifted to let him pass. He was slight, young, slipped through the air like a dancer. Adam held the wall beside the elevator while he waited. His heart bounced in his chest. The guy with the parcel moved down the hall, reading its label and looking at doors. He peered at Adam, then at the package, and Adam smiled, but the young man shook his head and turned and walked down the fire stairs. Adam listened as his footsteps dissolved, resisted an urge to follow him.

			His phone pinged, and he thought again of Natasha. The blue-grey bricks around her window, the empty hutong where he thought himself unseen. She would forgive him soon, surely, it should have been no big deal. But the message was from Manu.

			Just letting everyone know the office will be closed tomorrow, it said. They are fixing the air.

			Adam pushed the button at the elevator again. He could hear it moving inside the shaft, but the numbers changed so slowly on the display. His lungs were tight. The building would not let him go.

			The elevator opened and he stepped in, facing his reflection. He opened his camera and held it up to the mirror. But he looked pale, his features distorted, and focus was poor; he avoided his own eyes.

			Fuck it, he would just text her.

			How are you? Nothing is happening here, he wrote.

			He sent it quickly. It might be a sort of self-effacing joke. He wasn’t thinking clearly. He was starving. As the thought formed, the hunger took over his whole body at once, a flush of pain or pleasure. He had to stand still until it washed through him, close his eyes a moment to regain control. The sickness, if that’s what it was, had weakened him.

			The elevator opened and released him to the ground level, and he stepped out into the street. A young woman walked past wearing pink fluffy headphones, humming to herself, followed by a white chihuahua dressed as a watermelon. Things were happening here, of course they were. This was Beijing.

			The intersection was busy with pedestrians, mostly flooding in and out of the mall. The usual vendors had assembled at the corner: snacks, fruit, small repairs, the young woman who sold flowers. No sign of the child who was often with her. He would remember to smile when he passed on his way back. Young men in sānlúnchē loitered at the subway entrance, peering from windows to solicit customers. One cart sold lotus seedpods, another persimmons, and a third was obscured by women; whatever it was, it must have been a good deal.

			The shiny new fruit shop was absurdly popular. Lines at both checkouts. A couple walked out, a bunch of leeks sticking from the bag over her shoulder, a cabbage under his arm, a child between them swinging from their hands. The child’s face was solemn. He watched until they had passed him. Something about that concentrated joy made him feel miserable.

			He stepped into the shop, lit so brightly that his eyes hurt. The apples were piled at the front by the door, each one almost the size of that child’s head, nestled into a web of polystyrene, or whatever it was, white coral wrapped around a vulnerable skull. He reached for one, slipped it from its soft nest, lifted it to his face. The cool skin was pleasant against his own, but he could feel a flaw. When he examined it, he saw a mark along one side, an unhealed scar where the fruit had been damaged. He tucked it back into its casing. A woman beside him held a cut rockmelon, close enough that he could smell its syrupy flesh through the plastic binding. He thought of pushing his hand into it, taking the texture between his fingers. She made a noise with her mouth that was not quite speaking, and he stepped back, nearly colliding with an old man behind him.

			‘Sorry, sorry,’ he said, forgetting his language. The melon had shocked him. His legs were weak and his fingers numb. He needed to eat. He reached for another, unharmed apple. He peered through the net rather than removing it. Sniffing, he could detect a faint odour. An old woman reached past him to take a plastic bag from the dispenser and he shifted out of her way, dropped the apple, heard it roll under the display.

			He pretended he hadn’t seen it fall. The woman paused, shook out her bag for a long moment, sucked air through her teeth, and began picking out apples to examine beside him. He took another and went quickly to the weighing station without a bag. The young woman there weighed the solitary apple with a sigh, put it into a plastic bag, placed the sticker on the plastic bag, and handed it back to him. She had the manner of someone much older than she looked, someone who’d had time to grow exhausted. He went to the counter and paid, breaking a hundred-kuài note. The checkout person tried to put the plastic bag inside another but he stopped her just in time by waving his hand, embarrassed, only remembering to say ‘bù yào’ when his intention was already clear.

			In the street Adam looked for somewhere to sit and eat, but there were no benches and the only low wall along this strip was dirty with cement dust from the demolition. He removed the apple from its bag and then from its net. He should wash it, but he didn’t want to go back into the apartment. He put the net in the bag and, not seeing a bin, scrunched it up and pushed it into his jacket pocket. He shone the apple against his jeans before he took a bite. It was crisp, but almost flavourless. Maybe he had lost his sense of taste. His mouth enjoyed the texture of it anyway, the juice against his skin. He decided to walk.

			If they were waiting in the apartment he would need time to prepare. He meant to feel the strength return to his body first, to nourish it and push it gently towards fitness, feel its life force flow back in. Oxygen would help. A worried feeling crept into him, beginning at the wrists and travelling up the arms towards his chest. A sense that he had forgotten something, neglected some obligation or committed some undiscovered error.

			He took his phone out, knowing it would not help. The message he had composed to Natasha was still there, with a red exclamation mark beside it. It had not sent. There was no reception in the elevator. He deleted it.

			It was better to go down into the subway. Disappear for a while, be among people, mix himself in the city’s bloodstream. The prospect filled him with pleasure. A fresh excitement tingled in his fingertips and toes. He had his wallet, his Yīkǎtōng, his phone. The city laid out for him, like cities should be. And all those bodies below, that circulating energy.

			He took another bite and tasted something rotten. When he held the apple up to the light, a brown stain was forming from the core, spreading towards the surface. He spat the bite out, but the taste was still in his mouth. He carried the half-eaten fruit to the bin by the road, deposited it, and crossed towards the subway.

			The ginkgo trees were drooping now, their leaves a sickly yellow. The pavers underfoot were sprinkled with green and brown and golden fans that lay where they had fallen, but those still hanging on the trees were dull. He passed a girl who was taking selfies below them; she would fix the colours with her phone later, increase the saturation. It was still warm. The ginkgos were out of order, or the season was. Someone was already sweeping up ahead, removing the evidence. Their orange jumpsuit brighter than any filtered autumn.

			He followed the path they had cleared for him.

		

	
		
			LIGHT

			Hot blood, running down stairs, nimble sneakers. Sunlight squint, out of the flats and into the street. Several breaths. Clear, fresh air, keep moving. There’s a van, the grip of the handle.

			He slides into the passenger side, inhaling greedily. Paper shoved into the gap between dash and windscreen. ‘All good?’ asks the man beside him and they grin. He grins. ‘Two more before knock-off,’ he goes on and ‘You’re quick at this. In and out.’ They feel the pride rise up in him. They rise, joyful, alongside it.

			Courier van, co-worker warmth, a laugh.

			Did they do this? Go out and in? Did they just move?

			A distant siren. A near miss. She’s not their problem now. She’s on her own. Survive, or don’t survive. It’s her life.

			Clear the airways.

			‘In and out,’ the youth mouths, voice rasped to nothing with nerves or hormones or whatever rasps. Itching for cigarettes, they recognise this now, even look forward to the rush – a treat, if they stay. They never used to smoke, but now they would enjoy it, if he does. Hum through a luxury of this body’s wants. Glory in the pleasure of turning to pick at something caught in the nose, at the resistance of the nostril hair, a tiny triumph, finally flicking it from the window. At the hot skim of fingernail on thumb. At the air coming in all cool around him as the van moves out. Then the driver hits the radio and – yes! – the body moves to a song. Fingers involuntary dancers against the cloth of

			Life oh life ohohoh life

			They understand the song. The words. They caught her cry of ‘Wait, I’m coming.’ And these two men, speaking together like it’s nothing. Language! The body thrills with a whole sudden layer of comprehension, a new signalling skin. He reaches for the volume, turns up the song. They were cut off before, illiterate, lost. Now they are born. He sings along, laughing.

			Static, advertising, the feet stop beating. Parking, belt off, out again, he slides the satisfying door, lifts a box, flexes into it. Oh, muscle, wonderful. Glimpse of parcels arranged with their destinations. Addressed, assigned, clearly legible. They are strong. Determined. Enjoy the eagerness in him as he leaps up the steps and taps the bell with a knuckle. This present tense, it could be enough, legs springing, warm longing, a free safe body, living unhindered. They might never leave him. They will not go into this house. They hold still and focus. Hold this body, yes, mesh with its mess of senses known and unknown. Stay. Nobody answers the door, and they’re as pleased as if they’d managed it themselves. He ticks the slip and leans the parcel by the step, arranged so, the balance pleases him. He slips to the street and is back in his element. Slaps hot metal and slings his bum into the seat, limbs askew, knees spreading. Chill against the exposed crack, lifts his limbs to shift the shirt that’s rucked against the seat. Neck sore where something has damaged him. But so much comfort, energy. They enter the pleasure of feeling his hair shift between the vinyl and the skull. They float from lovely cramp to darling callus, could go on like this forever. Look at these dear brown hands, holding each other in his lap.

			The driver slams the brakes, hard. Shoved forward, he braces himself with a wrist.

			‘Fuck, man,’ he says. Spit on the beard.

			‘Sorry,’ the driver says.

			Accidents. Traffic. And now, as his heart rate elevates, they feel its flaw: a weak artery. There’ll be no warning, no slow soak time to flare and muscle out of him. He won’t know what hit him.

			There’s always something.

			They surprise themselves quiet.

			The vehicle lurches on.

			They slip out of him, leave him to it. Into the next body on a clumsy breath, and then the next. Hot car after hot car, running along the surface like goosebumps on their air-conditioned skin.

			The people in the cars are full of panic, anger, anxieties, and other minor suffering. Impatience and alert limbs, aches worn in between shoulders. Little feelings overblown by stasis. They’re soon distracted by the pleasures. Languid arms leaned into the sun that slants on a window, burns the skin. Tumbling through, they gather fragments. Other lives possibly lived. This is what it would have felt like if they had learned to drive, speak what they think might be Farsi, whistle. Bodies that know what they know without thinking. Ankles that cross in pointed heels, pain with no suffering. The cool air against one exposed shoulder. Warm steam from some underground drain, the smell of rainwater hot against the asphalt. Sex in its echoes, and sex anticipated. Hunger, sugar. Collisions, encounters, remembered touch. Scent of another body on the hands, in the mouth. They want it all.

			They remember her fury.

			Wanting it is not enough. That struggle in the bath. The woman surfacing. And then they moved. What happened? Her body got out of their way. It understood them.

			The feeling wasn’t hers alone. They recognised it; it was with them already, it has travelled with them all along. It was in their body, when they had one. In how they were named and seen, how they were sent and shown and expected to be, how they were watched and followed. How they lived. The violence they anticipated, the violence they remember. In what burst free.

			Violence evicted them from their body. And they are not yet free.

			They’re in the heel of a hand pressed against the horn of a car now. Traffic; no-one’s moving. Each little stopped capsule shuffles incrementally towards the end. And what for? Why caught in transport, this formless passenger passed from place to place? No choice. Never had it. Taken from them. Oh, they wanted life when they were living. But this is too much, and not enough. It was there in that last moment, in the street that night, four lights, one solitary cicada, the laughter running away into the distance. That was when they needed rage.

			How dare they. Take what.

			Is that why they are still here? This unspent fury?

			But who took it, and where? 

			A blast of light.

			The driver wrenches the wheel. He has drifted off course without thinking, and now he comes awake, flinches straight. ‘Steady on,’ the passenger beside him says, putting a hand to his arm. ‘You right?’

			His wrist turns inward. ‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘Don’t know what came over me.’ It’s hairy, the wrist, on the inside, beneath the shirt; they can feel the details prickling. The ink there slows the heartbeat. He shudders, and the voice goes soft. ‘Someone walked over my grave.’

			They did that, didn’t they? In and out, and what came over me.

			The passenger’s hand moves to hold the driver’s, then lets go. Desire, simplified.

			What overcame him.

			Maybe it’s just a coincidence.

			The traffic begins to move, the men to relax. The passenger gazes at the driver, and they feel how it stimulates his body to be watched like that from beside, to be watched in trust. When their hands meet again it is to tangle, two-toned and tattooed, over the gearstick. One clicks his throat, one sighs. Both know the aftertaste of pleasure waking, separating, bittersweet.

			Here’s fury too.

			These bodies still connected to each other, buzzing softly in the aftermath of morning. They use that energy, hot and close. They go where heat has fused them. In the skin, and in the eye’s attention. Without effort, they pass between.

			They get it now. How to go on unseen, untethered. A matter not of concentration but of distribution. They disperse into the next body, and the next. They are careful at first. Only those closest.

			Then through glass and between traffic and across streets. Through the air. They practise their transitions. From adults to children, closed cars to the open footpath, out from under feet and into the arms of builders whistling, shifting steel mesh over a clay ditch. Spikes in the gaps where the cement will go. They are conducted, so.

			He steps off his plank and runs up three steps. He pulls faces at himself in the flimsy mirror, pouting slightly, watching the muscle in his neck flex. Stinks in here. Someone bangs on the door.

			‘Mitchell you in there ya fag stop checking yerself out and get these footings poured.’ A cackle, a jeer. His shame flowering beneath his skin even as his shoulders round and freckle from the work. The sheer love in him, rising to take hold of his own orange eyelashes. The habits of beauty. He dabs a bit of dirt on his forehead as he pushes back a curl, gently replaces the beanie, flecked with cement. Plastic mirror warps. A sense of what’s precious nestled in the lips. When he steps out of the demountable they push off from the edge of him, and eddy out.

			A young woman crosses the road, picks her way between the fences. Her shoulders sharp, the drab coat wrapped around her, chilled, skinny. Is it spring? The smell of flowers. Bright sunlight works its hands through her hair. One leg’s prosthetic, she hides the favour in the hip. Her body turns there too, away from the builders. She feels their eyes. Little cool fury held like the posture, a delicate arrangement all her own. She loves the glow her sunglasses confer, and the privacy.

			Must have been all through their body, too. The love of its protection. Does anyone know what it is to live in their skin? No-one pays enough attention.

			She shivers a little, looks at her reflection in a shop window. It’s a funeral director’s; the windows are black. And dark glasses. Safety measures. Eyes powerful, steady. Hard to tell if she likes herself or wants to break free. She hears a man’s laugh across the street, turns and quickens her pace. Makes it harder to keep an even step. They take pleasure in her, in the familiar anxiety, the careful balance, the strength.

			It can’t last without some harm coming.

			The woman goes into a shop, and they leave her. Slip out with a kid in a school uniform, mouth full of sugar, twisted into them in a known way. Hands fidget. Sweets dissolve. The sensitive age. Delicious.

			They decide to be choosy.

			The kid adjusts their tracksuit pants, trying to hide. Bruises all down the inside leg. Always filthy. Just a continuity of harm like water, running under the skin. Familiar, and a welcome host. They run themselves through this subcutaneous shame.

			The kid sniffs. The eyes watchful, always checking the periphery. It’s this city that does it, a mirage over garbage. Heat and steam and currents soaked into the soft rock, the wash of bodies of water spread beneath. Unstable foundations. Uncertain boundaries. It’s too easy to dissolve, everything soaks through everything else.

			What next? They might clear a path. Move with purpose. Go hunting. Track the sources of that shit, man, those laughs, the blow to the skull. If they could find them, they could settle the score. They might remember enough of those voices, their scents, to return their violence to them.

			But when they consider the shape of vengeance, they find it ill-formed. It’s not clear, in these other bodies, what justice is or who it should be done to. It’s too late for the body, which is lost to them. They can never have it back; they can never go home again. And since they are here, persisting, they wonder too about what such an answer might mean. Would they take a life to pay for their own? And if they did, would that finish them? If this is the shape of justice, they’d rather survive.

			They could find their family, but what for? Family had not been interested in them when they lived. Already haunted by the sense of having replaced some imagined, legitimate child. None of them would recognise this form they now inhabit.

			Their mother knew what they were. Knew before they did, that’s why she sent them away. Their grandparents protected them, and left them unprepared. They will have grieved as neatly as they wished to live, relieved now of the element of risk, the threat of disorder. No, the past is no kind of destination. All that belonged to the body has gone. That old ground is burnt, its ashes scattered. There’s no going back. No circle closing.

			Now they belong to the air.

			And this one kid’s anxiety, which has its charms. And maybe the difficulty is the point. A body in the midst of figuring itself out, that’s a life. Not safe, perhaps, but interesting. Free.

			They want the kid to realise this. Hard to say if there’s an effect. If they stand a little taller, fidget a little less. If they make a home in themselves for a moment, or if they look back again to see who’s about to attack. All these beings that lie beneath the surface of the body, weakly defended, waiting for their summer. And all those that do not make it out of the larval earth alive.

			They curl into this body that is watched but never seen. They feel its vigilance, tight and familiar. They know who they are looking for. They have known it for some time, at least since they stopped for him. The ocean pounding at the stone to one side as if it would open. The cliff holding back the sky on the other. His gaze caught in the air between them, so close to seeing. To taking them in. They frightened him. He fled before they could make the leap.

			They’ll find him again. Next time, they’ll be stronger.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			Adam knew he needed to move out. He knew it before the memorial was announced. Not a vigil this time but a gathering in a nearby park, organised with the consent of the family, who wouldn’t be there, wanted privacy, would make their own arrangements when the body was released. Their body, theirs to grieve neatly.

			Yun lay stretched out without an animating breath, their body opened up, examined, pored over. They were under investigation, while whoever had done this to them went on taking oxygen out of the air. Adam was lost. He sat on the bottom step looking down the hall, unable to decide whether to go outside or to go upstairs and sleep, caught in the between-place where they had left him.

			The door clicked and he sat up, alert. But it was only Marita. She swept into the house, releasing her curls from the collar of a white shirt, her round brown face much older in its furrowed seriousness. As she approached he saw her future, a lifetime away, a professional harried by two bright children who would want for nothing but from whom she would accept no nonsense.

			She froze, a hand to her chest.

			‘Adam. I didn’t see you there.’ She looked at him as if he was a houseguest who had overstayed his welcome. He saw that her eyes were red again, and swallowed a redundant apology. Instead he smiled thinly, raised a hand, plodded up the stairs to his room and closed the door. He could not engage with her, with any of it. In this house, he couldn’t think about anything else, he couldn’t sleep. He had to get out of there. He dug in a milk crate, found his sneakers, and left at a run.

			He had walked the street in daylight, seeing its harmless features: a pink graffiti tag fading on a sawn-off tree stump, an empty packet of cigarettes decaying in the dirt, the falling leaves that filled the gutters until the storm took them. If their body left a mark it had been cleaned away. Unsure of the precise place, he avoided the footpath on that side and, after that, the whole street.

			Now he went the long way around, turned and followed a route that rose against the cutting of Parramatta Road, past the disharmonious mashup of public housing, student dives and renovated terraces. His breath came sharp and short, and he had to slow to a walk before he reached the top of the hill. A stitch was forming under his rib cage. He looked out over the footbridge, gasping in fumes, then followed an angled street downhill at random.

			He found it by accident, stopped across from it with a pain in his chest that sang through him with every inhalation. Later it would occur to him that he had been drawn there by his own subconscious, because he must have known it was there, walked past it before, but not really thought about the fact that the dilapidated dark brick building, with its strips of ventilation, its inconspicuous roller door, was the loading dock for the unresolved dead. Now he could hear its refrigerators humming, hear the cicadas in a panic overhead, and smell the thick eucalyptus that concealed them from sight.

			He crossed and read the labels on the glass, like doctors’ offices, privacy-opaque. The air conditioners sounded rougher up close, cut with muffled bus brakes from the road beyond. He had seen the coroner’s court often from that other side and found it miserable: the grimy, brutalist facade, the ominous concrete turret. For the first time he wondered what it was like inside. Cleaner, surely. He lingered until a man stepped out of one of the doors, lit a cigarette, and watched him a little too carefully.

			Adam backed away, ashamed, irrationally afraid that he had been recognised. He returned to the house, taking another long way round to avoid the street again. His body fought him, drawing him towards the place. He knew that he would have to move, get away from this house, this blighted neighbourhood, its one eclipsing memory. Desire hadn’t left him; it would give no room to grief. He could not face his housemates, with their who would do this questions, their what kind of a person.

			He wasn’t like that. He had nothing to be ashamed of.

			Back in his room he rang his mother, listened to her tell him how terrible it was. He waited for her to ask him what she always asked when he was struggling at uni, or out of money.

			‘Such a tragedy,’ she said instead. Her tone was bright; he wondered if she might be pleased. She knew exactly what to do with suffering. It was her area of expertise, a craft honed over exiled generations. As he waited for her to ask, he imagined the platter of fragrant rice on the counter waiting, a tray of chicken wings covered in foil, still warm. An untouched and perfectly arranged dish that she would refer to as leftovers. His sister, still living there but only by a thread, would be frowning into her phone at the counter. His hunger for his mother’s food both warmed and shamed him. He hadn’t eaten properly in days.

			‘Why don’t you just come home,’ she said at last, and he found he could not answer. It was a safe place. He knew he had to leave their house, but he found himself hesitating. Did he want her to beg him?

			‘Let me come and get you,’ his mother said, and he found air for his voice. He folded.

			It would only be temporary.

			He arrived by train, walking the ten minutes from the station to the house with his overnight bag, past the dentist, the newsagent’s and the Greek place that was a banh mi place now, down the clean-swept streets of Federation houses, 1930s flats, past the carefully tended roses nodding in some front yards, the mournful dogs imprisoned in others, the grand old house with the concrete lions. It was the route he had taken home from school and he caught himself walking with a sort of lope, like the teenager who had walked this way so often.

			Everyone he saw was old. The asbestos cottage on the corner had been demolished and replaced with the skeleton of a new house, four times its size. His mother’s yellow brick bungalow was unchanged, apart from its price. She would update him on that, he guessed, within the hour.

			But she wasn’t home. He had not relinquished his house key. No-one was there to greet him. There was no food waiting for him in the kitchen, though it smelled of nutmeg and something sweet. He opened the fridge and stood staring in at the low-fat yoghurts and preserves, a neatly quartered watermelon wrapped in plastic, a half-devoured salad. Nothing looked edible. He felt like he was returning from a long journey, or had crossed into a future where he was not supposed to exist. It was cold in the house. The double brick kept its distance from its neighbours, kept things insulated, quiet. It was a place that felt natural to mourning. He took out a litre of low-fat milk, drank deeply from the bottle, replaced it, and closed the fridge.

			His old room was more or less as he had left it, maybe a little tidier, a little less dusty. It must have been freshly vacuumed. He opened the window and heard an engine revving two streets away, the gunshot pop of its exhaust. Most of the people he had gone to school with would still be living at home. It was not such a disaster to come back for a while. It should be easy, like returning to the surface of the world.

			‘It’s just for a few days,’ he’d told Kate, who had seen him leaving. She was actually pretty nice about it. He was not letting anyone down by walking away. And now that he was here, it was simpler to let that other life dissolve.

			He lay down on the bed without taking off his shoes, and promptly fell asleep.

			Woken by the sounds of his mother and sister returning home, he had to swim up from a dreamless deep to join them in the kitchen. They were laden with groceries, an obscene energy, life, questions. He confessed he might stay a week or so. His mother was triumphant.

			‘I don’t understand you. I can’t wait to get out of here,’ Lisa said, tipping granola into a jar.

			‘Leave him alone,’ his mother snapped. ‘He’s going through a terrible time. A terrible time.’ It was a link to the past. She had been like this before, with grief. She descended from people who had fled halfway across the world and changed their names to outlive such moments, which came for them regardless. Now she seemed to feel she had a claim on him.

			‘I thought I would make my special rice,’ she said, ‘if you still like it.’

			‘I’m not that hungry,’ he lied, knowing she would make it anyway.

			‘You just need to rest,’ she told him.

			He surrendered to her kindness, went back to his room. A hip knocked the sideboard in the hall that held Lisa’s tennis trophies, which rattled familiarly. Adam had dim memories of his grandparents, now present only as furniture; his grandmother’s childhood migration had given her an affection for solid things which she had passed – the things and the affection – to his mother. His clothes were folded neatly in an old chest of drawers that he looked forward to one day selling on eBay. His mother had removed nothing, he saw with approval. He opened a drawer, touched a shirt he did not recognise, though he knew it had to be his. He undressed and got into bed although it was still only afternoon. He would return to that blank, dark sleep.

			As soon as he lay down the chest pain started. It was faint at first, but slowly it consumed his attention. This was the trouble with returning to a place: the body remembered old patterns, fell back into old habits. He tried to rationalise the sensation away. He was fit, young, there was no reason for his chest to tighten like a drum. He began to count his breaths, to focus on the oxygen, in and out. The engine noise kept interrupting, and he had to begin again. Finally he got up, closed the window, took an ibuprofen and lay back down.

			Later they ate together looking out the window at the angled natives, which were browning in the hot weather. The rice was probably as good as it always was, but he didn’t really taste it. No-one looked in at them from outside except a solitary magpie, who landed briefly on the thinning grass, then hopped away.

			At midnight the pain was much worse; he woke overheated, his heart beating strangely, his limbs afflicted by apparent paralysis. He knew that his mind was an unreliable witness, and waited for these sensations, concentrated in his chest, to disperse. It must have gone away, because he woke in the morning, not certain if he had dreamed it. He decided not to say anything.

			He told his mother over breakfast.

			‘Put it out of your mind,’ she said. ‘Try not to think about it.’

			She didn’t understand him at all. It was not his mind that was the problem. It was his body that was struggling to move on, his body that had sustained the loss and could not now function normally. This was just how it had been with his father. As if something vital had been removed from inside him, had left a wound that ached and would not close.

			‘It’s not about you,’ his sister had told him then.

			He would do his best to forget.

			A week later, Adam’s mother drove him to the GP who had taken care of him as a child. The doctor was semi-retired now, she explained in the car. Only worked three days a week. ‘She stays only for the old patients,’ she said.

			Waiting for them to die, he did not say.

			‘She’ll be glad to see you,’ she said. She couldn’t disguise the fear in her voice. For a moment he indulged a fantasy of heart disease, or stomach cancer, a young man felled tragically in his prime. He hoped that there was something physically wrong with him. It would certainly change the focus.

			He didn’t notice the receptionist flirting with him until his mother began to question her. ‘Is this a good job? Do you go to uni for this job?’

			The girl seemed unperturbed. ‘Actually I’m studying pharmacy,’ she said.

			‘Wow! You need high marks for that, right? Adam is doing media communications. But he could have got into medicine.’

			It wasn’t true. He tried to give the girl an apologetic look, and she sparkled at him.

			‘I’m sure he just has a virus,’ his mother added, lowering her voice. ‘He is really a very healthy boy.’

			Adam turned to the waiting room. A young Greek guy smirked at him from behind a magazine. He rubbed at his chest, though it wasn’t sore at all now. Nights were the problem. If he was lucky, the doctor would give him sleeping pills.

			‘I was asleep,’ he’d told the officer, a decent, tough woman in her forties, quietly exhausted. She was careful with her pronouns, though he noticed the effort. He did not correct her when she slipped.

			‘Were there any threats or harassment that you knew of?’ she asked him, checking the question from a list. He must have looked confused, because she locked eyes with him.

			‘Unwanted attention,’ she said. ‘Hassles on Facebook, that sort of thing.’

			Adam felt blank. ‘Not that I know of,’ he said.

			‘Any visitors that might have seemed . . . unwelcome.’

			‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said.

			She seemed disappointed, but not surprised. ‘What about anyone bothering them. At uni, or in the neighbourhood. Anyone that seemed to be hanging around, watching.’

			Adam shook his head, wondering what she was implying. Then managed to say, sincerely, ‘No-one.’

			‘Can you think of any reason they were out so late?’

			‘I’m sorry I can’t help,’ he said, which was true. He swelled with feeling, just for a moment. But the officer had already finished with him. She had seen that he knew nothing, seen it in his face before he spoke.

			‘It might be pericarditis,’ the doctor told her screen.

			He looked at her, perhaps helplessly. He had been thinking of the autopsy.

			‘Your heart lives in a bag,’ the doctor sighed, ‘called the pericardium. It can become inflamed. Just happens sometimes. Take anti-inflammatories for a week. If it gets worse, come back and see me.’

			‘What about the insomnia? Should I take something for that?’

			‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘It’s probably just anxiety. You’ve had some trouble with that in the past, I recall?’

			Her mouth was tight. The kindness he remembered had been for a child.

			‘Not since I was a kid,’ he said, defensive.

			‘How is university? Are you coping with the workload?’

			He realised that his mother had not told her what had happened. He could not explain it now, could not put into words what had been torn from him. He did not have to. He could still protect himself.

			We must go on as if this never happens.

			He told her he was fine, and left without a prescription. Something about the doctor calmed him; after seeing her, he began to be able to sleep, and a few days later he phoned Marita and let her know that she should advertise the room.

			‘My mother’s been ill,’ he lied. ‘She needs me. Anyway I can’t really afford it.’

			‘That’s fine. We’re already looking for someone for the front room anyway,’ she said. ‘Someone’s on their way over now, actually, I have to go. When will you come and get your stuff?’

			The front room. Adam had not realised they would be erased so soon, so completely. Yun’s space would be reoccupied, the traces of their life removed; reality would close over the missing place like skin. The evidence that was left of a human being, of their private worlds, had to amount to more than one portable clothes horse and a beaten-looking white desk. A few novels, microbiology textbooks, some clothes. He supposed these things were already gone, taken by the grandparents he had glimpsed once waiting for them in an ageing station wagon. They had never set foot in the house.

			‘Maybe Saturday,’ he said, ‘this Saturday or Sunday, I’ll see if I can borrow the car.’ He looked up and caught his sister’s expression. Slightly mocking, but directed at her screen.

			He reached across the counter for the painkillers. His pain had not gone away completely. It had merely shifted its position in his body, trying out new placements: now inside the front of the shoulder, now at the base of the spine. One of those things, the doctor said. He had not known his heart lived in a sack, or that a single blow to the head could burst an artery. That was all it took. The blow, or the impact of their skull against the ground. Were all bodies really so vulnerable? It was crazy to think that a person didn’t really need to know how they worked in order to go around in the world alive. He was held together by mysterious procedures, fragile membranes. There were so many things he hadn’t heard of that could go wrong.

			Marita answered the door with her hand on her hip. The new flatmate drifted out of Yun’s room, a tall, square woman wearing a man’s tweed flat cap. She was polite enough on introduction, but not warm. Marita almost hugged him, but must have thought better of it; she sighed and said that she would leave him to it. Adam glanced into the room before heading upstairs, but there was nothing there he recognised.

			He hardly recognised his own things. After his grandparents’ anchoring furniture, these objects looked like optimistic garbage. He had found most of them on the street to begin with. The clothes in milk crates had always gestured at impermanence. He was ashamed of it, but annoyed also at the persistence of the material, the weight of belongings that had to be carted from place to place. He picked up library books he should have returned weeks ago. A photograph of his father, taken before illness made him into a ghost, unframed and now – he saw with a pang – wrinkled from the house’s damp. He slipped it inside a book, not the library’s, not one he remembered buying. His books barely filled a box. He took sheets, a blanket, a bag of clothes. He stuffed his swimming shorts into a pocket of the backpack. The chair and desk he decided to leave behind. Someone would use them, or put them back out on the roadside.

			These objects did not hold him. He could leave them behind; he was free.

			On his way out the door he glanced again into their room. A pink and grey quilt, a mirror, a supply of pens, a white cowboy hat. Had he expected them to reappear, simply because he was looking? Adam knew that he should feel something, standing there. He felt the absence in him, like a cold body of water, and found it reassuring. He backed from the room, pushed the front door aside with a foot and carried the box out to the car. He let the door close behind him without saying goodbye.

			A couple of days later Marita texted him to remind him he had forgotten to return the keys, so he taped them to a piece of cardboard, put them in an envelope without a note, and sent them by post. Got the keys, thx, she texted him a few days later. You ok? He didn’t reply. What was the point? They were never really friends. He would not need to go back to the house again.

			A few days later she texted him the details of a protest march, but since it was the uni holidays, he wouldn’t be travelling in that day. He would reply to the message later, he decided, and picked up a book that had got mixed up with his things, a second-hand copy of Mishima’s The Sailor Who Fell from Grace with the Sea. He thought it might have belonged to Yun, but it wasn’t signed and there was no way of asking. He had been carrying it around but could not concentrate on it, never got past the first couple of pages. Instead he watched long hours of television news, a notebook on his lap in case he saw something that could be used as evidence in class. The notebook stayed empty. Eventually he switched to cricket.

			He sometimes woke to a burst of noise, expecting disaster, to find that a wicket had fallen, and that he was alone in the house. His mother was still working at the high school, and even though she was no longer co-ordinating a year level, there were endless meetings as the summer break approached; she was rarely home before evening. Lisa was usually out, so the house was often empty. He wandered barefoot, stopped in the door of his mother’s room. She would not be back for hours. He stepped inside silently and opened a drawer. Her clothes lay neatly folded, colour-coordinated, with nothing of his father’s interspersed. He placed a hand between two cotton shirts, but the allure had gone stale.

			He searched again for traces. His father existed in the house only in photographs worn anonymous from looking, and, here and there, repairs. Adam remembered the spots where wood putty or silicone sealed gaps, hiding them from those who did not know they were there. He remembered a bolt that attached the handle to a kitchen drawer, the one that did not match the others. He had been looking for signs of him for more than a decade. New evidence would not appear now. But he went on searching anyway; it was a compulsive kind of accounting. As if an innocence might be restored by it.

			And yet he was innocent, wasn’t he? He stopped, his fingers curved around a door’s smooth handle. He had dealt no blows, he had made no threats. They had found no evidence of that. He had simply followed his impulses, followed his eyes. Actual harm was something beyond him. It was something vile, inhuman.

			The march didn’t make the TV news. He forgot about it until he saw the photos on Facebook. End violence against women, said the main banner. He scrolled past it without reading the comments.

		

	
		
			SWEETHEART

			They search the streets, they practise moving. The city soothes itself with rain, then lies sun-drunk. Bright days where bodies are lazy, recline on the grass watching boats sail out the throat that sucks the ocean. Extraordinary sounds. Lorikeets. Aeroplanes. Incautious voices. Singing. Wine. Collisions, exchanges. The stains people leave on other people’s skin.

			The moment, the body, keeps overwhelming them.

			In the wrists of a man walking by the harbour wall, who takes them out along the rim of the land, picking up speed, the breeze in his hair, until he rests by the huge bolts of the bridge, looks up at an old stair with metal rails. Asthmatic lungs about to crush. They rush out into a jogger who takes them two by two with no excuse me. Then the young man wheeling a trolley of milk on the road above, dimly aware of the jogger collapsing as they turn the corner and enter the rear door of a café that sits at an angle between a series of old houses and a pit of construction. Not enough people around. They want crowds, the food court, traffic, people close together. They remember the sudden jolt of awareness in the bus on Parramatta Road. The chill of the morgue. That had been Adam, waiting outside for them, as if he knew they were coming for him. The stars. Months or years ago. They don’t know what time means anymore. So much movement since and distance. Each body its own countdown.

			The milk man pauses to watch a spiral of air, the leaves rising and spinning, caught in its wind.

			‘Apwape,’ he whispers, and waits for it to pass. It drops the leaves, moves on unseen, and he pushes the trolley on, one hand on a crate to steady it. Slow longing in him for something they can’t read. Slow loss and quiet rage and gain.

			His body obeys its better strength, pushes the sack truck through a door and into the cool. Somewhere in him, will becomes coherent, acts. He stops to look at a receipt and stares up at a complex of exposed pipes along the damp wall of a building. Caught between life and death. Desire and action. The space of a breath. It’s hard not to fall for every body.

			The milk man finds his door. He looks at his reflection as a woman signs for the delivery. His eyes rove over slender muscle, milk-dark skin. A longing for beauty that flares and fades. Does he see them? They are a spark, perhaps. They feel the desire in his body. A desire to take flight, to cross over. So they fly for him.

			She looks away fast; they can’t guess what she’s seen in him. Heat in her neck, but that’s steam, labour. She moves a hand and it’s a practised gesture, made to be seen. Here there is affection, a regular exchange. She leans on the counter, looks up, grinning. Her whole skin comes aflame.

			They’ve already left her, leapt the counter. A skinny girl looming at cakes, her breath hot against the glass. A strapped chest that beats with sugar, the bitter coffee memory in the mouth. Simple wants that overwhelm the moment. Then the next, face pinched, runs her eyes over the same sweet things: suffering, and cruelty, and long past hunger. They could please her, hurt her. It’s the same desire. Sometimes gift, and sometimes trauma.

			They are led by the bodies’ longings. A man dragged by a wrist to a darkened room, laughing with every muscle. The rush, the way the heat of it spreads through his body. How close they come to feeling clean then, as the pleasure moves through him like water. How close they come to his mind’s quiet wonder.

			There is always some point of contact. Bodies look for abrasions. The heat relaxes the muscle, allows itself to stretch beyond its usual measure. They feed on hunger. On tenderness and steam. It’s something else, something shapeless, their own nascent appetites ascending. The roving eyes. The will to exhale. The ecstatic skin.

			They study here. Learn the ways that want hooks on the gaze, becomes an impulse, impulse becomes will, will an act. The friction, the reach for an uneasy peace. They wonder at the permutations, rituals, of an act they thought near universal; they wonder at their disregard for parts. Because each body is its own experience. Each combination unrepeatable. All the flaws are miraculous. Even the dissatisfactions are perfect.

			So much affection, so little speech. Just bodies moving, and release. They feel the minds go blank a moment, flooded with fresh chemistry. Each one freed briefly of its weight before returning to pain, or laughter.

			Never free for long. Even here, they are a guest. But, oh, overjoyed by the body’s hospitality.

			Its forgetting pleasures might have satisfied them, once.

			But they do not want to forget.

			When they come out into the light again, in a man of early middle age and good fitness, dressed and worn and sore and lighter somehow, stronger, more at ease in himself, they are surprised by how bright the sky is. His eyes hurt, adjusting to it.

			There’s a woman walking her dog on the sloped road, down to the park beside the water. Little grey thing. Woman and dog both appear absorbed. He follows her, or so it seems, as far as the lights. He stops a step behind her, and they rest in his pleasant exhaustion, listening to the gentle blip, blip of the crossing. He looks at his shoes, there’s pleasure there too. The eyes relax, the mouth calm. A blend of chemistry.

			There is a rumble. Small ferocity. He steps back, peace shattered. The brain has readied itself to run. Something in him, the poised boy, expects this. The savagery that loiters, always, at the rim.

			It’s only the little grey dog, growling up at him.

			The man steadies his stance, disguises the effort, and lets out a laugh. Not quite convincing. He looks into the eyes of the animal. The little dog shakes with its responsible uncertainty. And they look too. Right into the animal’s brown eyes.

			The dog growls, but not at the man. It sees something odd in him. Not just his vigilance. Something out of place.

			The dog knows they are there. It cocks its little skull. They feel its fixed eyes as a pleasure in the chest, the legs.

			‘Sorry! He never does this!’ The woman yanks the lead. The dog resists, paws caught, gaze firm. They fight the impulse to hide, uncertain if it’s his or theirs. They try to come forward. To make themselves large inside the body. They try to shimmer, to bark back. They don’t know how to answer the gaze of this animal, what it asks them. They only know they want to meet it. They want to be seen.

			‘It’s nothing, Pip, leave it.’ The woman holds her fist out, palm down. Something in it. And the animal turns. Its whole body moves as its attention changes. With his nervous eyes they watch the one ear twitch and swivel. The animal snatches the snack, it glances back. They fall through his body like water. They disappear. It’s so easy.

			The blip becomes bip-bip-bip.

			She turns. ‘I’m so sorry.’

			‘No, no dramas love,’ the man says. And smiles and, before she walks away, reaches into his pocket for his phone. Unconscious, probably, repeat of the treat. They feel him ease as he senses her relief. A thumb wakes the screen and seeks a name and finds its messages. But then it hesitates over all the little boxes waiting, and answers nothing. The sun comes down the road and hits his eyes, is sweetly blinding. He yawns, a little falsely, just to feel what’s left of pleasure in the skin. The shiver passes from his shoulders. The dog trots away with its companion. The inner shimmering has ceased. They are, he is, exhausted.

			He crosses the street as the lights are changing back. Not quite as easy on his feet now. Panic floats beneath the skin as he pushes a glass door into a noisy room. They feel old violence, one elbow lodged in his lower back, but it isn’t really there. His body remembers. He touches the place. Smiles at the barista and stands waiting, foot tapping, for his turn.

			They feel his breath slow down, his lips move, counting.

			Seen! Only by an animal. But seen!

			He’s yawning.

			‘Excuse me, sweetheart, can I just –’ The man leans across a woman for the paper and she smiles faintly. The sugar jar tinkles. All his endearments are disarmaments. He softens himself to the world, to that elbow in the back, to the barking stranger. He will sleep soon, and wake alone. They can’t help him. They move on, excited by that brief expansion.

			They leap into caffeinated bloodstreams, glad to stay awake. They want it again, that hit of awareness. It seems meaningful. Down to the park, suit by suit, they play. But people don’t really look at each other. They stand apart from each other, eyes on phones. The dogs are only interested in dogs.

			They slip into streets. Once or twice they think someone catches a glimpse of their presence in a mirror, or a window, but nothing more. False positives, incomplete images appear and disappear. Screens are everywhere. The city is limp with winter rain, and then concussed by summer. In a wet and overheating tent, they are almost convinced a woman is talking directly to them: ‘Get out of me, get away from me, ya bastard.’ But she’s re-enacting, it’s not the first repeat. Something that the body knows from old. The pressure of these memories hurts. They don’t want to feel what she feels. So many people are like this, carrying around their private violence, their body’s understanding with the world.

			They make affinities with objects: a bottle bobbing in a polyp of harbour, a doomed fern clinging to a high damp wall, a half-deflated helium balloon flitting around between apartments in its last performance. The uneaten sandwiches some hands pick from the garbage, the smudge of their fingerless gloves. Anchorless things. These discards have a solidarity about them, a fellowship of persistence.

			A woman shops through cornered tears, her bruised mouth chewing. Two broken ribs and a cloak of terror. Unable to breathe in the store with the perfume, she runs out in a panic. She crosses a road, holding herself as if from falling. The pain is insoluble and they dive into it. She pauses in the middle of the road. For a moment they think she wants to die in traffic, are about to jump out, but then a car horn brings her back. She looks into the windscreen, at her distorted face, and there they are.

			Go, they tell her, move. Keep going. Get away.

			She changes direction, enters a tiled burrow, old neon invitations overhead of Distinction, clock, Tickets, tight cream ceiling, tunnel without end. They digest her panic, the easing of her breath; the rib cage settles. She pauses, passes a card at a silver box, the wedges fall back, her fingers are so tight against the plastic they could break. And she goes down into the cement chamber, its green iron, the scent of a dark lake beneath. She pauses, looks up to where the water soaks through rock above. Small roots slip through stone. She looks away fast. Arched windows light old photographs of a city that has died and still lies buried here.

			A train slides in with its melody. The people in it, compartmentalised but near. So many people at once, so close together. All this energy. Why didn’t they think of it before? She holds her breath as she steps aboard, pushes between them into the feast.

			Sweetheart, they wonder. And they push free.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			Adam passed the place a couple of times. He had been walking up and down for a while, trying to look like he knew where he was going, taking what he thought were shortcuts, following footsteps into blind alleys, feeling adventurous, then irritated. A dented scooter rattled past him, and he stood watching it veer over the uneven surface where the road was being repaired; asphalt was still being poured in the distance in a fug of steam and beeping. The city always resurfacing, always sealing itself closed.

			He watched a black sedan and a cargo trike face off in the lane, the latter with a load of trimmed branches finally reversing to make room. He stepped between two huge trees to avoid the sedan. Then the light of the gallery appeared, spilling out into the dark. A few people were gathered there smoking or staring at their phones, and he moved to join them.

			The gallery was well lit and crowded. It was only a stripped shopfront, it didn’t take many people to fill it. There were two characters painted on the window in thick black brushstrokes; he couldn’t recognise either of them. He stepped inside. The air was heavy with the breaths of the crowd and the cigarette smoke that drifted in through the open door behind him. Adam looked around, hoping for snacks. He thought he saw Eliza across the room, caught a glimpse of her hair, but if it was her she was deep in conversation and did not notice him. There didn’t seem to be any food or wine, not that he needed wine. It was hot in the gallery and he felt a little dizzy, but he pressed himself in among the people, brushing against arms and raising a hand to protect his face from a spun ponytail, feeling the bodies move around him, the constellations of encounter and near miss, with unexpected pleasure.

			It was a blank, ungentrified hutong, mostly a place where people lived. There were hipster bars and restaurants around the corner, appearing and disappearing faster than they could be discovered by the foreigner magazines Adam had once thought he might write for. This space had just opened; he thought the invitation had said this was their first exhibition. There were still signs the building had not been fully reclaimed from its past. Bits of wire and shelf brackets along one wall, some artfully exposed plumbing that might have been an affectation. He felt in his jeans pocket for his phone, but it seemed he hadn’t brought it with him. He checked his back pocket: his wallet was still there. He had left the phone on the edge of his bed, he thought, but when? He couldn’t remember leaving the apartment. His legs ached, so he must have walked a fair way. He should not have come, was not quite well enough. But there was no need to panic. He decided he would find Manu, say hello, show his face and not stay long.

			For lack of a phone, he looked at the art. There was not much on the walls: a few big pieces of paper with red brushstrokes on them, suggesting blood or writing. At the centre of the room was a sort of cage, a flimsy one, its bars not parallel and only loosely joined to a few simple wooden crosspieces; somewhere between a piece of cheap furniture and a packing crate. Inside the cage there was a human figure.

			Adam thought it was a statue at first. One of those lifelike forms sculpted from resin or moulded plastic. The hipbones protruded, and the spine was a row of knots. The figure was very thin, long-backed, almost reptilian. He admired the artist’s attention to detail. Then it moved.

			Adam squeezed between people. The knots receded down to a narrow waist, and the coccyx protruded above what appeared to be bike shorts. Adam could see a fine shading of hair where the line descended. The figure shifted his weight again, was struggling to hold himself in position. The breath or the heartbeat visible in gentle pulses under skin. Adam wanted to get closer, but a young woman stepped in front of him. She was filming on her phone, mustn’t have seen him. Her coat collar formed a barricade. Despite the heat inside the gallery, everyone still wore their winter clothing. Adam had his shearling jacket and was sweating.

			He moved to take it off, and felt something weighing it down. Reaching gratefully for his phone, he touched something soft, and pulled out a half-eaten apple. The flesh was brown, already turning. There was nowhere to dispose of it. He put it back into the pocket. The man in the cage was still now, apart from the breath that moved and sustained him. The performance must be something to do with hunger, Adam thought, looking around. A few people were holding glasses of wine, but he still couldn’t see a bar. He saw Eliza again, managed to catch her eye this time. A faint look of concern crossed her face, but was gone so fast that he doubted it had really been there. He turned back to the art, thinking that he should pay attention, remember this, write a post on Facebook or something. He would have no photos to show for it. He might describe it to Natasha, demonstrate that he was happy, that they might go on as if nothing had happened. Adam tried to watch the body in the crate, but something about the man unsettled him. His eyes would not keep still.

			Looking around, Adam saw half-a-dozen white plinths, their tops covered by what looked like mirrors. On closer inspection they were screens laid flat, like in an Apple store. He felt clever to make the association, but it was probably deliberate. He glanced down at the closest of the tablets, which was showing something that might have been digital art or the device’s inbuilt screen saver. He touched it lightly with a finger, and it did not respond. There were headphones attached to the plinths. When he held one to his ear, it sounded like the sea; perhaps it was broken.

			‘It’s very conceptual,’ Eliza said, appearing at his elbow. She gave it a light squeeze. Her fingers were sharp through the jacket. ‘The artist is a friend of ours,’ she said, nodding at the young man in the cage. ‘What do you think?’

			Natasha would have touched her arm, given her opinion without hesitating. He should not have left his phone at home; he would not be able to explain this without images. The man curled in his cage shifted his weight slightly from foot to foot. Adam felt that this was cheating, that an image should remain still, but he did not say so.

			Instead he cleared his throat. ‘Does he do anything else?’

			Eliza smiled and told him that the artist had studied to be a filmmaker. ‘But the situation is becoming difficult,’ she said. He wasn’t sure if she meant film or the crate, so he simply nodded. She had misunderstood his question, or he had asked the wrong one.

			‘The situation,’ he said.

			She looked at him, her face grave. ‘It is getting worse,’ she said.

			Adam felt safe now. Everyone always agreed that things were getting worse. It was the one reliable statement that could be made. For foreigners, the true China was always in the past. Whichever China they had arrived in began immediately to be replaced by this other usurping country; the true China lay buried and had to be mourned. Adam hadn’t been here long enough to feel he had any such claim on the place. He always felt as though he had missed something, arrived too late. He expressed these opinions about the loss, the destruction of neighbourhoods, the surveillance and restrictions and shutdowns. But they were the only China he knew.

			He wondered if she was going to change the subject now, ask him if he was feeling better. It wasn’t like her to forget a social nicety; perhaps Manu had not passed the news of his illness on. That was a dark thought. He felt his face flush.

			‘Have you heard from Natasha?’ he asked, but Eliza stepped aside to kiss someone on the cheek and didn’t answer. When he moved to join her, the other person dissolved into the crowd and she peered after her.

			‘Oh! There he is,’ she said, and waved to Manu, who was just visible across the room and turned at her voice. She moved towards him, taking the scent of flowers with her, a scent that he only began to notice now that it was leaving. What sort of flowers were they? Something slightly heady, slightly nauseating. Adam swallowed. He still had a lump in his throat, maybe not an infection but something that prevented him from swallowing normally. It must be the air. He should not have been out in it so long.

			Turning to give the two of them privacy, he caught his reflection in the glass of the gallery. He moved towards it, weaving through the crowd. He thought that he looked different. A little pink. But everyone else was discoloured; the air was grainy, and the lights were cheap fluorescents. The one above him now was flickering. It would probably give him a headache if he stood underneath it too long.

			He watched the room’s reflection. A crowd was gathering around the artist, brought in by some signal he had missed. Adam shifted his focus to the street, where the hip Beijing art crowd were extinguishing their cigarettes and coming back inside. Some returned their phones to pockets, while others held them in front of their faces, ready to film. Something was happening. A hush descended in the gallery behind him.

			As the artist did whatever he was doing, Adam watched the street. An old man cycled up very slowly in his pyjamas, a fluffy white dog in the basket at the front of his bike. He stopped without dismounting and stared into the window, his face very close to Adam’s. He must have been able to see Adam, who was well lit, but he squinted into the gallery as though there was no-one there.

			Adam felt sorry for him. His neighbourhood was filling with rowdy foreigners, late-night bars. The man was at least sixty, probably older. Adam tried to calculate what he might have lived through. He tried to guess which side he might have taken in each of the catastrophes that had befallen his nation, his city, but such events seemed distant, and anyway he could not remember many of the dates. The man’s face was blank and peaceful.

			Adam raised a hand, and his reflection raised his. The man startled; perhaps he had thought Adam was an exhibit. They stood for a moment regarding each other through the window without interacting, without letting their eyes meet properly. Adam studied the man’s nostrils. The man focused on Adam’s raised hand, but did not lift his own from the handlebars. Adam looked into the dog’s eyes, and it bared its teeth and flattened its ears at him. Then it began to bark.

			Behind Adam, someone was making a speech. A couple of heads turned to look at the source of the barking, then turned back.

			The man spoke to his dog, but couldn’t calm it. It was an ugly thing, with ragged teeth and a squashed expression, and its brown eyes looked straight into Adam’s. He stepped back and glimpsed a few more patrons turning their heads to look at him, as if he was the cause of the trouble. Adam tried to smile at the old man, to release him from this embarrassment, but he did not seem to see him. The man was peering into the room, muttering something. Still the dog would not stop. Adam could not turn away.

			Finally the old man dismounted, breaking the spell. He spoke to the animal sternly but softly, his body language kind. He fondled its shoulders with one hand, then wheeled the bike slowly away by the handlebars. The dog watched Adam until it could no longer see him, leaning so far out of the basket that it seemed about to fall. Adam could not take his eyes off it.

			Behind him, the gallery burst into applause. The artist had finished his performance. Adam moved closer in time to see him pushing the bars of his cage. They swivelled out easily. He stood and stretched, reminding Adam of an aged bodybuilder he had seen on the street in Gulou a few months before. He didn’t bow; he looked tired. Someone handed him a towel. He was young and pale and very fit, his shoulders rounded with muscle but his chest lean. When he tilted his head back, his exposed collarbones shone like porcelain.

			‘Hey, man,’ Manu called in his basketball voice as he emerged from the dispersing group. He stopped a little further from Adam than Adam thought was natural. ‘You see that? Some performance, huh,’ he said, scanning the room over Adam’s shoulder.

			‘Yeah,’ Adam said. It seemed safest. He calculated that the artist had been in the cage less than an hour, which wasn’t that long, really. Maybe that wasn’t the point, but it seemed like too mild a torture. A silence wormed between them. Manu’s warmth directed itself elsewhere for a moment as he greeted someone, then returned, those neat dark eyebrows meeting in concern.

			‘The situation,’ Adam began, but Manu spoke over him.

			‘How are you feeling?’

			Adam could have sunk to his knees. ‘Still a bit fragile, actually,’ he said. ‘But getting better.’

			‘Yeah, we didn’t expect to see you out,’ Manu said, and then, perhaps seeing Adam’s expression change, added: ‘It’s great you came, though.’

			‘Some performance,’ said Adam.

			Manu wasn’t listening. He scanned the room again, gestured to an older white guy who stood on the other side clutching a wine glass. The white guy lifted himself away from the wall.

			‘We’re going for dinner, you’re welcome to join us, but if you’re still not well, don’t feel any obligation,’ Manu said.

			‘Love to,’ Adam said. He was starving. His whole body sang out with a need for sustenance. It was strange how pleasant it felt to be hungry. When had he last eaten? He couldn’t remember. He put his hand in his pocket, felt the soft remains of the apple there, and was disturbed. He was not getting better at all. Something was happening to him, he felt it in his body. The dog had seen it. Something was growing inside him, like the brown bloom in the apple’s core. He removed his hand and wiped the stickiness against his jacket. He was thirsty, incredibly thirsty. He wanted to reach out and touch Manu’s fine skin where it glistened on his cheekbones, but his hands were dirty. He fought the impulse down.

			‘I’ll wait outside,’ he said, swallowing.

			‘Sure, man.’ Manu was already moving away.

			Eliza and Manu seemed, like they often did, to know everyone there. They would be in their circle for a while. Adam looked for a bathroom on his way out, but couldn’t see one. He hurried down the dark lane to the public toilet, where he pissed hotly and noisily. He enjoyed the extravagance of it. Anyone walking past would hear him. When he stepped outside again there was no-one there. It was strange how tranquil the hutongs could be at night, even with all of Beijing draped around them. They were like something it swallowed long ago, and hadn’t been able to digest.

			Zipping up he felt his stomach. There was nothing swollen, no pain. If the illness hadn’t left him, at least it was improved. He was energised by the change now, his energy somehow cleaner, humming at a higher pitch, attention feeding on each sensation. The night was cold, and the pleasure of it on his skin surprised him. He sniffed the air, and though it mostly smelled of hutong toilet, his stomach growled.

			The air had got worse. In the smog, the light from the gallery formed a solid block in the centre of the hutong, framing steel cables that leaned at precarious angles, posts that dangled hazardous-looking clutches of wire at eye level, the trunk of a tree with a chain around it attached to the bent frame of a broken bicycle. He didn’t go back inside, just leaned against the tree to watch the people leaving, smiling along with them, standing in the light. He could not see Manu or Eliza now. They must have left without him.

			The heavy air reinforced his sense of being inside the city’s body; Adam wondered if it would reject him eventually, push him to the surface of its skin. It was possible this was already happening.

			He thought of Natasha’s house, a few blocks away down a narrow bend in the maze. The warm light inviting, pouring from the one small window that was open to the lane. These old places had no care for privacy. He had meant to knock, and wave; he had meant to wait for her invitation. He had not meant her any harm. How was he supposed to know where the lines were before he crossed them?

			They appeared at his side with a group behind them, already moving through the lane.

			‘Sorry, man, thought you’d left! This way,’ Manu said, waving him into the group as they passed. Adam followed in silence, too preoccupied by his hunger to speak. They took a route that felt circuitous but was probably direct, passing nothing he knew but appearing in a place he thought he recognised. It was like one of those folding paper games, the fortunes all ending up in the same place. Adam wanted to tell Manu this, but he couldn’t remember what they were called and Manu was out of earshot, striding ahead, arm in arm with Eliza. Maybe they didn’t have that game in Canada anyway.

			The restaurant was a South-East Asian place. A big main room, dark, with no-one else in it but a pair of identical twin girls of about eight or nine, presumably the owners’ kids, in pale blue party dresses. They sat opposite each other, each playing on her own tablet. One of them called out without looking up, and a man appeared, wiping his hands on a tea towel. He wondered if Manu had booked the entire place but, no, there was a young couple in the dimness of a far corner, leaning in to each other so much that their foreheads were almost touching. It was late, that was all, and the air really was bad; no sensible Beijinger would be out in it.

			The owner ushered them into a side room. Adam took his place between strangers. An international group, a round table. The artist was there, somehow the head of a circle; he drew the attention. Handsome, certainly. Elvish features. From Guangzhou, he thought he heard him say, but maybe he had just picked out the syllables. Adam could still see the collarbones beneath his thin white t-shirt, and worried that the young man was cold. He wrapped his own jacket close around him and waited for someone to hand him an English menu.

			Manu had already ordered both red and white wine and was passing glasses around, raising a toast. He spoke in his careful, formal-sounding Chinese; people laughed as though everything he said was a joke. Maybe it was. Eliza raised a glass of water, caught Adam’s eye. Adam regretted coming but now that he was seated it would have been rude to leave. He smiled at her, picked up a glass that someone had filled with yellow wine. He wanted a beer. There seemed to be only the one enormous Chinese menu, leather-bound like some childhood book of spells, and it was nowhere near him. So he sat and waited, sipping from his glass.

			‘Australian,’ someone said. He looked over, but they were talking about the wine, tasting it with a serious expression. Adam shook his head. The bottle was too far away to read. He was not enjoying it.

			‘Are you an artist, then?’ the man beside him asked, his glass poised. It was the white man from the gallery. He must have been fifty, British, a neat anthropologist’s goatee, stained teeth.

			Adam shook his head. ‘I just look,’ he said, but before he could explain, the noise of conversation rose; the man had already turned to the young Chinese woman on his other side and begun to explain something to her. Adam listened as he announced that in the old days all the British expats in China were homosexuals. He actually said homosexuals. ‘They could practise, you know, their lifestyle choices,’ he projected, and conversation hesitated further around the table. ‘They were sent here or to India to get them out of the way.’ He laughed, though the woman did not seem interested in the slightest.

			Adam turned at a memory. Eliza’s perfume must have drifted to him across the table, or there were flowers in the restaurant that were past their freshness. But the only plants he could see were plastic. Something twisted in his gut.

			‘I would love to have been here in the thirties, when it was all falling apart,’ the British man said into his ear. His breath was hot and moist. Adam pretended not to hear him.

			When the food arrived it was light, delicate, fragrant with lemongrass and coriander. The centrepiece, a sculpted fish, arrived to much exclamation. He could not stomach the smell, though it wasn’t the food. He tried to order a beer, but his back was to the door, and the waiter never there when he looked. His head was spinning, the sounds in the room – the acoustics were terrible – becoming harder to distinguish as language. Outside in the hutong someone was calling his name. Adam managed to secure a spoonful of rice, some broccoli in a thin coconut sauce, but he could not eat much. He needed to get some air. He got up and excused himself, backed out of the room. Sweat at his temples. Manu didn’t see him go, was busy with his warm arm around the artist’s shoulder, his bow lips almost to the young man’s ear. Eliza gave him a quick look of concern, but said nothing.

			In the street outside Adam tried to catch his breath. There was no-one there, of course; his mind had just been reaching for a pattern in the noise. He looked down the lane for another toilet, but couldn’t see a thing. It was too dark, and the smog was thicker than before. He could still smell the resurfacing, but he couldn’t hear or see the machines from here; the odour might just be the air, thick with mysterious hydrocarbons. The sky was a grim orange above the grey tiled roofs, and his breath tasted like iron. It moved into his spine. He saw the young man in his cage, the pink flesh of the fish on the table. The fish in front of Natasha’s father, and his wine-stained lips. Carving knives. A steel table. Dark brick walls. Adam felt in his jacket pocket for his phone, and took his hand out quickly; something soft and rotten lurked there.

			He steadied himself, reached in again, took out the apple and dropped it on the road. He could have sworn he had got rid of it already. In the pocket beneath it, there was a plastic bag, a soft lump of packaging, its barcode intact. He gazed without recognition. Chatterboxes, that’s what they were called. It was just a game. There were four options and you chose a square. The other person counted out the question. Then you chose your corner and they showed you the answer. His sister had opened it to show him YOU DIE and he had cried for what seemed like days.

			Cried inconsolably, head buried in his mother’s chest. Cried because he kept getting the same terrible answer. You’re not a child, his mother had said, but he was. He was thirteen, and his father was gone, and Lisa had tricked him, had written the same thing in all eight places. She had opened it to show him, trying to calm him down. Now that he thought about it, the fortune had been accurate, maybe the only accurate fortune there was. He wondered if Lisa remembered any of this. She would think it was funny, if he reminded her. Or maybe not. She was a mother now, she would consider everything in a different light.

			He’d left something behind, he thought, in the restaurant, or at his mother’s house. Something important. He could not think what it was.

			A figure was approaching. Familiar, but he couldn’t place them. His mind was still in Australia. The air was thick as soup, and they were charging through it, their footfalls dull. He stood straighter, anticipating their arrival. They would speak first, or he would raise a hand and smile. He even stepped into the lane to intercept them. But then he saw, too late, that it was no-one he knew, just some androgynous kid in K-Pop finery and a black face mask, hands in the pockets of a panelled garment, walking with an urgent stride. The figure was about to sweep past, so close that they would have to brush against him. Adam anticipated the swish of fabric against his skin and leaned towards it. At the last moment, without in any other way acknowledging he was there, the person stepped sideways to dodge him. Adam heard the music in their headphones clearly: not K-Pop at all, something much more familiar. They disappeared around the next corner and the melody played on in his head for a moment before the words came to him: I want to hold your hand.

			Adam inhaled deeply, tasting the air in his throat. He longed for sleep. He could hear the laughter travelling out through the window of the restaurant. He knew that he should go back inside, but he was so exhausted he could have stretched out in the street and closed his eyes. Let the city take him in, let it reseal itself above him. The song played out in his head, stopped, and began again from the beginning.

			It was the thought of Manu finding him like that, of his hands reaching down to the cold earth in pity, that got Adam moving. He walked quickly to the end of the hutong, where he hoped that it joined a road he knew. A taxi hovered there with its lights on, its nose pointed north. The driver peered out, his eyes in shadow. Two punk girls breezed past, laughing. Adam climbed in the back, gave the name of the subway station nearest his apartment – he had never managed to get a Beijing taxi driver to recognise his actual address. He hoped that he had some cash in his wallet. It was still in the back pocket of his jeans when he checked. The driver tossed his cigarette out the window and turned the car around without speaking. Adam thought that he must have mispronounced his destination; this was not the right direction. He spoke the name again, but the driver ignored him.

			It took several blocks for Adam to see that the driver was going the right way after all; he must have become disoriented. He sank in his seat. His eyes were heavy, kept threatening to close. Of the rest of the ride back to his apartment he registered only one scene: a construction site beneath a bridge, the workers shirtless, their spines glistening in the light of their site lamps. The white air gathering in the light around their bodies made it look like they were evaporating.

		

	
		
			ROSES

			They scent him, close here. In the contained air, thick with transmission, they shutter from body to body, feeding on attention, on distraction, seeking him out. Most people don’t feel the impression, but some seem to accept it. This one, smell of oranges, looks at her reflection in the window, evades the eyes, picks at the teeth. The mouth floods with flavours. She touches her belly, stretched and pregnant, and the lips sink into a grimace. They feel her interior fascination, her estrangement from herself, the life that feeds on her life. Bladder, calves, the press of weight, the swollen ankles. The swish of her skirt against the legs when the train lurches gives her pleasure; she lurches with it. She looks behind her, where nobody gives up their seat. At the next stop, someone pushes past her, and they feel a hand pressed lightly against her lower back; they feel her whole body tense and hold itself from fighting. The fury in her, everywhere at once. They press themselves beside it, shift with her protection.

			He’s tight as a rubber-band ball. The seam of rage under the surface. He gets off the train, avoiding contact. Nothing in his pockets when he taps at them. They don’t want him to go up the stairs, and he stays to watch the last carriage trundle away. A shimmer, a spark in the eye, enjoying this odd imprisonment.

			He walks to the edge of the platform, peers back into the tunnel for the lights of the next train. Nothing comes out of the dark. They coil in him, wanting to build to a release like lightning. Uncertain if this pressure is their own, or if it belongs to the body. If there’s a membrane between what they are and him, it’s porous; they leak through.

			Something in him that they recognise. Pain, demanding and dispersed. Some kind of homesickness. The platform is crowded but the crowd stands at a distance. He hears the train approaching with his whole body. His mouth fixes its tight line and his hands look for his pockets. Too close to the edge. Heart like a panic drum and no they are all at once no

			‘No,’ she says and they are in her arm, wrinkled with the scars there, fired and clasping him by the shirt as the train rushes in. The wind catches at her lungs and she takes his shoulder in her other hand. She scrapes him away, burning the wrist with her nails. They feel the quick of her assessment. ‘Are you all right?’

			He looks away. ‘I lost my balance,’ he says, frowning. Looks back. Black eyes don’t see them.

			‘No, you, I. We can talk,’ she says, stuttering through the pronouns. So much meat in her throat the tongue doesn’t seem to fit there. ‘Listen, I can help,’ she says. She yanks her hair away from her face, loose, grey, untreated. The hand is shaking; she hides it behind her hip. A narrow ache in the ribs that comes from nowhere.

			He quarter-turns. Won’t meet her eye, won’t see them. They wonder if he knows.

			‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘This isn’t me.’

			The air vibrates, the signal sings. Another train is coming.

			Who, then?

			She watches him get on it, doesn’t follow. The chimes go, and a machine-blurred and accented voice says, ‘Standcleardoorsclosing.’ Her breath corrects itself, and she glances at her wrist. His claws have burned her skin. They see the line of an old scar, the blur of a home-made tattoo beside it. Infinity. This slowing of the breath is a ritual, her way to safety. There is a hiss of doors about to shift and she takes a step towards the carriage, too late. They feel the wind of its leaving on her skin. Her eyes look for her reflection in the glass, but it’s moving too fast to see anything. Infinity is not available.

			Absently, she reaches a hand to her neck and feels the life there, pulsing below the jaw. They flood through it, into her skull, and do what they can for her. Her breath relaxes, and the tightness loosens in her throat. They find an incipient headache, habitually placed, and try to unpick its stitches. I want to help, she said. Well, they could help too.

			Several times they think they catch glimpses of him in the carriages, through crowds, on platforms through a window, but can never be certain. He’s always leaving as they arrive, moving on another track, travelling too fast to identify. There’s no way to call out to him, to make themselves visible. All that watching, and now he never sees. They wonder if he ever did.

			They settle where they can for as long as they can, until the body shakes them. What is it that lets them stick around? This one, for instance. The body young, unfinished, still suffering its growth. So full of itself, its wants. And yet it lets them in.

			The train rocks her at the hip, vinyl ripped beside her uniform where it was knifed open. She rests her hands on her thighs. Scabs itch in thin lines beneath the fabric. Her attention is with something concealed in the hem of the bra where it joins the strap, too tight a net over chicken-white flesh. She stares at an old woman standing opposite, and wrinkles her nose.

			Prickling, she brushes something invisible from her leg. Chilled by the air conditioning? Aware of their presence? She looks over her shoulder at the nobody there.

			She reaches into the bra where the attention tingles, and touches something warm. Brushing against it fills her with pleasure. It’s some kind of blade, they feel the shape of a razor under her fingertips. Hunger for it shudders through her. She watches the veins in the old woman’s legs, blue veins raised in pale paperbark. She might take the blade to them. Bloom rising from the skin. They wonder what it would be like, to open someone. Open him. Their desire and the girl’s desire interfere with each other. They try to wrest control of her, but she’s strong.

			She doesn’t move. Her gaze crawls over the old woman’s face, which is in profile. The ear delicate, the hair so thin they could count the strands. She rests her eyes there. Inside her collar, the girl’s forefinger caresses her thumb, where a series of parallel marks remain beneath a scar. These lines shoot through her, she feels them in her spine, delights in them. Her feet react, tap rapidly under the seat, impatient. The old woman turns her shoulder, drops her eyes to the girl. Hot now, the straps too tight, she looks up into the milk of them. Blue like old china. Direct, and nearly blank. Unarmed as moonlight.

			The old woman smiles. But she’s not smiling at the girl. Not looking at her, but through.

			The girl is afraid, shuffles back in her seat.

			They gather their energy, bring it forth. A longing to be recognised. The old woman comes for them. Puts her cool right hand to the girl’s collarbone, the backs of her fingers touching skin. The razor beats beneath. They can feel the girl’s pulse in her neck now, thick and fast. She pushes back against the seat, but doesn’t quite retreat. The threat fascinates her like any other hurt. A swollen warmth spreads through her, an unwelcome pleasure. Dry skin against young. Disgust and need embrace in her. This is an awful kindness.

			The old woman tugs at the collar of the girl’s uniform, unfolds it from the neck and draws it out. When it is straightened, she pats it gently and smiles. Her mouth moves, the dry lips open, but she doesn’t speak.

			The girl swallows, whispers to herself: ‘Omigod.’ Wriggles away from the old woman, eases herself in the seat. She turns her eyes to the glass but only escapes as far as her reflection. Her heart is like a bird concealed. She reaches her cool hand under the collar where the woman touched her, fondles the top triangle of her bra where the razor hides. Its power will return. That touch was nothing. She looks anywhere but at herself. They tend to her disgusted pleasure.

			The exchange of a station, no sign of him, then the dark, then posters. The girl’s self-image vanishes against a display of wedding jewellery. Pink women grin. The heart glazed. The images ghost over. She wriggles again, the body struggling with discomfort. They give it back to her. They leave her alone.

			In the seat across the aisle, a man. His body round-shouldered, soft. Brown hands fold together, push between the knees. His work-sore feet. They can watch the girl from here. Seeing her unease from the outside, they look more kindly on it. The roses in those cheeks. He lifts his eyes to the old woman watching, dips his lashes to her, the gesture respectful, a feminine observance.

			The old woman turns to him. She watches him now with the same intent gaze that she laid on the girl. So close, so uncorrupted. They feel her recognition in him, tingling like a threat. They are sure that she has followed them across, traced their journey, watched them move. Now his forehead furrows, hands reorganise. He touches his watch but does not check it. Examines her expression. Meets her eye. The old woman gives him the same half-executed smile, and bends in.

			‘There you are,’ she whispers. ‘There you are.’ Her mouth opens, shows the brown bloom in the teeth. She peers in at them.

			They are here, near surfacing, rising to the gaze. But his body reacts too quickly, it sinks them. He reaches for a pole, gets to his feet. Offers his seat. She shakes her head, keeps her eyes on his. Brows folded now, a clever trouble. He glances down, relaxes his hands. Her wrist looks so thin in the cardigan, which half-conceals a narrow white band. He steps closer, letting the girl behind him blur past and shuffle for the door.

			‘Where are you off to today?’ he asks, the voice sweet. Big smile, very kindly, not looking at her wrist. She covers it with her other hand regardless. Smiles back, but not the eyes.

			‘Maybe I can help you,’ he says, and reaches for her sleeve.

			‘You’re not him,’ she says. Vicious, then the lips go soft. He hesitates, examining her face. His body represses the dreadful tremor, which they thoroughly enjoy.

			‘I won’t go back,’ she says.

			‘Back where?’

			She stares a long time, mouth working a puzzle. At last she offers her wrist. The scent of powder, of musk and lavender and rose. A plastic bracelet, and a name. The train is slowing.

			‘Here we are,’ he says. He takes her arm and fumbles for something in his pocket, touches his smooth phone but doesn’t take it out. He leads her up the stairs towards the door of the train. They want to stay down here, look for Adam; they don’t want to leave the train. He grips her loose-skinned wrist, and they feel her resistance. ‘It’s okay,’ he says, a voice like roses. One strong thumb on the back of her hand. ‘I’ll get you home.’ He looks at her neck, at the collar of the cardigan. It’s inside out, the label tattered, the print fading away. The stamp of a hospital under the tag.

			‘Home,’ she says, uncertain. She has already lost the place.

			The doors open. The platform waits. He holds the panic in her wrist, restraining. They slip inside her, and her eyes go wide as she remembers. The body remembers.

			‘Let go.’ She tears her wrist. ‘Let go of me,’ and he releases her. She doesn’t know him. She hasn’t seen them. She doesn’t even recognise herself.

			The doors close, and they sink back with her into the train.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			The idea of going away crept up on him. Sydney went on with determined ordinariness, was overtaken by its usual summer pleasures, but Adam couldn’t become interested in any of it. His illness faded, but he stayed in and missed the parties, the funerals. The news moved on to other stories. They might have caught someone, or never caught them; he wouldn’t have heard about it. And what difference would it make, anyway? There would always be violence. Some people simply had it in their nature.

			In the new year he got a job working casual shifts at a market research call centre in a dingy cement building down a back lane near Central. His supervisor, an ageing goth, wore sweaty button-downs, black t-shirts beneath thin white shirts. Adam was comfortable with a standard he could easily best. On his first day there, the goth told him that the pedestrian tunnel under the railway station had once been a cemetery. ‘It’s totally haunted,’ he said, tucking his hair behind a silver earring.

			Adam said that he did not believe in ghosts.

			‘Places aren’t haunted, people are haunted,’ the goth replied, giggling inexplicably. Adam didn’t get the reference, but he laughed along anyway. He hoped it was the kind of workplace where pretending to have a good time was prized more than meeting the quotas.

			His mother told people he ‘worked in the media’. It had seemed a professional step, he had even written an essay about quantitative social science research once, but really he was only scouring the dregs of television advertising in what felt like its dying days. The questions were inane: had they heard of this product, seen that ad, would they be more likely just as likely less likely to buy this brand of bread as a result. Sometimes a question was tacked on the end about politics, immigration or crime, which would open the occasional floodgate. Nobody ever thought enough was being done about crime. The people who answered were unrepresentative; they were bored, lonely, bitter, or too submissive to say no. Once a man answered with ‘Fuck off, Geraldine,’ and hung up. Adam took the number off his call list.

			It was easy, the hours were good, it was less money than washing dishes but more than the unpaid internships most of his classmates were doing. And at least he earned it sitting down. Within a few years these call centres would all be outsourced to Bangalore, or replaced by algorithms; for this reason, nobody had bought functioning headsets, or decent chairs, in a long time. They did not care what anyone wore. Even his supervisor ditched the button-downs after a few weeks, liberating the satanic t-shirt collection, cutting loose with the eyeliner.

			Adam stared at the carpet while he asked word-perfect questions that became meaningless with repetition: sliced white high-fibre crime. The answers would eventually be scried somewhere beyond his pay grade to reveal a pattern. He listened to the murmur of fifteen to twenty other people reciting the same text in different places, with different intonations. It would have been easy to automate them out of existence. A program wouldn’t have to be cautioned for deviating from the script. For now, though, humans must have been slightly cheaper.

			The voice in his ear was complaining about drug addicts. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he replied, hoping they would talk for a while and save him another call before break.

			There was a breath at his neck. ‘Say exactly what is on your screen or the data will be compromised,’ said his supervisor. Adam turned to nod, but the goth’s eyes were miles away; according to the others, he had a problem with ice.

			‘Three times I’ve been broken into,’ the voice in the phone said. Adam knew that I referred to his house, and not his body. But it sounded strange. The questions didn’t specify a definition of crime, but people always understood it as break and enter, theft. He wondered why, but could not deviate to ask. The frame was small; most people only spoke about the speakable.

			He had not been back to the house, or the neighbourhood. He rarely thought about them. He got to work by train and walked the other way to uni, when he had to go; mostly the classes were online anyway. Once he had begun to avoid the street, those few blocks, it was easy to make the whole suburb disappear, to carve out a segment of the city and abandon it to some unreachable place in history. In many ways, it was a relief. There was no point looking back.

			Adam could not stay at his mother’s house forever. She was already dropping unsubtle hints about a Dip. Ed. Lisa spent all her time at her boyfriend’s, was acing her studies, had switched to radiology. Good starting salary. He was two years older, and she would graduate before him. He needed to leave. But that wasn’t why he started saving.

			One evening after work he caught the bus to Bondi instead of going home. He didn’t have his swimming things with him, or any clear intention, and when he got there he could see the ocean was too ferocious for any but the most committed surfers. Thunderheads were looming out over the water, the southerly whipping everything awake. He turned south along the beach, watched the surfers for a while, then followed the coast track. He had never been afraid of the water. He was ashamed that it intimidated him now, even if it was a rational fear.

			The track went much further than he thought, but he enjoyed the feeling of moving his body, losing himself in the rhythm, the clean sensations of wind in his face and salt spray in his lungs. He thought he would find a bus somewhere at the other end. Instead it got dark, and the path went on and on, and the ocean showed no signs of calming. Then the rain began to pelt down, fat and hard. He turned and began to hurry back the way he had come, cursing, his feet sore, his clothes soaked through.

			He passed cavities of coastal jungle that sank through the sandstone between expensive glass houses and the water that grasped at their feet. He passed carved hollows in the rock and strange sheds and the secreted belongings of somebody who must sleep out here, though surely not in this weather. He turned at a bend in the path and almost collided with someone. A figure had stopped in front of him. He froze still, their face just short of his own. Their eyes locked for a moment, unmoving, and in that moment he thought he knew them.

			Rain streaked down his skin, into his eyelashes. Adam blinked the image clear. It was not their face, of course, it was a stranger’s. Something had reminded him. He could not see what it was. This man in his exercise gear had nothing to do with them. Still, he thought of their name, and almost spoke it.

			At the same time, the man and Adam moved to one side of the path, then the other, caught for a moment as if in a mirror. An awkward dance that risked eternal repetition. Finally the man reached out, pushed Adam aside like something insubstantial, and hurried past him. Adam stood a moment, unable to move, his breath fast and shallow. As though he was the one who had been running.

			He had known it was them, with the body’s pure certainty. But he turned as the man ran on, and it was impossible, foolish; just some random jogger caught in the wet.

			It was a lapse of perception. A scrambling of the signal. A scent, or a gesture, had triggered a memory. The mind sought patterns, made connections that were not there. It was the only rational explanation.

			The impulse to leave the city began to feel urgent.

			After that incident, he saw them again and again. Often on trains, in that suspended space of travel, when he wasn’t focused on anything. He saw them in the distance, caught glimpses in crowds. On the station platform, more than once, from the window of a train moving past. They were always travelling in different directions. The same thing had happened with his father, but in that case he had wanted him to come back. He had dreamed of it, and in the dreams he’d been afraid that he would disappear before he could catch up to him. Or worse, that he would face him, and the two men would not recognise each other, that Adam would be older, no longer the kid his father knew, and that his father would turn away a stranger. He had wanted so badly to see him again; the illusion, if that’s what it was, had made sense.

			This wasn’t welcome. He didn’t understand why he kept thinking of Yun, when that part of his life was over. He wanted only to leave the past behind. Each time, the false recognition offended him. The back of their head across the street, the angle of a shoulder poised above a group waiting at the ticket machines, a loop of hair. Always a body in motion. Several times they had turned while he was staring, and something in him surged towards them, only to see that the limbs were unfamiliar, the expression strange, the error suddenly specific, and his stomach would sink, his shoulders drop, his lungs fall empty.

			He began saving for a ticket, though he had no idea where he should go.

			He was at uni when he saw a poster advertising English teaching jobs in China. No-one he knew had ever been to Beijing, and that in itself seemed to matter. As soon as he got the callback from the agency he told work he was quitting, though when he understood that the arrangements would take months he came back for more shifts. The agency would pay for his flights. It was all organised, the visas, everything. His mother was not as sorry to see him go as he would have liked. She thought it was a wonderful idea, teaching, though she did say that there was little point in his going, since Sydney was already turning into China: a remark he had predicted and decided pre-emptively to ignore.

			Even his sister was nice about it. He told her to visit, but he knew she never would. Her life here had too clear a trajectory, too few discomforts. Things were becoming serious with the boyfriend; they were looking at apartments, drawing lines between acceptable and unacceptable suburbs. And what was Beijing to her, to any of them? They could not imagine it.

			No-one there would know him.

			It would be a fresh start.

		

	
		
			TRANSIT

			They learn to take their chances, to take risks. One man, a guard in uniform, spends minutes staring calmly at a screen, tapping out a rhythm between forefinger and thumb knuckle, before he pauses. Circulation poor, hands cold and ankles swollen. The rhythm is compulsive, backgrounded, an outbreak of the stress in his chest, his kidneys, the pressure rising inside capillaries. If they could read his mind, they might understand the source of this anxiety, but the language of the body has its own intelligence. They study the text of skin and heart and blood and muscle.

			Will he sense them there, if they disturb him?

			The guard exhales, a near sigh controlled. He turns, one hand still tapping. In his twisted step they find a blister where the shoe has pushed its seam against him. His tread is heavier on that side, as though the foot wants to feel the discomfort. Of course the body wants to feel, to know it lives. Understanding this, they burst the blister.

			He stumbles, the rhythm broken. Stands still, his eyes cast to the ceiling. Then the tapping stops.

			They take charge of him. Feel his withdrawal as they fill the space in him like water. The pain travels through him, from the blister to the brain. One change cascades. Their disruption rattles through his systems, uncontainable chain reactions. A single alteration is much more complicated than they thought, and more dangerous.

			He clears his throat. His finger resumes, without asking their permission. The rhythm subtly slowed. They let go.

			As they slip from him, a young man passes on the platform, speaking in hushed tones into his phone. For a moment they might have lost the sense of words. But this is a language their body once knew. They recall the feel of it in his mouth, the shape of the muscle in the back of the throat. ‘Wǒ zhīdào, wǒ zhīdào,’ he mutters, defensive. The heat of the machine against his ear, and a woman’s voice. They feel his body respond to a name. His name. The sound of it in her voice, and a flush of warm belonging. Then he steps onto the train and it swings away. Her voice decays, and he changes. His limbs engaged in steadying. A motherless sigh. They slip out with the breath.

			The transitions are becoming easier, even if control remains beyond them. They flip through bodies like pages, looking for lines they recognise, that leap of meaning. Each body speaks in its own cadence, with its own accent, in unique patterns of heat and energy and motion, desire and entanglement, attention and aversion and devotion. Each its own playground and prison. A boy asleep in sugar dreams, teenage limbs swinging from handrails; a man with a warm pie in a bag on his lap, the scent of it dancing in his stomach; a woman staring at a crossword, pen in the mouth, the taste of ink. Noise in headphones, and the rush of air from an open window. The flush of being drunk in the afternoon. Sour sweat. A ball under one big arm. Captive muscle bursting, humid breath. The spell of Deaf hands singing to each other. The bodies keep swinging open, and they search through, more deliberate than before. Looking for the open host, the safe harbour. All these people, losing their distinctions. It is a long time since they’ve caught a glimpse of him.

			There are only so many people in this city. How long will it take to come into contact with all of them? They must find him again. They want to light out after him, to sink their teeth into his skin. The desire isn’t simple – isn’t fair, perhaps – but it’s undeniable.

			And if they find him. If they get to him. What then?

			They pause, abruptly nervous. It takes a moment to remember that they have no teeth of their own to sink. It’s this body that’s nervous, then. Her trousers too tight around the hips. They watch her set the feet with care as she steps from the train, no confidence in her balance, a strain to move, but urgent. She crosses the closed platform, rides the escalator into artificial light. Her tongue against the smooth back of one canine. A tunnel, and another escalator, and another tunnel. White tiles. A glimpse of sky through frames: door, carpark. Moving with a stream of others, gathering their panic as she pushes through the crowd. Sudden smell of coffee, bread. She hesitates, and glances behind her. They want to go back to the train. She’s already half turned that way, it isn’t far. They don’t want to hurt her, but she might just move if they try. They force her doors.

			She doesn’t listen. They’ve already lost her, lost their concentration.

			She keeps a firm grip on her case, stretches one leg, an ache at the back of the knee where they can settle, compensating, in a long nerve. Then they follow the attention in the hand. They feel the sweat against the vinyl of the little book she’s carrying between thumb and palm. She looks down at the cover. Dark blue, coat of arms, a ribbon and a nest of stars. She strides to a screen and pads at it, scans the passport. Sighs and joins a line. Stands behind a couple with two small children, one amok. As the child whines and stretches flat under the barrier she looks up and steps forward, craning her neck to see over the man in front of her.

			They’ve lost the trains. But this is a crowded place. There’s still a possibility.

			They feel her fear. It’s in the blood pressure, the sweat in her shirt, and the way the body fidgets, leans and shuffles forward, cradling old hurts. The way one shoulder slumps under the weight of a bag. Around her, others, watching. The sounds of voices in the air, reverberations and overlaps, untranslatable noise. Like a mall, too many people. She looks up at signs, boards, numbers, clocks, faces. The heart an animal in the hollow of her throat. She’s making an escape. She moves, slings the bag onto a conveyor belt, waits and walks through a scanner. A guard nods her past and she collects the bag again, turning to change the favour; the shoulder pains her. Announcements, shops, more wide corridors. Then the sky, suddenly available. A horizon through high windows. A cement expanse with planes lined up alongside, and the little trucks that tend them. She looks at a sign; it says Departures.

			They panic.

			She walks faster. Running out of time.

			If they leave, they might never find him. But she won’t stop for them. They slip into the first person coming the other way. Overdressed, hot in the coat. Skinny, hair tickling the neck, an itch in the back unsatisfied. They hesitate beneath a sign and shift their weight: one leg, then the other. Something about this body softens their terror; it’s calm, familiar. They surrender.

			The person moves back and forth in the corridor. The hand moves to the coat pocket but it’s empty. They sink into a chair. They can’t leave the airport, can’t even scratch the place that wants to be scratched. It is, they are, too insubstantial. The body leans forward, and they remember a feeling they have had before. A longing to become invisible. To be both touched and safe, in a body and completely free of it. Just air.

			It makes them restless.

			They rise from the chair, an ache in the thighs from recent exercise. They feel safe in these limbs, in the muscle against the bones: not comfortable but known. They move a hand across the chin.

			They close in on the body’s secret language. Any impulse transmitted into action is a nightmare of complexity, the limbs are light-years from the mind. And each body has its own encryptions. But they are learning.

			They begin with the eyes. A test of their power. To read the sign: Departures, flight times, destinations. Choices.

			The body ignores them, turns to the newsstand and moves along, glancing at the images, picking out magazines, replacing them. They scan the titles printed across galaxies: Gravitation. Exoplanets. Collider. A universe of frustration.

			The eyes go dark.

			The next thing they know is the scratch of skin on polyester, stockings against shaved legs, ticklish. The weight of breasts, the itch of breast-sweat underneath. A burn on the arm. The fingers reach and press the place. There’s sweetness in the feeling, warm against cold fingertips. She controls her posture, pauses at the newsstand, buys a cold tin of mints, presses her finger to the rim of the lid, the happy rap of a lacquered nail, and as she turns they notice the skinny person at the magazine rack, still standing there. She pauses to watch them for a moment. They are very still. Their ambiguity, perhaps, disturbs her. An urge to reach for them, to check they are breathing.

			The skinny person inhales, spins on their feet, and faces her, a magazine held to their chest. She freezes, then smiles. The taste of lipstick. Looks them in the eye. And they look back, undaunted, clear of gaze. A look nothing can faze.

			‘You right?’ they ask her.

			They feel her pull back, confronted. She looks down at her pointed shoes and, seeing one foot turned slightly in, corrects it.

			‘I’m sorry,’ she mutters. Hands brush at her sides.

			‘Take a picture, lady.’ High eyebrow, playing with her.

			The woman shivers, embarrassed. The figure pushes past her, drops the magazine on the rack, moves down the hall at a stride. Her eyes follow them, the way soon obscured by scaffold and white plasterboards.

			She takes a seat, stretches out the slender legs. Clears her throat, touches the burn again, and picks up her phone. Holds it up, turns the camera, looks at herself as though in a mirror. A pretty face, Asian, makeup an immaculate mask. She looks into her own eyes, searching through it. Small movements of the eyes, the nose, the brow. It’s hard to determine the source. They swim up through her; they will make themselves known.

			She takes a picture, then lets her face relax. Looks at the picture. Frowns. Deletes it. Opens the mirror-screen again. The image still disturbs her. She can’t look away.

			They want to see her face. Are almost present in it.

			Then a voice, loud. She grabs the straps of her bag and rises. Hurries forward through the people assembling. Her phone in one fist. They stop her, and she stands in line. To catch her breath, and then her flight.

			As she hurries downstairs, she looks up at the plane’s body, sleek and flimsy, clutching her tickets in one hand. Do they see a familiar figure walking down the aerobridge, a shadow through blue glass? The sun’s behind him; he’s gone before she looks away.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			The sky was a white jade bowl, turned belly-up over the city. Insects, captured in the concavity, were draining the available air. Adam could still see the pulsating spine of the artist, remained disturbed by the sense of something living under his skin.

			He lifted an arm. It felt manageably light, so he let it fall, but it landed with a bang. The sound of a vehicle. He listened to the military-style drill being conducted by a group of security guards at the office building next door. Sound moved at odd angles; the voices were clear, then distant again.

			It was early. The security guards only did their drills early. Friday, probably. The air smelled murderous. He had to get away from this apartment, where it was too late, the poison particles had already gained entrance. His chest hurt when he breathed in. He sat up, and the pain dimmed slightly. A cramp, was all. He should not inhale so fast, but his body wanted air. He would have to go outside, there was no point trying to avoid it. The subway. The idea of it was strangely tempting, though it was unlikely that the air was any better underground.

			He dressed and pulled a backpack from the wardrobe. He filled a bottle with water, stuffed a jumper into the bag. He made sure he took his phone with him, slipping it into the bag’s front pocket and zipping it up. He would go and find something to do, take pictures, have a story, exist. It would erase the unpleasant feeling he had about leaving early last night. There were no messages, but Manu must have noticed he was gone. He would explain that he wasn’t well. Something he picked up – but the curse had lost its power.

			He went to the window, closed it properly. He could not even see the gate of his apartment complex, let alone the corner where the subway station waited. It was possible to live like this, without any sense of distance, suspended in a blurred enclosure. Yes, there was even a certain kindness in its restrictions, its filtered light. But the sky was too heavy. He wanted to crawl out from under its rim. He looked around the apartment for a long time, trying to fix its details in his mind. He had to locate himself in space before he could move. His body did not resist him. The only place he did not look was the mirror.

			He did not have a mask with him so kept his breath shallow. Apart from delivery scooters, the footpath was all but deserted; more cars than usual moved sluggishly through the smog. His eyes were burning before he reached the corner. In the distance he could see the outline of a gas plant, a fixture he had always thought of as a building but realised now was also an image. The government was announcing reforms, promising a future in which people could breathe. One day, maybe soon, these smog years would be reassuringly anomalous; people might even be nostalgic for them. Someone’s true Beijing.

			He imagined defending China, invoking the dust that had always come from the west, the huge investment in renewables; soon, even gas would be replaced by something cleaner. It was his mother he thought of as listening to this argument, and he remembered that he hadn’t called her. He would do it tomorrow. He would explain that he had been unwell.

			He was not sick, not really. Something was changed in his body, he understood that. But it was not an infection, nor quite the old neurosis returning. He felt better than before, somehow. When he ran through the inventory, he felt clean inside, still weak but also electric, reconstructed from the core. He didn’t need to manage any physical anxieties; that space in him had filled with something else.

			The ginkgo trees were half bare. When he walked beneath them, he saw their leaves had fallen before they could fully turn, the gold mixed with green and tattered, brownish yellows. The streetsweeper was nowhere to be seen. By the time he reached the subway stop, his throat was hurting and his eyes were moist. He descended the escalator, passed the security guard, a young man who checked the screen with studied seriousness and did not look up. Adam took the stairs at a run, his heart racing as he entered the cool tiled space. He was healthy, he was free, that was all it was. Glad to be alive.

			He looked at his phone while he waited. Instead of checking his messages, he opened the photos and scrolled through them. There were not many from the last few weeks. Pictures of food he had taken, out of habit, and not shared. Pictures of people taking pictures of each other among the autumn leaves, back when the sky was national-holiday blue. He scrolled back to the week before that, and before that, to the video, dim in miniature. Now that his finger hovered over it, felt that energy, he understood that she had been angry at him. He saw that there was, from her point of view, an invasion of privacy.

			She had looked so furious as she left for Wuhan, her body stiff against his enclosing embrace. The scale of that anger was unfair. She put the phone to her ear as soon as she turned to catch her train, wheeling the suitcase of her belongings, refusing to look at him. Refusing to let him go with her to Beijing West, arguing that it would take hours to go and come back by subway, and anyway she wanted to make an early start. She had a point. But it also seemed like she could not wait to get away.

			It isn’t nice, Adam, she had said. That was almost all she had said to him.

			The platform crowded with Golden Week travellers, their luggage. He remembered breathing carefully, aware of all those other people’s breath around him, filling the space. Aware of the limited supply of oxygen that everybody shared.

			You must respect people’s boundaries, was the other thing.

			But he did, he countered now, and it was clear that she had overreacted. It was harmless, really. Innocent. His thumb hovered now over the play button, the image of a window in which she was yet to appear. He had said he would delete it, and he would. But not today.

			Someone bumped him, and he realised he was standing in the middle of the station, that a train was leaving to his right and another arriving to his left. Adam went to board it, smiling at strangers who ignored him. He was a good guy. Eliza had said as much a number of times. That was why they took care of him. A good guy. Natasha would understand this in the end.

			The subway train was crowded. On a day like this, nobody wanted to travel on the surface. He squeezed himself between people, took hold of an overhead strap, let his eyes drift over the advertisements for real estate, babies. He felt the rumble underfoot as the train gathered speed, the shift in his legs and hands as they adapted to the motion. This was good. He felt spontaneous. He would wait for a signal, an impulse, before he chose a destination. It was a pleasure just to be among people, among strangers.

			She should not have been looking through his phone. And anyway, you could hardly make her out. The light in the video a dim blue-grey. Her silence, and his own breath loud behind the camera. The phone felt hot in his hand. He shoved it back into his bag and zipped the pocket. He would not watch it now.

			At Beitucheng he changed lines, headed south. The crowds were becoming uncomfortable, and he got off at Guloudajie almost automatically, then considered walking around the neighbourhood. The thought of the street made him pause. It would be crowded, chaotic. He changed his mind. He switched lines again, continued anticlockwise. The stations on the inner circle were older, the platforms less uniform. He glimpsed blue tiles, murals, worn steps. The train was filling and emptying with tourists, shoppers, but there was too much space between them. Gaps appeared and disappeared on the long, blue plastic seats. He did not seem able to move fast enough to secure one for himself, but it didn’t matter. He smiled at a nervous older couple standing near him who might have been from the country or the past. A young woman with them, a more contemporary relative, frowned at him. The elders clutched onto her with their eyes. The old man’s claw hand softened round the pole. Adam could have put his mouth against it, nibbled at the skin. The man shuffled slightly away.

			Circling back to the east side of the city, Adam’s breaths came shorter. He was returning to places he already knew, and he wanted novelty. He waited as the train lumbered through the stations, anxious for a signal, unable to choose. What was he waiting for? The train was airless. Desperate for water, he stumbled out at the next station, looked around for a vending machine, saw one, had to exit through the gates to reach it. He fumbled with his Yīkǎtōng and then with a wad of one-kuài notes as he fed the machine. He watched for the bottle to fall, but the display didn’t move. A clunk came from somewhere behind it. There was only a dim reflection in the glass; it must be plastic. Shadows of movement. The emptying of the train that he could hear now, racing away beneath. The vibration came in through the feet and stayed there. His hands were shaking. His skin prickled with a silent alarm. He knew he was not alone.

			Someone coughed behind him, and he turned. An unfamiliar face was watching, close. Adam took a step back, and her eyes dropped to the purse in her hands. A stranger waiting for the machine, that was all.

			He took his water, followed a small crowd up the stairs, past a woman begging with a little portable radio, her disabled son stretched on a sheet of cardboard beside her, then dozens of cops, their faces stiff and eyes too young behind their visors, guarding the way. Fences all around, some kind of square. He had been here before. He had not escaped the familiar routes, nor left the paths allowed him. But here was the railway station, with its disagreeing clocks. It led almost everywhere.

			He needed ID to buy a ticket. He looked into his bag, saw the water he had half-drunk from the machine, and beside it another bottle of water that he had brought with him and forgotten. Beneath it, he saw the soft, rounded corner of his passport. He could not remember taking it from the drawer.

			This energy in his body, this life of his, felt alien and vivid. He wanted to drink, dance, go swimming. He didn’t even like dancing. He looked up at the station entrance. It seemed to be barricaded. Every route was a detour, the exits and entrances cordoned off behind solid blue construction fencing. But he couldn’t see anything being built. Maybe it was a security upgrade; there, they must be installing new gates, because the row of entrances available seemed pitifully small, and there were thick crowds pressed against them, no pretence at queues. Adam had the sense of a swirling mass of bodies pushing forward, and wanted to join them. He fought the urge, followed an exit sign, turned at a fence and was lost. He reached for his phone. The correct time seemed important. He forgot the numbers as soon as he read them.

			It was early, that was all that mattered. He could go anywhere.

			He found the ticket counters, scanned the unfamiliar names on the board above them. He watched the Pinyin change to characters, hoping to see something he recognised. Someone near him shouted a name he thought he knew. Photos of Manu and Eliza on a weekend away there. A seaside place in summer, the sand packed with umbrellas. He remembered it clearly. The board remained baffling. At last a young security guard approached and ushered him towards one of the counters, the last in the row. He went to the window, waited in line, shifting his weight from foot to foot. When it was his turn the woman squinted at him and spoke in English and he understood that this was why he had been sent to her.

			‘Bay, die, her?’ He fumbled the name of the place and the woman repeated it back to him, talking as if to a child. He nodded gratefully, returned the name to her in better shape. She asked something else and, before he could answer, said impatiently, ‘Next train,’ not inflecting it as a question, checking her screen. He might as well not have been there at all. An inflatable man, an empty costume, a ghost.

			‘Nine forty-seven,’ she said. ‘One ticket,’ holding up a finger as if to silence him. And when he stared instead of speaking she pursed her lips and looked away. He felt his face flush as he fumbled for meaning.

			‘Passport,’ she said. He slid it into the space below the glass, along with money. She attended to her machine, then sent the passport back to him with the ticket and change. He examined his ticket, a blue rectangle the size of a credit card, a few neat rows of text. He was grateful to be able to read the name, confirm it. He rested a hand on the cold countertop and saw that she was glaring at him.

			‘That way,’ she said, and pointed. Her eyes had already left him for the next in line.

			Adam went out and joined the crowd that was filtering through the gates. He allowed himself to be pushed forward between steel railings. Up close, the impression of a mass resolved into individual human beings, each moving in his or her own style; by the time he reached the doors the queue seemed orderly and well spaced, the only reasonable formation. He let himself be scanned by the machine and then by the security guards, both men, one tall and young, the other older. The old man scrutinised Adam with weary eyes then said something to his colleague; they both laughed as they waved him past.

			He dragged his bag from the conveyor and slung it over his shoulder, felt a sudden longing for Natasha, who would have understood the joke, been able to translate for him, who might have turned and given the man a piece of her mind, or charmed him with a smile before any of it had had a chance to happen. Would she do any of those things? Such imagined scenes were becoming more numerous than his memories. He tried to conjure her face, but could only see the photograph, blurred close and strangely ecstatic. Her skin against the skin of that other girl.

			He let the image slide away. The noise in the hall was low but continuous, a hum of announcements and meetings, sales and farewells. He allowed himself to be swept up in the crowd, to take pleasure in the feeling of participating in something at scale. He had adapted to China, but the pride he usually felt at this thought evaporated quickly, and as the crowd encouraged him onward, he felt increasingly at sea. This was not adaptation, it was surrender.

			There was pleasure in it, anyway. He showed his ticket to a young woman in uniform to confirm that he had the right room. She made a descending gesture with a hand, indicating that he should wait, but there was a line of people at the gate, so he joined it. When a couple of white tourists in their sixties ambled by, rolling giant suitcases, he looked away. He watched families organise the food and drinks for their trains, wishing that he had prepared for a longer journey. But there was satisfaction in thinking of the coast that waited, of passing out from beneath the white bowl’s enclosure, of the clear blue sky that he had seen in the photographs. Of getting away.

			The jostling was anticlimactic: the train sat waiting, and there were fewer people boarding than he expected. He found his seat, an aisle. The man in the window seat beside his was already asleep in his shiny grey-blue suit. His face was round and his mouth slightly open. He did not snore but snuffled gently. His eyelashes were long and pretty and they fluttered like wings, the eyes resettling behind them. He must be dreaming, his body responding to an unseen world. Adam could have leaned his head against the man’s soft chest and listened to the dream’s work in his body. The temptation was both thrilling and tainted. He let it dissolve and sat down, aware of the tension in his shoulders, the beating of his heart, the neat hard borders of his skin inside his clothing, the pressure of the seat against his back.

			The train was only half full. After the ticket inspector had passed through, he moved across the aisle to an empty seat. He stretched his legs beneath the seat in front of him, and gazed out the window.

			They moved slowly until they reached the outskirts of Beijing and made a sudden lurch between concrete barriers and the backs of buildings. Adam felt the train’s movements in his hips. A vast stone gate loomed through the interior light’s reflection. Beijing evaporated more quickly than he had expected. Before long the window showed repetitions of cornfields and concrete, glimpses of roads, all fading in the smog. The world was borderless. He tried to take a video with his phone, wanting to capture the absence of a horizon, but the image was nothing like what he saw. The screen showed a blank glare in which objects floated helplessly. It would mean nothing if he posted it. He should save his battery.

			He set the phone to flight mode and put it away. He watched the speed climb on the LED display above the doors ahead. Somewhere between 149 and 152, he felt the embrace of weightlessness, as though leaving his body behind, the heavy cloak of flesh discarded. The illusion was pleasant, then distressing. Of course the body travelled with him, was him, inescapable. He touched his thigh, felt the pressure of his hand through the fabric. Like a stranger’s touch, it was, chilled and exquisite. Something about the train, the blank window, the repetition of the view, made his thoughts seem foreign to him. As if movement was all it took to protect him.

			He closed his eyes and saw Natasha’s face. In a moment, she was sitting with him. He felt her hand in his. But it wasn’t right; the fingers were long and slender and cold. When he opened his eyes there was no-one beside him, just a damp sensation in his palm. He scratched at it distractedly.

			It was still there when the train reached the outskirts of Beidaihe, and so was the sky. There was no sliding out from under this white atmosphere. The edges remained lost to sight. From the slowing train he watched features loom into this blurred field of vision and disappear. He could see pointed roofs, the architecture referencing a distantly imagined Europe. He could not see the water. He had assumed the railway station would be at the seaside, but realised now that this had been a mistake. This place looked uninviting. He was slow to disembark and took the stairs instead of the escalator. The cavernous station had already emptied by the time he crossed it. It was designed for scale, for crowds that hadn’t materialised. He passed a row of ticket desks in the wall, the men and women watching him from behind their squares of window, their screens. People stared at him from a row of waiting-room chairs. He could not escape their eyes, was moving through something thicker than air. He was tired. He hadn’t eaten, had not meant to come all this way. He struggled to untangle the muddle of his intentions. There was too much interference.

			When he left the station, he was surprised by the cold; he had not realised the building was heated. The wind cut through the seams of his jacket. Maybe it would clear the air. He looked up, tried to judge whether the whiteness overhead was cloud or smog, but it was too uniform to tell. Everything seemed desaturated, over-exposed. He crossed a paved expanse, looking for directions to the water. His body longed to be immersed in the ocean, to be lifted up and carried away. How little it weighed.

		

	
		
			FLIGHT

			Compartments click closed above his head. They feel his restlessness as bodies brush past him. He blinks at rounded windows, battles with the belt. Arranges his phone, headphones, magazine, jacket. Muscles shift on one side of the face, then the other. Something in the mouth. The air dry and whining. He leans a forearm on the armrest, and an elbow jabs against it. There’s no room.

			Doors are being locked, bodies settled.

			They move along the row, searching the passengers. They know they won’t find him. It wasn’t Adam crossing behind blue glass, but a stranger. They were caught up in that woman’s urgency. And now they are caught in this machine.

			The travellers don’t like it either. Everyone’s uncomfortable in their skin, some degree of unease at their confinement. Makes it easy to move and hard to settle. They stop as one woman, annoyed, turns to glare at something jiggling at her back. They feel the muscle at the side of the eye contract as she squints at a child behind her. They watch the child’s frown form, its expression fragment into terror. The parent beside her places a restraining hand. The body, a set of springs, turns again: they feel the release of muscle as the woman’s face goes soft. Something in the blood that slows the heart rate, calms the breath. Medication, or practice. They let the eyes blink and close.

			The kid starts crying.

			She loosens the seatbelt around her stomach. Clears her throat.

			Carefully, they help her to look out the window. Trying not to push too hard, create too much resistance. Interferences like this are dangerous. They still can’t predict the consequences. She complies, moving the eyes, then the head and shoulders, shifting forward to catch the angle. The plane is rolling along the runway now. Around her, people close screens, swipe phones, settle. The child behind her sniffs and whines. The plane gathers speed, they feel its weight lift below her. They have no idea what this will do to them.

			The earth releases its hold.

			In a moment, they are flying. The roofs below pattern out into a dark green undulation: watercourses, forests, fields. The ocean to one side, vast and welcoming, and edgeless where its roots enter the land. A little furrow forms on her face, and her eyes fall closed.

			The hum of the machine encloses them. Excitement rises, subsides. Up high, they are freshly aware of the body’s vulnerabilities. The thin air pushes out the cells and membranes, slowly inflates her in her skin, and they are afraid. Not of losing Adam, or finding him. Afraid they might dissolve completely, slip and fall to pieces, shatter at last into infinite fragments. Anything could happen in the air.

			When the plane reaches the clouds it bounces once, twice. Her stomach drops; she grips the armrest, palms cold. They feel the weight of cloud-resistance, the shudders as the plane passes through. Then she looks out again. This blue.

			A memory of an empty world, of anything solid left behind. Momentum, as if the body’s load, its terrible ballast, had let go. They were still a child, flying alone, leaving a land behind that shrank to islands. The stewards stumbled over their sweethearts and peanuts. They passed through the boundary, and saw from the other side how little substance it had. How porous these surfaces that had once seemed like walls. Leaving was a reprieve, a fairytale escape, a banishment. Just for a few months, then a year, then the rest of high school. They hadn’t understood it as migration. It was meant to be impermanent. There was always supposed to be a return, a home to return to.

			The body was the only homeland. And that’s long gone.

			Behind them, the child wriggles. They feel the woman’s body growing heavy, nearing sleep, and with that rest looms the threat of grief; they slip away. The child’s wide awake. The way her body vibrates, breath small and high as a violin against the chest, she might never sleep again. They want her vigilance. The parents make a barricade on either side, safe, but there are sore places she can’t help scratching. Staring into the dark below seats, across the mother’s calves, where something lies concealed that fascinates. She knocks her feet against the rim of the chair, one then the other. They settle in the thoughtless act repeated. Think themselves into it without planning to. Just let the feet coincide until the two limbs beat together. ‘Yī, èr, sān, sì.’ They look with her, see her reflection against the growing dark. Her little round face grows patient, obedient. Then at once she stops and holds both legs stiff against the vinyl, every muscle tense. A hand shoots out to hit the woman beside her, the mother whose body she sometimes commands.

			‘Mama,’ the oldest word, warm in her mouth. But it’s not strong enough. Terror tenses in her. Legs out, she grips the armrests, too wide for her small hands. She doesn’t take her eyes off her reflection.

			The mother doesn’t wake. They try to move the eyes, and she fights them. The legs collapse, pain at the knee. The insect itch overcomes her. She’s strong; they can’t hold on much longer.

			The steward coming down the aisle stops one row ahead. Tries to wake the woman in front, but she won’t stir.

			Is she hurt? Have they hurt her? Fear’s in the body, they remember. Then let it be the child’s fear.

			The little girl closes her eyes, shuts them in. Her tongue pushes behind her teeth. A wobbling one, and a little gap. Her attention where it aches. She uses pain to connect with herself. They want her to sleep, want to leave her in peace. But they don’t have enough control. They rush into the man behind her, who wakes with a snort. Heart rate rising, lungs like syrup. A little echo of her, at first, but it subsides.

			Grateful, they taste the staleness in his mouth. He blinks and reaches for headphones, tracing the cord from the tablet to his chest. The lights overhead go dark. His breath is short and painful. The other passengers begin to cough. This heart’s not getting enough blood. In his weakness they become afraid again. What is to stop them from falling, from floating, lifeless, back to earth? Nothing but air.

			Air, and the remains of a dissipating fury.

			He drifts into the tune, the heart rate softens. They imagine they might soften too, descend like a feather, something lighter. Weightless, loose up here above the cloud’s false floor. Become rain. Enter oceans. Let go of the energy required to cohere. The scale of the planet frightens them, the spread of the unknown. They are afraid of letting go, of falling to pieces. Out there, grief will adhere to them, weigh them down, scatter them like ashes. Maybe they’re supposed to let it.

			Yet memory comes, and holds them together.

			The music encloses him, and they want to let him rest. But they need these eyes. There’s a blinking light out there, emerging from the depth of white. He squints at it, and his throat catches fire. There’s no fire out there. It’s only the wing’s edge cutting through the dark.

			His hand reaches up to grasp his neck below the ear. Cold fingers rise to the back of the skull. Strange. He seems to be feeling for a wound, though there’s nothing there.

		

	
		
			BEIDAIHE

			There were no buses in sight, but a few taxis waited in a shaded area by the station. The first driver was fast asleep so he made eye contact with the second, a middle-aged man who sat up warily.

			‘Shātān,’ Adam said, and waited. He was surprised that he remembered the word. The driver’s brow furrowed deeply, then he muttered something Adam didn’t understand, nodded resignedly, and gestured with his hand. The hand held a cigarette, and ash flew from it in all directions. As Adam climbed into the back, he felt the ash touch his cheek, a faint kiss of hot snow.

			The taxi turned out of its run by the station and into a wide new road, moving unhurriedly. The driver’s eyes appeared in the rear-view mirror, soft, brown, curious.

			‘Měiguórén,’ he guessed, his voice husky with smoke.

			‘Australia,’ Adam said.

			The man glanced beyond him at the traffic, changed lanes.

			‘Àodàlìyà,’ Adam tried. He still pronounced it clumsily. The run of falling tones sounded too definitive, too heavy for a place that was part light and part forgetting.

			The driver nodded vaguely, then pressed his cigarette butt into the ashtray in the console. He didn’t try to make further conversation. They drove for much longer than Adam thought reasonable, until he began to wonder if they were going around in circles. If they were, there was nothing he could do about it. At last, the driver slowed to a stop and jabbed a finger towards the passenger side window. His second finger was curled around another, unlit cigarette. It was grey outside, the same dull grey as the city. Adam saw a cement wall beside him; beyond that, nothing. He felt his eyesight struggle with the tonal range, the lack of detail, and understood why Natasha compared smog to blindness.

			He checked that he still had his phone, then rummaged for his wallet.

			‘Dàole,’ the driver said. He looked over his shoulder, eyes questioning. The hand with the cigarette was close to Adam’s knee.

			Adam paid him. ‘Thanks,’ he said.

			He accepted an unexpected and strangely enthusiastic handshake, the ash from the new cigarette falling on the console between them and on his clothes, then clambered out and gazed across at the indistinct grey surface.

			The cab driver leaned out the window, said a long phrase or name, pointed somewhere ahead of him, then stuck the cigarette in his mouth, giving up on his passenger’s limited understanding.

			Adam had crossed the street before he understood that he was looking not at the sky but at the sea. He felt deflated. China was not a country, not in the sense he knew. It had no firm edges, it did not end at its borders at all. There was no leaving it.

			Now that he was here, Adam thought he knew where he had meant to go. He had wanted the Pacific Ocean, its clear warmth and openness, its familiar violence. This wet patch was nothing like it. Beyond the sand, the water simply receded into a warm white smudge. He gradually made out a small group of figures on the sand, an old woman selling kites from near the cement wall and, in the direction the driver had gestured towards, a figure standing at a snack cart.

			Hunger entered uninvited. He was surprised by its authority. Arriving at the cart, he stood a moment looking at the equipment before he remembered to acknowledge the person behind the perspex screen. The woman was probably forty or so, but could have been sixty. She wore a frilled apron with a cartoon lobster on it. The lobster also wore an apron, and a little chef’s hat, both white. Its print was off-centre and the colours bled along the outline. Adam checked, but there was no lobster on the lobster’s apron as far as he could see.

			‘Yào shénme?’ she asked, gesturing at her equipment with an encouraging smile. He might have been her only customer all morning, all week. She had already begun to spread the batter by the time he nodded, quickly absorbed in her work. A blue sign behind her had English writing on it. It said something about a tiger. His dizziness reared up again, threatened to overwhelm him. He would not reach out a hand to steady himself.

			‘Shí kuài,’ she said slowly, grinning, and pointed at the price displayed on paper stuck inside the perspex. He had money ready, and leaned in to take the plastic bag. The jiānbǐng was thinner and wider than he had eaten in Beijing, and folded lightly over its cargo of sauces, lettuce, crunchiness and pickle. The woman watched him eat and seemed pleased with him. It was delicious, but her clear gaze made him uncomfortable. He smiled, turned and began to walk back to the beach where he had started, looking for his own footprints on the sand. The surface was blank, swept flat. When he turned around, the woman was still staring.

			He tried to walk more confidently along the seashore, heading towards the family in coats. The child was shoeless and laughed as she was lifted high over the tiny lake-like waves that nearly caught her toes, shrieking each time she was spared. He paused to watch them but felt self-conscious. He looked for the woman selling kites, but she did not try to engage with him at all. He passed her, anonymous as a bird, and turned towards the water.

			Now that he had something in his stomach he could see that a horizon did exist out there. The sea was flat, murky, like dirty bathwater. It was nothing like the pictures. There were a few tankers lurking out by the horizon, waiting to dock somewhere. Tianjin? Qingdao? He wasn’t sure of the geography. Closer in, he saw a fishing boat that looked abandoned, perhaps just for the day, perhaps for years. It must be a prop, he thought, something left for its air of authenticity. Surely a sea like this could not hold fish in it. He took his phone out of his pocket to take a photograph of the possibly ruined boat, but it seemed much smaller on the screen and the horizon vanished again behind it; the image would be boring. He switched the camera off.

			He moved back to the road and retraced his initial steps, walking towards the fenced area on the headland. He passed a faded billboard that said We salute you for your civilized behaviour! Crinkled in its frame, it seemed an artefact from another era. The buildings opposite the sea were looming, institutional. People’s Daily Beidaihe Sanatorium, one said in English, spaced neatly below the Chinese characters. It was all deserted, like a disused set or a town abandoned, lost to fever.

			This was the off season, he reminded himself. He balled the paper packaging and pushed it into the plastic bag. His hunger was awakened rather than satisfied. There must be something open in the town, he thought, some hanger-on, some year-round convenience store. He longed for a big shopping-mall food court with a thousand choices, somewhere he could stay for hours, years. He picked lettuce from his teeth, turned into a side street, and walked alongside a row of shops with false fronts. The buildings seemed vaguely Russian, though he couldn’t have said why. Things were flimsy, and at the same time concrete and imposing. The place was giving him the creeps.

			There was nothing open. The kite woman was still snagged in her position. A little grey dog ran past across the footpath, apparently at liberty. Adam smiled and walked on, crossed its track. His mouth was very dry. 

			Adam found that he was sitting at the water’s edge, wrenching off his shoes and socks. He rolled his jeans up to the calves, stood and stepped forward, holding his shoes in one hand. The sand under his toes felt soft as mud. He let the water cover his ankles, and wriggled his feet, inviting burial. He was standing on the beach with his father, letting the waves swallow him from below. His father’s hand huge around his own. He could not conjure his face, the form of him, only the sensation of the hand enfolding the knuckles, the sucking below. His feet held fast to the earth, its rhythm moving in and out. His father seemed to smile at him, but when Adam turned the face he saw was blank, unfamiliar. His grandfather, he thought. An older memory. He blinked, and was alone.

			The water licked his calves. It was freezing. He fought the impulse to walk deeper. His fingers shifted, gripping the heels of his shoes. The water reached up to tug at his jeans. He felt it soak into the fabric. He did not like it. The sensation was all wrong, it was too cold, he was too heavy. He could not feel his feet or remember how to lift them.

			He stumbled back, numb and clumsy, and fell to his knees on the sand. When he turned, there was only the edge of the beach laid out in low stone, a fenced-off area with an entry point. The snack cart had vanished. The air was growing lighter. He was not sure how much time had passed and he was frightened. He sat in the dirty sand, rubbing its grains from his feet. Carefully, he put his sneakers back on and slid a little further from the water’s edge. Slowly his feet warmed up and he could move them.

			He had spaced out for a moment. A fugue, or something. Still not quite well.

			The edge of the land seemed to bleed into the water, creating an in-between substance that was not mud but something else, something more alive than either water or soil. He had to get away from it, get back to the safe enclosure of the city. He reached for his phone, but when he pressed home it would not answer him. The battery was flat again. Adam got to his knees then rose gingerly to his feet, his vision swimming. He waited for it to clear.

			The snack cart had reappeared; it was a red smudge in the distance. The light in that direction had no specific character.

			He walked back to the road, forcing his mind to focus on the sand in his socks, the tiny abrasions that might guide his steps as well as his attention.

			A man stood waiting for him at the roadside, middle-aged, neat and compact, slender. His shoulders were bent forward as though he had spent many years at a desk. Adam smiled at him, then looked at his feet.

			‘Hello,’ the man said. He feinted, and Adam thought he intended to hold his hand out for a handshake, but he didn’t follow through.

			‘Hello,’ Adam echoed. He looked the man in the eye. Drifted to broad cheekbones, soft lips. The shoulders under a blue check shirt.

			‘Where are you from?’ the man asked, his English strangely plummy.

			Adam said, ‘Beijing,’ automatically, startling himself. ‘I mean, I live there. I came from there. I’m going home.’

			The man frowned, then smiled. ‘Home,’ he said. The sound that came from his mouth was more breath than word.

			‘Can you tell me how to get to the train station?’ Adam asked.

			The man looked sad. ‘The train station?’ The interaction had taken a turn that disappointed him. ‘The bus leaves from there,’ he said, gesturing down the road with one hand. He concentrated, the soft lips moving, then said a number in English. Adam repeated it, slowly becoming aware that it was the number of the bus.

			‘But where are you from?’ the man asked again. He had shifted, and now stood too close; Adam could smell his breath. Something sweet, medicinal, almost like milk. The question felt like an accusation. It occurred to Adam that he was from the government, that he was some kind of undercover police, that he should watch what he said. We salute you for your civilized behaviour!

			‘Armenia,’ said Adam. He did not know why. He had not expected to say it and it was not really true. He hoped the man would not have heard of his ancestors’ country, that it would put an end to further questions. He was being unfair, but that didn’t matter. He had to get away now, it was not important where.

			The man was staring at him.

			Adam smiled weakly, lifted a hand and hurried across the road to the bus stop, his fingers numb with cold. He shoved them in his pockets. He had done nothing wrong. If he ignored him, the man would go away eventually.

			Empty apartments lined the road, empty windows looking out over the inauspicious sea. He crossed to walk beside them, unsettled by the desertion. The white building behind the bus stop was boarded up. An animal – it couldn’t be the same grey dog he had seen before – was foraging in its well-tended shrubbery. These rest homes or guesthouses or whatever they were, watching over the water, they were what had suggested sickness. He felt fine. He looked up at the bus stop sign. The bus number he wanted was printed there. The billboard behind it showed a landscape covered in flowers. He barely knew what Armenia looked like, but the name now filled him with longing. He wondered if it was possible to be homesick for a place he had never been.

			The bus pulled up, empty except for the driver. It was so quick that it might have been lurking just out of sight, waiting for a passenger. He boarded, paid his fare, and took a seat halfway back. The bus stayed where it was, idling. He looked out through the window and felt a sudden panic that he had left something important behind on the beach. He fought the urge to go back out there, to answer to the water. He rummaged in his bag, found his wallet, passport, phone and two bottles. He drank from the emptier one, drained it, and pushed the bottle down into the gap between the seat and the bus’s beige-carpeted wall.

			The kite lady had a customer, a tall, slender person with shoulder-length hair. Something long and white billowed out behind them, more robe than dress. It was hard to read their gender. They tucked their hair behind an ear and pointed to the water. The old woman unrolled the kite for them, stood patiently. The tall figure bent over it, reached one slender hand. A chill ran through him.

			Adam stood to disembark, but at the same moment, something changed in the pitch of the engine. The man from the beach was standing in the aisle of the bus. Adam sat down again. The other man approached, hesitated, then sat two rows ahead of him. He turned in his seat to look at Adam, but did not speak. Adam looked out the window. The figure with the kite had their arms raised. He could still get off the bus and go to them. But just as their kite lifted into the air, its black wings come suddenly to life, the engine rumbled underfoot and the bus began to move. They were leaving.

			‘Not a good day,’ said the man.

			Adam felt like weeping. ‘It’s fine,’ he said.

			‘Why did you come here?’ the man asked.

			Adam stared out the window. He had no answer. He couldn’t remember why he had come, not here and not to China. There was nowhere to hide.

			‘You should come in the summer,’ the man went on, unhelpfully. He only meant the seaside, even if his eyes seemed to contain another invitation.

			The bus driver toyed with the radio. Adam thought he caught snatches of a song he knew, but the reception was poor. He stared out the window at the town.

			The bus did not return to the coast. It went up a hill, past a park with a huge wall around it. Military guards stood to attention in fancy uniforms beside elaborate gates. The bus stopped several times, but no-one got on or off.

			The man was humming along to a tune, though Adam could hear only static. He realised that his left leg was jiggling, and made it go still.

			At last the driver pulled into a slip road and shut off the engine. The man in front said ‘Here, train station,’ and waited for him to get off before he followed.

			‘You’ll need to buy a ticket,’ the man said. He was only being kind, but Adam was irritated. Still, he followed him to the counter and let him negotiate a ticket. When he handed over his passport, the man pounced on it, turned it over in his hand before pushing it under the glass for him.

			‘Australia,’ he said, aggrieved and triumphant.

			Adam saw him lying on the concrete tiles, his skull cracked open, blood pooling. The image wounded him. It was not his fault. He could not be blamed for it, and did not deserve to be infested with thoughts that should not concern him. He had not left them behind at the water. He felt them lodged in him, hovering just under his awareness. He breathed, calmed a little, until the sensation left him.

			When his ID and ticket were slipped back beneath the glass, he checked the ticket was for Beijing before reading the time and putting it in his pocket. With the warm passport in his hand, he waited for the man to leave.

			‘It is that gate,’ he said, smiling. A hand, soft, against his back.

			Adam turned and walked quickly away. Shaking, he made for the nearest exit. He did not look to see if the man had followed him. He did not want to go home anymore.

			He hurried across a courtyard. The sky was veined, alabaster. He was tired, so tired. He needed more energy for this, he needed sugar. A small shop at the corner looked open, drinks and snacks visible through its door. He went in, bought some crackers and an iced tea with a cartoon fox on the label. Then he kept walking.

			He stretched his arms as he walked, feeling the blood circulate. His shoulders crackled audibly. He was conscious of the processes inside him, the fragile order, with new wonder. He thought he understood the force that life was, how it moved in him, elusive and fragile and marvellous. He wanted the sun on his skin, the taste of salt in his mouth, a cut that bloomed blood, to immerse himself in experience. To inhale the scent of flowers. He drank the tea. Studied the packaging.

			Understood that he would miss his train.

			He went back into the station, keeping an eye out for the man.

			There was no crush of bodies, only an orderly line. The rest of the passengers seemed reluctant to board. He pushed through them, found his seat quickly. The man would know the number, he realised, and changed carriages to avoid him, finding another empty place. After a moment a young man in a baseball cap appeared and looked at him mournfully until he produced his ticket. Adam moved again. He spotted the man who had followed him sitting in a nearby seat, but his eyes were closed. Adam hurried past, back to the seat he had been allocated, and sat as the train began moving. He could close his own eyes, pretend to sleep, pretend to have forgotten him.

			From his window seat, he watched the light of day withdrawing. It was only afternoon, but the days were getting shorter, and the smog was thicker as they approached the city. The blur in the world outside pleased him now; it offered protection. They sped past unfinished towers, huge skeletal structures surrounded by fields of rubble, fields of green, the wet ground and the wasted. In one of the fields, a little glow appeared like the light on the end of a plane’s wing. Fires in the fields, he thought, as a second light materialised, and a third. They might be funerals. Maybe it was just people burning rubbish. Adam had no way of knowing.

			He pulled his phone out of his pocket, touched its unresponsive glass. He knew there was a message waiting. He had missed the signal, missed something important that he could not get to. He put the phone away and closed his eyes. If he did not remember them, they would leave him alone. The sky outside came closer, smothering. Not a retreat of light at all but an approach of darkness.

		

	
		
			BORDER

			A landing bounce. They want to get out. She’s stiff, and has to tilt her head to fit when she stands. No air, no space. She scowls at the collar of the man who blocks her way, his back turned like a wall. One of her feet shifts and kicks his heel; the impact pleases her. The ache in her neck begins to deepen, to enter the spine. The air is stale, warm with breath. Phones wake and beep around her. Announcements in three languages. She bends to see through the little rounded window. Out there it’s dark, but lit with signals, lines, numbers, floodlights. Land, or its concrete approximation. Where are they? A machine sweeps past below the wing and she watches it, her eyes dry and struggling with the light. Someone sneezes. She covers her mouth with her scarf.

			They shift away, impatient. They pitch from body to body and out onto the stairs, rushing forward. They want to bend and touch the concrete, put their head against it like a monk, press down gratefully upon the solid ground until it opens. But the bodies must keep moving on, upright; they’re overground, pushed into a bus, unbalanced. A brief and airless drive. Buildings, doors. A woman collapses behind them, but they barely notice, moving on and through. They shift through travellers quickly. When people are tired, attention’s fragmented, resistance is low. Easy to step in. Harder to move without harm.

			Everything flows forward. They glimpse texts in several languages, pass too fast to read. They have a sudden sense of vertigo, of sea legs; sky legs, their hold wavers between worlds. They concentrate their energy, stay with the breath. They are better at this now, hardly raise a heart rate. It should satisfy them, the forward motion, but it doesn’t. Perhaps nothing will.

			In front of them a man pants hard at the top of the stairs, struggles with a huge woven plastic bag, red and white checks. They slide into the kid beside him, barked at, unwilling to move – no, not unwilling, just slow to connect. They do what they can with him, gently suggest the correction. The man’s surprised at how easily he answers, and the boy seems happy. He sits on the floor among legs, and the man bends down, catches his collar and sighs into his hair.

			They shift through the air, through missed instructions. A body that lengthens like a shadow as it walks to the back of a crowd, looks up to read a sign that flashes languages they know. He mouths one word: Foreigners. Faces, backs of heads. The body shuffles forward, throws them back. Next body behind, looking sideways, back bent. Shuffles forward, throws them. Foreigners. They want to go back and look for Adam. Find another flight, a return. But it’s impossible. Where would they begin? He might be anywhere by now. They are condemned to move among strangers. Blue straps form a labyrinth, the bodies obedient to the flimsy boundaries made by stanchions, rules. Blue signs above the desks, yellow text. Blue uniforms in blue enclosures, caught between.

			This chest is tight, compressed: the air fraught in its lungs, the suck of particles that join to particles that mutate and might metastasise. A smoker, or a breather of coal. The pressure of this poison as they approach the border.

			But the border is a dream, no more fixed than the blue straps, as porous as this slipway between life and death. He cranes his neck at what’s ahead, sees only doors and glass and passageways. The inside repeats the outside to absurdity. He finds a cigarette and puts it behind his ear, which gives him a taste of the rush that will come with it when he is free. The body moves forward, willing. Its checkpoints are nothing but air and expectation. They are curious, ready.

			They take him through.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			It was dark when he retraced his path out of the station. The barricade of construction fences seemed to have been rearranged in his absence; only the flow of people gave it logic as a map. He exited through the gate, crossed the paved square, looked up to see a single star hanging miraculously overhead. The air must have cleared, but this thought did not bring the usual sense of reprieve. Adam looked for the familiar symbol, found the stairs and descended to the subway. A peaceful feeling returned as he passed his bag into the security checkpoint, pressed his card against the gate and felt it open for him, re-entering the predictable system. These were checkpoints he knew how to pass, tracks he could easily follow. His body felt calm. He breathed deeply, without struggle, and moved along the platform through the crowd, safe in its embrace.

			Thousands had left the station with him, and would now disperse. Many would make their way to other cities, other towns. At times it seemed that Beijing was just a giant transit centre where arrivals and departures intermingled, a central exchange in the vast network of transactions that accumulated as an even vaster growth. He felt his heart beating the blood away, his pulse decaying as it reached the periphery, and rubbed his fingertips against his jeans.

			He waited for the train to turn the corner, watched the vanishing point disappear or close in as the verticals slid together. If it resembled an animal, a reptile, the image faded quickly. The system attracted analogy but eluded definition. To find someone in this complexity was a strange miracle, as strange as the evolution of life itself. No wonder they would not let go.

			The evening crowds were building, young people heading out for the night, the other passengers observing their energy, which dispersed among exhausted workers, parents coming home late, sleeping children, weary travellers. He stood close behind a young couple; he could smell her perfumed hair. When the couple sat down the girl fell immediately asleep and the boy held her head in his palm. Adam stood over them and watched her trust. He watched the young man gently wake her before they arrived at Yonghegong. When they disembarked he slipped out onto the platform behind them, but the boy turned and saw him and so he followed a group of well-dressed young women to another exit, through the gates and out of the station, watching their heels as they clipped their way up the stairs. Dimly aware of the intention to go home, back to his apartment, he went on climbing. It was as if his body needed to surface for a moment, like a whale.

			The corner was thronging, festive. Music nearby, the jeering beat of a pop song that had haunted the summer. Someone passed in a ghoulish costume. He thought again of the funeral fires in the fields, and wondered if there was some traditional holiday he hadn’t heard of. He narrowly missed a bicycle as it rounded a corner, and began to walk faster. Someone in an army greatcoat waved a cup at him, three fingers missing from a hand where they should have poked out from fingerless gloves. He stood fixated for a moment on the empty sockets, then turned to follow the stream of people. His sleeve was tugged, his step spring-loaded. He let himself be led away.

			Past the temple entrance, which was closed and guarded. Past the shops that were filled with Buddhist trinkets, battery-operated prayer wheels, everything glittering to itself in the lit windows. A few stores were open late, a few street traders crouched beside their wares. One young woman, her face absorbed in her phone screen, knelt beside a pile of hair accessories. Among them lay large plastic flowers for offerings, though the temple would be closed until morning. The colours were brilliant, more brilliant than life. As he stood looking down at them, a man bumped into him from behind.

			‘Sorry,’ Adam muttered in English. He felt the warmth of the man’s coat against him with a rush of pleasure; he wanted to sink into that coat’s embrace. To wake beside him, safe in his body heat, the odour of old labour and cigarettes. When he turned, the man’s face was pale, his skin damp. Adam shook his head. The guy was unwell, he thought. Drunk, or something worse. He stumbled out of the way, folded his arms against his chest.

			He pushed past a couple of young women in front of him, middle-class women with soft hair walking slowly, looking at their phones, and when he glanced over at those faces they were pale, too pale, too unmoving, their eyes lit blue by their screens, appearing still as glass. He passed a closed restaurant, an old woman who carried a breathless child who spun to point at him and then recoiled. Her skin ash-grey, the child’s head lolling back. In the hutong beyond them, he glimpsed two men in dirty overalls lifting a sack of body parts into a van where other sacks lay stacked and bleeding. A butcher, a market, it was nothing to do with him. He hurried on. Stepped over drains that stank of old blood. He was drawn to a fire at the corner, a moment’s warmth. Someone burning for the dead in a small metal drum. The government was cracking down on offerings. By the time he reached them, they were tossing a child’s plastic tub of water over the metal, and it hissed out steam. He hurried on.

			At the corner there was a van full of police officers, teenagers in uniform, all asleep holding their weapons. But they could not be sleeping, because there was no fog of breath on the van’s windows. He would not stay to see if it appeared. A convenience store glinted from across the road, and Adam made for it, grateful, but the doors would not open for him, and the person behind the counter turned away. He shook his head. Beijing refused to resolve into the familiar. People hung from the barrier that saved pedestrians from cars, or vice versa. Their mouths open, their legs rudely slung towards the road like old mops. A woman on a bicycle turned as she passed, her eyes like two peeled lychees, and wove through the pedestrians in front of him. Security guards wheeled bodies out of a hutong by the barrow-load, cheerfully chatting over their heft. One laughed, fell into the wagon, and was wheeled away by the other.

			Adam’s hands would not get warm. He had passed through the wrong gate at the station, stepped off at the wrong platform. Please prepare for your arrival, the voice always said, and he had not prepared, was yet to arrive anywhere. He pressed his hands into the armpits of his jacket, feeling the ribs through the soft flesh with a strange pleasure, as though the hands were of a different substance to the rest of his body.

			A young woman passed him, short hair like Natasha’s, laughing into her phone. From the back, the white of her skull was visible through the skin. A couple of tourists, Germans maybe, sat against a wall with their mouths open, holding hands. The cameras around their necks were still recording, lit up with images of the pavement. Mounds of boxes had been piled on the street beside them, a cornucopia of undelivered parcels.

			Adam was still on the train, and this was nothing but a vivid nightmare.

			In front of him a young man had been walking at a steady pace but now stopped and toppled to his side, the phone in his hand clattering away. A woman in a lane didn’t flinch when the phone hit her slipper, merely picked it up and wiped it on her skirt and pocketed it, then slumped back into stillness. Adam stepped over the young man and the old woman and through dogs, cats, not dead but free, that began to chase a scrawny white hen down an alley. He wanted to wake up now. He had seen enough. Two fashionable young men in matching monochrome clutched each other against a bus stop, frozen to the pole. The hen screamed. The smell was earthy. Adam had taken a wrong turn leaving the subway. He had to keep moving, to walk out of here and into the next block, another neighbourhood, where the dead would be fewer. He had to find the street that would lead him back to the surface. There, there was light, he followed it gratefully. But he saw bright LEDs and realised where he was. Guijie. Ghost street. His subconscious was embarrassing. He turned down a hutong, headed into darkness.

			He would have to come out the other side eventually. Even this city had limits. But he was walking towards the centre, and the edges were impossibly far away. Ring roads were rippling into existence faster than he could reach them on foot. He would never outrun this place, or leave it.

			Through a door he glimpsed four bright shapes of women slumped facedown into their card game. Beneath the car horns, the voices, bells, there was a low silence. He could not understand how they were still breathing. A procession honked at him; he stepped out of the way. These people could not be dead. They did not even seem troubled.

			‘Whose funeral is this?’ he asked a man in front, walking with the crowd through the shortcut lane beside the garbage and grease and piles of cardboard left by recycling traders. The person laughed at him and shrugged, uncomprehending. Said something in a thick accent, or in the language of the dead. Adam was annoyed – if it was his dream, he should be able to make everyone speak English – but he followed the crowd anyway. Because it was a dream, he could not leave its pattern. And if it was a dream, it could not reach inside his body, could not hurt him. He felt a bright fever surging, but it wasn’t sickness, not this time. It was powerful, the heat of living. It was what came between.

			He was charged with an alertness, a redoubled energy, that did not seem consistent with sleep. He felt it in his head, concentrated around the eyes and in the front of the skull. His mind felt short-circuited, in danger of overheating. The procession descended at the corner and began to follow the canal. Adam took a deep breath, stepped away from the press of bodies, and retreated into a doorway stacked with cinder blocks, grey tiles and broken bicycles, overhung with laundry and some kind of vine, cucumber or pumpkin, that was turning brown and drying.

			‘Nǐde.’ He heard a voice behind him. Yours. When he turned, a man was handing a broad-brimmed black felt hat to a slender woman draped in a designer cream coat, impossibly clean. The forked tongue of a ribbon trailed from her hand. She swept past him as though he wasn’t there. Adam followed her, but she was walking very quickly and soon disappeared. There was a vibration in his body that he could not place. He could still feel the grains of sand caught between his toes.

			Adam stopped. He sniffed the hot, wet, rotten air that emanated from the drain over which he was standing, and took one more step, into a shaft of golden light.

			This was not his dream, but someone else’s. He had slipped by accident into another person’s private sleep. It surprised him how easy it had been to cross the threshold, but now he was caught in their subconscious, submerged in their grief. He must be able to slip out again. He began to look for turnings, portals, half laughing at the idea. All the doors he saw were closed to him, all exits shuttered. He had been dragged down into this. He did not deserve it.

			In a moment he would wake on the train with a snort and disembark, hoping he hadn’t cried out or snored or missed his stop. It must be the train’s movement he could feel in his body, the rumbling from somewhere below. Of course, if he was sleeping, he could simply open his eyes. He blinked hard enough to blur the world.

			When he looked up, he saw that the shaft of light belonged to a café. Inside, hipsters were drinking wine and coffee. Their mouths were moving, their skins healthy and intact. An orange paper lantern stood on the counter, painted with a cartoon face. Adam turned back to the lane, wanting to find it changed. A child in a Spider-Man costume sailed past him on a scooter, the bendy kind that could split in two. The child’s face was masked but the eyes above the mask were healthy and profoundly serious. He was filled with shame, then fury, at this breach of his condition, the violation of his safety and comfort. He put a hand to the glass and the people on the other side recoiled slightly, shuffled a little in their seats, but did not look at him. It was very bright in there; he couldn’t see his reflection.

			No-one had died.

			He pressed his head to the glass and rested it there. It was slightly warm from the heating inside, and his breath against it, his own breath that he held and released at will, made a small cloud in the cold night air beside him. In a moment, when he was more certain of that sustenance, he might go in. Get a drink, something warming. Those wine-stained lips. He would follow them back to the surface. But first he would lift his head and his reflection would appear in the glass and he would remember their name. He would remember them.

			He breathed. The heart knocked in its hollow. So tired of fighting. A moment more. All he had to do was surrender. He closed his eyes.

			The door swung open beside him. ‘Adam?’

		

	
		
			WIRE

			They take the train, wanting its store of shared breath. They watch for a sign, recognising almost nothing. They left this country two or more transformations ago. It has changed in their absence. They remember fragments: sleeping on long journeys, lights and towns flashing by. They see familiar images. Grey towers crumbling beside the railway line in indistinct light. Rain-green fields turning to concrete flats. Corn spread out in golden paths to dry, a dream of abundance that remains elusive. Nothing touches them.

			After the body, what can they know of their life but its details? Memory, experience, all the fragments of attention that hope to accumulate meaning. Their specific instance, so brief. Always this transitory. There are billions like them, arriving and departing. They might choose to stay with any one of them. It would be a kind of death for the other, they suppose, and a kind of life for them – a kind of selfhood.

			What would it take to stay? Days, weeks, a lifetime of delicate transferences. It could destroy the host.

			To take one life is a crime. A crime for which there can be no restitution.

			What if it is only borrowed?

			They do not know what justice looks like. But perhaps those terms don’t matter anymore.

			He watches the apartments set against the rail line, mesh boxes overlaid with ghostly laundry, repeated like stacked versions of the train. There is an ache in his left hand where a break has set but not healed. He is strong, despite the frailty of age. His eyes won’t look away from the window, and they stop trying, giving themselves over now to the lines that nest outside, now to the smudge of a fingerprint on glass, a little remainder. He listens to the guard in the corridor attending to the openings and closings of doors, a ceremony that is conducted ten thousand times, across ten thousand carriages, as blessed by repetition as a prayer. They loiter in him, hesitant to harm.

			The train is pulling into a station. With his eyes they watch the passengers leave and arrive, preoccupied, passive with tiredness and travel. The sound of the platform dulled by the glass. He breathes out and the steam of his breath fogs the window. They might write their name, if they could remember it. His hand doesn’t move.

			They look for Adam in the crowd. Habitual now, and hopeless.

			The train slides out, and they watch the small city recede: the tall glass shrinking into damp cement flats, then farmhouses, village roofs and fields, moving back in time. Houses where the light of the city has not yet arrived. Only the train’s light searches their rooms, checking in on each of them as they sleep. The machine goes on looking steadily, as if it knows what for. The man inhales. The lungs are weak. He doesn’t suit them.With effort, they lift a hand to the mouth, sniff the nicotine between the fingers, sending signals that reverberate like voices in a cave. The train is shucked to the side by a freight passing, grainers full of coal. Blood in the ears. He’s coughing, struggling against the pressure, sitting up. They get in his lungs and settle them, but it’s hard to stay. In the dark there is no-one else close enough. Tracksuit hoisted to hip-height, tingles in the calves and feet as the blood pours down, a dam collapses. The meat collides with a closed door, then the rail that holds down shade. At the end the urn gleams dimly in the light from the guard’s room. They want to go to her, but he shuffles on before they have a chance.

			The toilet reeks of unwell kidneys. Shadows slip past underneath like fish. If there is life in the water below this bridge it is invisible. This pissing makes him sigh, the train lurches, they feel how glad he is to have missed the slippers. He pushes the flush button, but the water refuses. Empty. He breathes, and the lungs grasp at oxygen.

			They’ll drown with him.

			He hovers a moment by the guard’s door, then returns trundling down the corridor. They glance into each room, looking out for someone wakeful. At the other end of the long car, he pushes the exit button and it opens. He stands between carriages, enclosed by the room but also in the air, which smells like burnt things: oil, the thick coal-fired atmosphere. No light but the cigarette. They feel the drug swim out through his extremities, tracing the circulatory system, as if it’s ink. The breath. They wonder how long he has left.

			They want more.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			It was not until he was in his seat, buckling the belt according to the instructions, grateful to have escaped the embraces of his mother and sister, and thinking superficially about the films he’d watch to fill the hours ahead, that he remembered what it was that he’d forgotten. When the overweight backpack had been deposited in its tray and conveyed away, when there was no longer any point in going over the list again, he had thought the forgotten feeling would fade, that it was just the residue of anxious packing. Now that the plane was beginning to taxi slowly towards the runway, and it was too late to change his mind, he remembered Yun had mentioned Beijing.

			How had he let himself forget this?

			He felt the constriction of the belt across him as he retrieved his earbuds from between his knees. The unread security card lay across his lap, its illustrations of falling gas masks invoking a calm apocalypse. He bent it in half.

			The thought that the destination had already been decided for him, not an exit but a return, was overwhelming. What if Beijing was a trick?

			I thought it was the edge of the world.

			He shook the thought away. A coincidence, that was all. Obviously they would not be there now. They were nowhere on this earth. The dead could not play tricks on the living. He pushed in his earbuds, felt the pressure but did not switch on the sound.

			For a time, he had kept returning to images of the event of their death, as though he had made a recording of it. He had found himself taking pleasure in the slow-motion replay, the way it seemed to fill a hollow in him. The hunger for that central scene. The need to be certain of their absence.

			But it was only a set of images, the work of his mind’s eye. He had not meant to disturb them, not at all. He would not be capable of causing harm. There was a difference, wasn’t there, between looking at someone and actually hurting them? He was no predator.

			The ache in his chest threatened for a moment, budding pain at the unfairness of the misunderstanding. There was nothing now to be afraid of. He was safe from them, from what they had nearly made him become.

			He stuffed the folded card into the pocket, and closed his eyes.

			Soon their voice, their face, vanished from his mind. As the plane lifted, he felt with happiness that he was really leaving all that behind, that some of those possible selves were sealed away as others opened. He felt his body adjust to the change in pressure as it passed through the membrane that separated one life from another, though he knew that there was no such thing.

		

	
		
			SLEEPER

			They wake a passenger. The elbow stiff, the arm above it numbed and buzzing. They wake with the body, in an awareness of the body’s weight against the thin mattress, feel it roll gently from side to side with the movement.

			They test their presence. The body stretches its tired legs, obedient. Sleeper berth the width of a steel trolley. Grief follows them like a shadow, ready to enclose. They remember how their body used to know them. How strong it was, how trustworthy, in spite of everything. They had a history together; they had a common language. It obeyed them, sometimes. Other times, commanded or demanded. They long now for its inconvenience and its recalcitrance, its individuality. It wasn’t perfect, but it was home.

			They can make another, somewhere.

			They look at her reflection. Her soft flesh rests against the bench. A young face looks back, unfocused. She doesn’t see them. She’s taken with the world outside: the landscape shutters past in frames, a sliced mountain, a flooded field, the posed bodies of woman and buffalo holding still in the undisturbed surface, joined by a slack rope’s curve.

			They let the rope fall.

			Restless, they move through the passengers quickly, flicking along their spines like a shelf in a library. Trains file people in neat rows. It makes a rhythm of searching: never enough, never enough. Another young woman, her little heart throbbing along with the beat. The other earbud in the boyfriend’s ear, their bodies joined along the thigh and through the cord. They stay with her, excited in the physics of her attraction, the light weight of her young body, rich with sensations, the pleasure of itself, just past adolescence, somehow almost without fear of harm – the pinch of a bra beneath a tender breast, the high-pitched shiver below, the secretiveness of her body at rest in the train’s embrace. She shifts in her seat and her back arches. A body alive in its moment. She looks at the boyfriend, a glow like embers in her chest. Lets her head fall against his shoulder, feels it soften beneath her.

			They could take her.

			Her contentment, everything. Her possibilities, her pleasure.

			Her future.

			They slip instead into a young man eating salted peanuts, watching a movie on his tablet. The bag rustling. The cholesterol swimming in his blood. Period costumes, battle scenes. His eyes aren’t really focusing. They can unfurl themselves in this distraction. Occupy the space that it leaves open. But they already know that it won’t be enough, and why should he deserve them? He lifts his gaze, and fields scroll past like photographs. In the distance, little fires or lights. Official and unofficial lives.

			The train slows between apartment buildings. Stubborn gardens hang from balconies, surviving on so little light. An old man leans out a window to position a cage.

			They let his eyes drop to his screen.

			The sleeper car full of the smells of sour noodles, cigarette smoke. The sweet scent of the child in her lap, asleep in unspent potential. They drag her eyes to her reflection, feel her hands go still as her attention changes. She has to see them.

			They remember Adam’s eyes through the gap in the door.

			Her body jolts. A leg knocks against the steel frame under the table. Shaved skin prickles into the weave of jeans. She sees old houses given to the animals. Watches a town appear from the fields: raw cement walls, no windows, then houses, their front doors plastered with red paper characters, fortune and faded happiness. They feel her desire, lodged below the ribs, as loss. Stone tombs bedded in the hills behind houses, the dead kept close. Her finger touches the glass and comes back with a grey circle of dust on the tip, which she places, for some reason, in her mouth. The chug, the muscle swallowing of engine, and all those possible lives crumble away. She glances up at the door of the cabin. The guard is asking a question. The language travels through her body like electricity, draws her attention back inside.

			‘Yànpiào,’ the guard says, and holds her hand out.

			The woman searches the tiny table for her ticket, which she hands over.

			‘Beijing,’ she says. The word warms her throat.

			The guard exchanges the ticket for a plastic card, slipped from a folder.

			‘Beijing,’ she repeats.

			All the tension in the woman’s muscle concentrates and stills around the name. It’s a taste in her mouth that pulls out memory, as her body fills with longing. She looks at the child, who does not stir. In texture, the word feels like the connection between them. She reaches to touch the child’s hair, inhales the scent of shampoo, like apples. Something is drawing her north. Awash in her homesickness, they remember flashes of grey sky, a hand in theirs, the feeling of water lifting their weight. Cold at the feet, a thrill of surrender.

			Are they drawn too?

			The guard looms over, savouring the scene, then backs into the light. The corridor too bright behind her. The woman’s body starts to shake. They lost concentration, and they’re hurting her. As she floods with pain, they go with the guard, shifting into her just as she closes the door.

			The guard walks stiffly, muscle accustomed to outbalancing the train, the echo of long work in the neck. Cold steel in the hand, nails sharp against a heel of palm. Tight underwear beneath the uniform, a wire digging into the rib below the right arm, the binding of elastic round the waist. Stockings grazing shoes. Then her hand on the cold door, twist lock, bolt tool. Formal responsibility satisfies her. The body calm in its authority. She reaches for a paper, marks a chart, tongue pressed against the back of one tooth to write.

			Beijing. Two characters. A pragmatic, anonymous, brightly unromantic name. But her body leans into the strokes, absorbed, with some of the other woman’s pleasure, and her mouth makes the shape of it. She bites her lip. Reads over her list. Other names don’t move her in the same way. It’s as if the city’s singing to them. They let a finger linger on the paper. They had forgotten how the body might be taught to carry memory, and keep it safe.

			She stands up, faces a mirror. They bring her eyes close. There’s no reaction. The side of one finger abrades the lashes, and she blinks, whole and full.

			They let her reassert her image, her home. The breath.

			Beijing. She carries the name in her mouth like a ripe grape. They could burst its sweetness.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			Adam lifted his head, the window leaving a print of warmth on his skin. He examined the face of the woman who had spoken his name. Chinese, about his own age, and beautiful in a stiff Northern way. The face exuded harmony from beneath an anxious expression. He recognised her, knew he should be able to recall her name, but it would not form inside his mouth, which held instead a memory of sweetness.

			‘Hey,’ he said. Her skin was bright and smooth in the light from the café. The impression of anxiety was fading.

			‘We’re just having a coffee,’ she said. He felt his face become puzzled, then forced it into a smile. Her voice was warm, familiar. She glanced inside for a moment, then looked back quickly. ‘Are you okay? I know you’ve been . . . unwell.’ One of her hands still clutched the door.

			Adam felt his heart hopping inside his chest, his breath thinning. The woman’s distance irritated him. He wasn’t sick. He peered through the glass. Well-groomed people perched on stools. Dates sat opposed, looking at phones. A row of young men in the window, their faces gaunt in shadow. Paper Halloween bunting grinned down from above them, and Adam flushed, embarrassed. He was awake now, that was the important thing. He was strong enough to walk through glass.

			‘I feel amazing,’ he said.

			‘Actually we’ve been trying to reach you,’ she said, her face angled towards someone inside. ‘Come in out of the cold.’

			Was it cold? He hadn’t noticed. There was someone else with her. She glanced at his shoulder, looking at his jacket. He touched the collar, felt the texture with pleasure, then followed her inside to where a handsome man perched at a high table released his lovely smile. Adam allowed himself to be enveloped in a hug, inhaled deeply. The scent of the man was clean and strong and wholesome. He let it calm him. There was no-one he would rather be near. He reached for a stool and tried to pull it towards him, but it refused to move, and his fingers slipped numbly from its surface.

			‘Hey, man. We’ve been meaning to contact you,’ he said. He frowned. ‘Are you okay?’

			‘Yes, yes,’ said Adam. ‘I’m great. Just – you know, the air – it’s getting worse,’ he said hopefully. He patted the stool, remained standing. Manu, it was Manu and Eliza, of course. He wanted to say their names now, but it was too late. His skin tickled in the air conditioning. He considered the idea that maybe he had taken something, that the man on the train had slipped him something. The light in here was much too bright.

			‘So we have some exciting news,’ Manu said, grinning. ‘I did try calling.’

			‘My phone died,’ said Adam. He touched his pocket to check it was still there, looked at the floor, and decided to sit down. The stool was bolted to the ground. That’s why he hadn’t been able to move it.

			‘We’re having a baby,’ Manu said. Adam lifted his gaze, set it carefully on the small target of Manu’s teeth. He put a hand against his own stomach. Yes, that was what it was. He could feel the warmth of life inside him, tender and protected.

			‘That’s wonderful,’ he said. He was very hungry and looked for a waiter.

			Eliza was grinning too, irresistibly. It made her bones show. ‘So we’ve decided to go back to Vancouver.’

			Adam stared. The teeth were clean and orderly. Good genes, effectively corrected.

			‘Just for a year, anyway. It means making a few changes over here.’ Manu was speaking slowly and clearly, his dark eyes kind, making sure that he heard each word. Adam nodded, looked at the table as though lost in thought. Something good would come of this, a promotion, an opportunity. He imagined himself sitting between them on the plane, all three with laptops open, glasses on, each wearing something fine and pale. Of course, he did not wear glasses. On the table in front of him there was a cloth napkin, the rim a pale mustard yellow. He wanted to feel the texture of it. He picked it up and folded it in half, then in half again. He could not remember how to make the folds his sister taught him. He straightened. Eliza was blinking.

			‘Have you eaten? Do you want something to drink? I’m only allowed tea,’ she laughed. ‘I feel so Chinese ordering it. I’m sure Charlie is disappointed in me.’

			‘That or decaf,’ Manu said. ‘Heaven forbid.’

			Adam unfolded the napkin, started again. They could grow up together, in a new country.

			‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ Manu was looking at him oddly.

			He nodded, pushed the napkin away. ‘Charlie,’ he said, vacantly.

			‘The barista here is a friend of ours,’ said Eliza. She waved towards the counter. A sign pointed behind a screen to a door marked by two little figures, a boy and a girl divided by one clear line.

			‘I need to use the bathroom,’ Adam said.

			The warmth of the café floated around him, its studiedly perfect interior. Not a blade of hair out of place. Every seat full. Voices gentle, accents plentiful. Now that he was used to the light, it was beautiful. He longed for this happy atmosphere, even though he was already inside it. He pushed the door, found the light switch. Washed his face over the round bowl, looked into the mirror. He seemed shabby – not just his clothing and unshaven face but his skin, his outline. All his edges were blurred. Something wrong with his eyes, he thought. He stared into them and saw fine flecks of white in his brown irises. He’d never noticed them before.

			He looked at his hands, which were more coherent. Pressed his fingertips, cool from the water, into his palms, which were warm. These two parts of his hand seemed to belong to two different bodies. He pressed two fingers against his wrist until he was certain there was a pulse there. A little fast, but he was just excited. He had never been to Canada.

			No-one had died, least of all him. The people in the café were alive, real people, not images, or dreams. He wanted a fresh start. He tried to picture Canada, how he would find it living there. He imagined there was often snow. He might need glasses after all. He imagined he would learn to adjust.

			‘You’re good?’

			‘Awesome,’ he said. ‘And hey, congratulations again, you guys.’ He was proud of his steady, casual voice. The stool moved for him this time, and he sank onto it gratefully. ‘It’s great news.’ He pulled himself closer with the edge of the table, and helped himself to water. He was light-headed, but wouldn’t eat until after this conversation was over. It would be a way to celebrate, preferably alone. Everything was about to change.

			Manu frowned, put one hand on his wife’s back. ‘Yes, we’re very happy,’ he said. ‘It’s come at a great time for us. It does mean that we’ll have to scale things back over here. I know this is not the best time to talk about work, but actually, I’ve been trying to reach you for a few days.’

			‘My phone died,’ said Adam.

			Manu frowned again. ‘Yeah, so you said. Well, I am sorry to spring this on you, but we’ll have to put the brakes on our Beijing outfit for a while. We’ve decided to shut it all down.’

			Adam had stopped drinking, but the glass was still at his lip. He held it there a moment longer, and looked at the lower half of the world, distorted inside it. Their bodies blurred, the table mere geometry. Finally he put it down, wiped his mouth with one coherent hand.

			‘I think you understand the situation is becoming . . . less encouraging,’ Eliza said.

			‘Yeah,’ said Adam. He did not lift his head. There was no trace of hurt in his voice.

			‘It’s getting harder to do business now. All the crackdowns. The atmosphere is shifting.’ Manu was doing something with his hands under the table.

			Adam looked up. Looked him in the eye. ‘I’ve been thinking of a change, actually,’ he said, with unexpected confidence. ‘I’ve been thinking of going home.’ He was startled to hear the words come out of his mouth. He had not thought anything of the sort, and was surprised by how empty the word was of feeling, even meaning. Of course he could not go back. All that was gone now, erased to make way.

			‘That’s great,’ said Manu, and shot a look of relief at Eliza.

			Adam was fine. Perhaps later he would feel disappointed, but right now there was only relief; it was good to sever connections with people. All this was simply happening on the surface, and beneath it he was becoming someone new. He thought of the canal, the fish that lay together in its water, looking up through a reflected city at the dull sky. He felt good. Maybe he had passed through to some other, weightless side.

			‘Wonderful,’ said Eliza, drawing him back.

			Manu was grinning. ‘I knew you’d be cool,’ he said. Eliza looked pleasantly contrite. Adam had the disloyal thought that he might decide to dislike these people, if he could muster the energy. He wasn’t sure that they would actually notice.

			Too late, a waiter appeared, a man who could be no more than twenty with a slightly panicked expression. Eliza spoke to him in Chinese and his face relaxed. He placed a coffee on the table in front of Adam, and backed away.

			He did not remember ordering anything. Manu must have done it for him. Yes, his princely face was poised in that eager way he had, ready to receive Adam’s gratitude. He reached for the glass. It was iced cold brew, which Adam had tried to enjoy in front of him before. The coffee was bitter, but excellent, and he drank it as slowly as he could, allowing the silence to take hold between them. Nobody was trying to make conversation. Eliza was doing something on her phone. He had been fired in the most polite and charming fashion possible, and now they wanted him to leave. The thick dark liquid of shame poured over Adam’s head and spilled to the floor. He put the drink down.

			‘Don’t worry, we’ll take good care of you,’ Manu said. ‘Come along tomorrow.’

			‘Tomorrow,’ Adam said. He could not think what day it was today, or what he had agreed to. The last invitation he remembered clearly was the gallery. He saw again the naked back of a man in a cage, the pulse beneath the skin. There was a message waiting, if he could decode it.

			‘The industry showcase. I sent you the link. The day itself will be boring, but you should come to the networking thing after.’ He named a venue, some new bar in Sanlitun that Adam thought he’d read about on one of the expat blogs.

			‘It’s at five,’ Manu said, ‘I’ll send you the invite again – oh, you lost your phone.’ He was looking at Adam with a strange expectancy. Adam patted his pocket and smiled dimly, still not wanting to appear incompetent in front of Manu, who was being so kind.

			‘Not lost. Dead,’ he said. The distinction was important.

			Manu looked confused. Their eyes met over the table. Adam saw that the warmth in his friend’s eyes was still there, but it had packed itself down somehow, boxed and ready to be shipped. Adam wanted to climb into the box and seal it over him. The moment went on until he thought he should speak, but could think of nothing to say that would help. He wished he hadn’t mentioned going home.

			‘I guess I could email it to you?’

			Manu pursed his lips. Adam thought he saw his eyes drift sideways, but it might have been his own vision blurring. They had that close couples’ habit of conferring privately with glances. It didn’t mean there was anything wrong with him, but he felt that he was being judged.

			‘That would be great,’ he said.

			‘A lot of people will be there. We’ll totally hook you up with something.’ Manu smiled, not unsympathetically, and reached across to pat Adam on the upper arm. ‘Are you sure you’re okay, man? You’re not still sick? There’s something nasty going around, I heard.’

			‘I feel great,’ said Adam.

			He felt bloodless. Cleansed.

			‘Okay, but listen, the air in the office is still not fixed, so take a break anyway. I mean. It’s a really good time to not come in.’ His teeth flashed in the downlights.

			‘Okay,’ said Adam. ‘I can do that.’

			‘Cool, cool. Take care of yourself, bro,’ he said, beginning to stand. ‘Don’t come tomorrow unless you’re feeling a hundred per cent. A hundred and ten per cent. You have to be ready to put yourself out there.’

			‘Of course,’ Adam said.

			‘We’ll make sure you’re taken care of,’ he said.

			He saw the man’s hand move instinctively to Eliza’s leg. One of her hands responded, curled against it. The other still thumbed its screen. She was holding herself very stiffly, he thought, but perhaps it was the pregnancy. His knees were so close to hers, he could have reached his own hand across to join theirs. Manu had such beautiful hands, veined with strength but still delicate. It was his own he wasn’t sure of. There was a tingling in his left hand, and as he looked at it the veins on the back seemed to be trembling. These hands were damaged, he thought, though there was no pain in them. They wanted something from him that he could not provide or even name. The knowledge thundered somewhere below him like a subway train, then disappeared, leaving a dim impression of a hollow beneath the surface.

			Manu was not getting up to go, just making it clear he should leave. He stood up in a hurry, backed away from them. ‘Actually I do feel a bit off still,’ he said, hoping it would stop them from following him to the door. He took a step back. ‘I shouldn’t really be out,’ he muttered. ‘Not in this air,’ he added, and covered his mouth theatrically with one hand.

			There was no warm paw on the shoulder, no pressure to stay. Manu didn’t move to accompany Adam to the door, or herd him from the café. Eliza remained seated, rummaging in her bag for something. When he turned, she was clutching a tiny spray bottle. She gave him a small, stiff wave.

			It was cold in the street, much colder than it had been an hour ago, and the air was clear. The mild wind had come from the north-west, blown the smog away, and brought a wave of winter in behind it. Adam smelled something delicious and raised his face to see a lone sweet-potato seller, dressed in an army greatcoat and scarf, his cargo bike rigged with a converted oil-drum stove. The season had changed.

			Adam inhaled deeply; it smelled like a sugar refinery. He was too jumpy to be hungry, too bothered to speak. The cold brew had made his mouth feel stale, his hands a little shaky. He wanted the warmth in his hand, but not enough to do something about it. The man watched Adam with something like suspicion, but returned his smile generously. Adam, unable to release himself, walked backwards until he had to look away.

			He was free. He would go home, shave, shower, change, drag out the winter coat, get his shit together. Clean the apartment, organise himself. Call Natasha, tell her he was sorry, he had never meant to cross a line. It was not too late to return to the life he had been living. These days could be a distant memory, something embarrassing that had happened to him as a child, something he didn’t have to mention. He began to walk home along the lane and under the ring road. Partygoers in fancy dress were heading in the opposite direction. That life seemed brittle, flimsy. When he crossed over the canal, he paused a moment to look down. The water was murky. He could not see his reflection at first, but then the image resolved, and there he was: a silhouette against the lit sky of the city above. Ice gathered white at the water’s edge. The willows were losing their leaves. There were no fish. He changed his mind about walking.

			He returned to the subway entrance he favoured, hidden away behind a wall. In the light of a convenience store, he saw a couple of drunk foreigners rummaging through their bags, a worn-out woman studying her reflection in her phone, one hand arranging her hair, a group of young men jostling wholesomely. No-one he knew. He descended the stairs, careful not to make any unexpected movements, the body clumsy. It was a short trip back to his apartment, only one change of line. Fifteen minutes, twenty. It was such an ordinary thing to do. But going down felt like a commitment, the choice of a much more permanent path. The train pulled in just as he reached the platform, an invitation he was glad to accept.

		

	
		
			TURN

			‘Nǚshìmen, xiānshēngmen.’ They try to fix his attention on the recorded message, just audible through the murmurs of waking passengers, but there’s competition. A complaining child, an answering parent, the crackle of plastic. ‘Qǐng zhùyì ānquán,’ they hear, before it switches to English: ‘Dear passengers. We are now arriving at Beijing –’ They send a charge through him. Startled, he scrambles up, making for the end of the carriage. He presses past a woman with a huge rolling suitcase, a man pulling striped bags from the luggage rack. They push his face towards the glass. Outside the light is dim and white, the world slowing as it shutters past. The smooth train barely registers the change in speed, but they feel it in his body, heavier now, and in the atmosphere as everyone on board makes the required rearrangements, each attending to a private story. The rail lines split and separate and multiply. The chambers of his heart work steadily, the breath comes short. The man puts a hand to his stomach. They have all the hunger of a long journey, uncertain what it’s for. What draws them, whether it will meet their need. The train begins to rock to a stop, sliding up against blank cement platforms. A woman out there shakes a garbage bag, opens a cage.

			They think of Adam: the figure outside the morgue, the mirror met in the rain, the image of him appearing and disappearing on trains, the way he made an image of them. There’s no reason for them to think he’s here, and yet they do. If they find him, what will they make of him? How will they speak? Fragments of memory, elusive, refuse to cohere. They shimmer at the edges, cruel the man’s chest on their way out, hear the cough from a body’s distance.

			They dart from one body to the next. Each with its own life to live, its pre-existence. Shuttered out. None will keep. None will satisfy. They don’t want to hurt anyone, but maybe they will have to.

			Hurt. That old fury rises in them, they feel its fuel. A life taken. They disembark and disentangle, rushing into crowds and through them, as careless and determined as electricity. Where, and when, and why them: it almost dissolves in the transitions. In the interaction and exchange. A vast station, crowds shifting towards exits, gates, walking too slowly under the high roof, feeling each step. Wanting the poisoned air in his lungs, tasting it. He can’t resist; they draw it in, until it burns him.

			They slip away. A man, neither young nor old, who immediately starts to jiggle one arm, the back of the hand slapping at his thigh. A compulsion he can’t fight. They won’t let him, though the arm begins to ache, its socket twisted. There’s a struggle. The shoulder begins to swell. They feed on his anxiety, move faster, let him go. Through gates and exits, queues and barricades. Bodies push back.

			The girl pulls the buds from the soft parts of her ears. The sound that exits her is scrambled: white noise, or tuneless music. The signals are always starting to decay, to collapse, and they hasten the work. She blinks up at the complex map of subway lines. She is completely lost. They can feel it in her wrists. Not freedom, just this awful, undirected longing, this confusion. Some space in her that they might access, use.

			Then she finds her place, and her body fixes, turns. Somewhere in that map, a life awaits her. They feel it in her bones.

			They take what they need, and let her go.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			There were hardly any stalls at the subway entrance when Adam emerged. He didn’t think it was late. The police must have been around and scared people away. There was often a crackdown of some kind, but the traders kept reappearing in more or less the same positions. He looked for the flower seller, but her usual place outside the mall was empty.

			Children were leaving the mall, wheeled or carried by their parents. Many of the children were asleep; he watched a man march past with a small boy under one arm like a handbag, the legs stuck out stiffly behind him. There must have been an event inside. He could not see in because the heavy winter blankets had been hung across the entrance, but when anyone emerged, they let out a snatch of music, brash and distorted: that damned apple song refused to die.

			He crossed the road, took a shortcut through the complex opposite his own. Smiled at a man out walking his dog, but it was dark and the man’s face was lowered, preoccupied by the miniature poodle’s needs. He walked behind a woman in a pink tracksuit until she disappeared down a stairwell and he paused, confused as to how she had entered the building. Big characters had been written on the wall in pink chalk. He thought he recognised the characters for house and rent. He knew that people lived below the city, in dormitories in basements below blocks of flats. He had read an article about them. They were people without work permits, migrant workers from all over China; the article had described them as a tribe of rats. He did not think that this sort of thing happened in his neighbourhood. The woman hadn’t looked poor. But who knew what Beijing hid beneath its upper layers, what it was capable of hiding from itself?

			He crossed to the top of the stairwell, looked down into the dark below. The doors at the bottom were closed, unmoving; he could not see lights at their edges. He descended, his heart beating in his jaw, puzzled by the hold curiosity had over him but unable to resist. It was colder at the bottom of the cement depression. The double doors each had a small square window at eye level and Adam put his face to the chilled glass, his hands cupped against his temples, trying to see in. It was dark inside, and he could only see the shadow of his forehead, the mask of his eyes. He pushed at the door, tried to turn the handle, but it was locked. The woman must have had a key. He pulled back, and the mask fell away, his own gaze startlingly close. A chill caught hold of him. As he let go of the door, he remembered the feeling of the water at his feet, the little waves climbing his calves and drawing him down, his legs stuck in the sand like two old posts. His feet seemed very far away. It took a great effort to lift one from the concrete, then the other, to step back, to turn away from the doors. The cold had entered his bones.

			What was happening to him?

			He hadn’t been following her. He knew no-one had seen him, but in the concrete well’s enclosure, he felt observed. He hurried up the stairs, eager to join the guardianship of streetlights that swam above the surface. He pushed his way through the air, struggling for control. Somewhere overhead, a cricket sang from a cage in a window, confused perhaps by the artificial light.

			He followed the road to the exit, past the security box, the dumpling place, the vegetable shop, all of which were empty and closed, and a barricade of new blue fencing. He wanted familiarity, but the city was rearranging itself; he could not remember what had been demolished behind that fence, what new edifice was being made. He crossed to the gate of his own set of apartments, glancing up to make sure that he had the right building. In certain lights the structure looked futuristic, but now its milky gleam seemed to gaze down mournfully from a distant past. The agent had said it was only four or five years old. For the first time, he wondered what had stood here before it.

			The gate was open, the guard fast asleep in his little room, his head against his uniformed chest. Adam crept past and walked quietly to his entrance, feeling like a trespasser. But he had his keycards, and the elevator sprang open for him instantly, had been waiting on the ground floor to let him in. And inside stood his own slightly blurred reflection, just the same as it always had. He did not meet its eye. They travelled together to the fourth floor.

			When Adam opened his door, he thought he must have made a mistake, pressed the wrong button, entered the wrong apartment, because this one was filled with the rich, ripe scent of flowers. When he turned the light on, everything inside was familiar but he felt certain this was not his place. A vase of white lilies stood on the plastic-covered coffee table. No, not a vase, but a jar. Yes, this was his coffee table, there were his footprints in the dust on the floor. There was his black down coat spread out on the couch, ready for winter. He did not remember the flowers. He must have bought them from the woman at the corner sometime in the last couple of days, before she was driven away. Their scent was overwhelming.

			Adam put his bag on the couch beside the coat and dropped to his knees. Up close, the lilies weren’t white at all but cream, gold and yellowish brown. A trail of pollen lay beneath them on the plastic. He touched it with a finger, and hoped that it would not stain.

			‘Natasha?’ he called out. But of course she was not here. He took his phone from his pocket, plugged it into the charger at the wall by the couch, sat perched on the edge and waited. The battery symbol appeared, but it wouldn’t wake.

			It was good to buy the flowers, he thought, if that’s what he had done. Natasha would like them. He allowed himself to forget for a moment. It was tempting, a small, illicit delight, but he could not sustain it. He knew she would not be returning. Even if he deleted the video, apologised, went to the trouble of begging her forgiveness, it was too late, there was no going back. It was too much of a breach. He had crossed a line of acceptability, stumbled into this grim position from which he could not escape. He wondered now if he had moved deliberately, if he had wanted to end it. She had not been right for him; he had not been himself around her.

			It was good of him to buy the flowers. He felt glad to see their welcome. He looked hard into the spotted centre of one open bloom and inhaled deeply. The scent seemed to magnify. It tickled the inside of his nostrils, caught his eyes, and inflamed them. They began to water. Suddenly exhausted, he kicked off his shoes and lay down on the couch, just to stretch his muscles.

			He woke to a weight on his chest that prevented him from breathing. He looked up, uncertain if he had been asleep at all. He could not feel his own heartbeat. The apartment was dark but the ceiling glowed with a dull orange from the streetlights below. The air was too warm, he had sweated in his clothes.

			He couldn’t move, but he wasn’t panicking. This had always been part of it. Sleep paralysis, the doctor called it. As a kid, he used to think that he had died, or was about to. That he could not move because he had died in the night. Grief pulled him down with it, wanted to take him under. And it would be easy. The heart could stop abruptly, that’s how it happened. The breath could cease. An aneurysm burst inside the brain. One minute he would be there, a living being, and the next he would be a corpse. The line between these states was never clear; he could easily cross it without realising, he could follow them below.

			The child psychologist with the ugly moustache – they had waited to see a man; his mother seemed to think it was important – had taught him to imagine the body as a system, to think of himself as a reliably functioning machine. He ought to maintain it as one would a car, to listen and pay attention to everything working; he could hear the heart and trust its beat, focus his mind on the breath and be certain it would continue to carry oxygen. He learned to reach for his wrist and find his pulse. To study himself from the toes up, with calm detachment. Mindfulness, they would call that now. Adam had concentrated, he had learned how not to notice his own unsteadiness, he had learned to adjust.

			He did not need to go over it again, but he wrenched himself awake enough to move an arm and made it reach for his wrist. The effort was magnificent. He struggled to find a pulse at first; when he did, it was amplified. The beat travelled through his fingertips and into his mouth where he counted it, where it should come to rest. It pulsed in his lower lip. When he paid close attention, he felt that it was out of kilter, the rhythm off somehow. A murmur, or a flaw in the mechanism. There was something there, like a slight catch in the breath. It was not necessarily hostile, just the quiet breakdown that waited patiently within all systems.

			It was all wrong. There was no machinery, no central order, no separation between outside and in. A body was a spell, held together by images. It could not be decoded. Without vigilance, without attention, it would all go under. He had not understood this before and now it was too late.

			Now he wanted to surrender.

			He closed his eyes and concentrated. He inhabited for a time that liminal space between consciousness and unconsciousness, where the mind began to believe it might wander free of the body. He thought of experiences that he could not quite remember, felt the emotional shadow of events he was not sure he had been present for. He allowed the breath to take over, tried to focus on the lungs expanding, contracting in his chest. He felt every detail with fresh wonder: the stretch of skin, the muscle working below, and the air coming into him, becoming a part of him. Where had it been, this air, before it reached him? It lived in other lungs. Do you recognise me, air? He did not know where the line came from, the voice, but it made him smile.

			By morning he was in his bed. His phone was beside his head, and he woke it with a thumb to find it fully charged and functioning. There were no notifications, but the email app had a red circle on one corner; he squinted for a minute before it resolved into a number. Must still be half asleep. He opened it, found the message from Manu, then stared uncomprehendingly at the small map attached. He switched the VPN on, opened another app, looked the place up, but could not find it.

			He almost sent a screenshot to Natasha, a question mark asking for help, but then remembered that she would not answer. He opened his photos and scrolled back for the video. Just before Golden Week, he thought, not so long ago, though it felt like months. He had not watched it since. Here it was, a grey square loitering among photographs. He turned the volume up and touched play. At once he could hear his own breath inside the phone, familiar and unfamiliar. He could hear the weight in it, the tension. He could not hear Natasha’s breath at all, though she was only metres away. He held the screen up, tried to see her body moving, the rise and fall of those austere curves, in the privacy of sleep. He wanted to interrupt the image. It was never going to be enough.

			He stopped the video before it had a chance to finish, then opened WeChat. The history confused him, the timeline rearranged. He couldn’t see her posts anymore.

			She must have deleted him.

			Adam’s outrage rose and faded quickly. He accepted the need to make a clean break, to start somewhere new. And today he would be ready for such an opportunity; he would put himself out there, and he would be taken care of.

			He deleted the video.

			The bar would be easy to find once he was close; he made a note of the nearest subway station. Adam felt hungry again. It was too early for the networking drinks and he had not been invited to the showcase, did not know where it was and thought it would be boring anyway. But he would go early, look for some food, give himself plenty of time to find the venue. He dressed and showered, enjoyed the warm water against his skin and the smell of bacon frying in the next apartment. The small square of sky he could see from the bathroom was pale blue, maybe under a hundred. He shaved, found a good button-down plaid shirt that Eliza had once said suited him, olive pants, clean sneakers. He grabbed his coat from the couch and took what he needed from the bag beside it: his phone, spare battery, keys, card, wallet. He secured these things in pockets, then listed them again in his head. It would be important to look organised, available, ready for anything. In a shaft of sunlight from the window, dust floated; it danced the dance of whatever toxic substances made up particulate matter 2.5. He thought of his mother beating her rugs out over the back fence, watching the dust that burst forth and caught the sun. As a child he had walked carefully across these carpets to protect their passengers of light. He had not realised it was only dirt, or that dust might be graded, scored, dangerous.

			There was something he had forgotten. Something he had left unsaid, or left unfinished.

			He crossed the room and lifted the jar from the table, looked into its murky water. The sweet odour of the night before had not faded, but it was tempered now by the beginnings of decay. He carried it with him.

			The flowers left a trail of brown pollen on the floor in the hallway. A petal landed in the area where he waited for the elevator. It took a long time to arrive and was empty when it did. There was a small puddle of dog’s urine in one corner. He put his face into the flowers and let their remnant sweetness overtake him. When the elevator released him at the ground floor, he stepped out and walked across to the bins. He pulled the flowers out by their stems, let them fall into the garbage, then tipped the water onto the little patch of grass beside it. Finally he dropped the jar into the recycling bin, closed the lid and walked away, wiping his hands against his pants. An old woman passed him, wheeling a regal grandchild in a fine pram. The grandmother spoke to the child and waved and smiled at Adam, but the kid looked through him, unimpressed. He pushed his hands into his coat pockets and went on. The air was good enough to walk in as he headed out the gate and onto the road. At the corner he hesitated. A row of cabs were waiting. The nearest driver seemed to be asleep, his head slumped forward. Adam stopped to watch him for a moment, curious to see if he would wake, but he slept on without moving.

			The sun was bright in his face. Not strong enough to cut through the chill. He would take the subway, he decided. It would be warm down there, with all those people.

			The courtyard was already full when he found the place, and so it was easy to identify, even though it was too cool or too new to have any visible signage. He recognised no-one, but he knew the scene by association: a mix of Beijingers and foreigners, privileged and preppy, an international class of educated entrepreneurs. The Chinese contingent was slightly more fashionable, more subdued. Foreigners tended to drink more and become rowdy, though they might not have done so at home, if they could be said to have homes. Adam inserted himself into the crowd.

			He had sometimes tried to see himself becoming one of these foreigners. He would have liked to be a citizen of the world, at ease anywhere; at one time this had seemed to him a particularly Australian capacity. But living here, he had realised he did not belong to the world the way these people did, could not afford to move so freely or so often. Mobility was really a form of nobility, he thought, and stored the line, habitually, to repeat when he saw Manu. But it might offend him, given he and Eliza were about to leave. He remembered he was here to network, and looked for them more carefully.

			He had a drink in his hand, but did not know how it had got there. It was an enormous cold beer, the glass full to the rim. Not his first, he realised, tasting its sourness already in his mouth. He had been standing in the background, observing things for some time. His problem was that he did not put himself out there. He did not grasp opportunities with both hands. He was a good guy, he should be welcomed by these people, he deserved a fresh start. He pressed forward into the crowd, looking for Manu, finding himself at the bar behind a group of big white corn-fed Americans who shouted for service. If the Chinese bar staff found this crude, they hid their judgement well. At one end of the bar two spotted teens were serving up sliders and fries in plastic baskets lined with gingham-print paper. He could have been in any country in the world. And perhaps that was how they did it, built these spaces that were identical, replicated the ideal conditions for themselves in each new host.

			His glass was half empty, so he downed the rest of the beer and deposited it on the counter. He couldn’t catch the bartender’s eye. If he could not find Manu he would go home, he decided. He rested his arms on the bar between a couple arguing cheerfully in English and a woman speaking what he thought was Russian; he guessed the couple might be Nigerian-British, the woman flirting with the possibly Malaysian man beside her, but he wasn’t sure and it didn’t matter. These games of nationality were pointless. There were hyphens everywhere, countries and surnames, companies and professions, languages and identities. He turned, pushed himself into the crowd, brushed the bare shoulders of a slender Chinese man and hesitated beside him for a moment because a sudden damp gap had opened in his ribs, a scent of ferns and sea, sandstone and mould. He sniffed, smelling only the man’s fragrant deodorant, then realised that he was speaking English with a Sydney accent. The floral charm of it had turned the earth in him. He wanted to touch the man, to interrupt him, make a claim. Adam controlled the impulse. It would only embarrass them both.

			He moved on, into the crowd, brushing elbows, knocking coats. The door to the street was beyond all these people, and he decided that if he reached it before he saw someone he knew, he would simply leave. He could easily tell them he hadn’t been there, he could get away without being seen.

			He spotted them talking to another couple. Two men, both in their forties. Manu looked up sharply as though he had felt Adam’s eyes on him. He raised a finger from the side of his glass, a gesture that could have been a greeting or a warning to keep his distance. Eliza hadn’t seen him yet, or was pretending not to. She was deep in conversation with the second man, shorter than the first and more handsome, his eyes a match for the amber in his glass. The men looked vaguely wealthy, vaguely foreign, vaguely art-world. Adam looked for a way through all the people drinking craft beer and eating burgers between them. He allowed himself to feel a surge of bitterness. He would not be held back, he would put himself out there. He was a good man and he deserved to enter. He pushed through, the bodies parting for him automatically, closing behind him just as easily. Laughter tinkled like a cheap bead curtain in his wake.

			‘Yes,’ Manu was saying, ‘unfortunately things are getting worse.’

			‘They are,’ sighed the taller of the two men.

			‘That’s partly why we’re getting out. Vancouver’s very open. Forward-looking. The environment here’ – he looked around for somewhere to put his beer – ‘it’s just becoming more hostile. Are you feeling that?’

			‘Hard to know if it’s a trend or just a reaction,’ said the shorter man. ‘I tend to think things will turn the other way again, but I’ve only been here three years.’ His accent was some kind of neutralised British: Singapore, or maybe Hong Kong. Adam was trapped for a moment as a broad-shouldered woman cut across him towards the bar.

			‘You’ve got another reason for leaving, though, don’t you,’ said the first man. He raised his eyebrows at Eliza, pursed his lips. ‘Anchor baby, am I right?’

			There was a pause; Adam felt sure that Eliza would be offended. But they must have known each other well, because she laughed, a high, bird-like peal he did not remember hearing before. Manu showed only a rim of teeth before continuing. Adam recognised the wrinkle that meant a speech was developing, that he was about to hold forth. He watched it fondly, and pushed closer.

			‘It’s a matter of adaptation,’ Manu said. ‘Things have been getting worse for a while, but maybe that’s just at our level, you know? There’s always an opportunity somewhere. You know how it works. The further up you go, the less attached you have to be to all those . . . structures.’ He gestured vaguely, then glanced at Adam.

			For a very brief moment, Manu’s gaze wavered. He let his focus slide into the distance behind Adam. And then, perhaps deciding to be kind, perhaps realising it was hopeless, he smiled, and reached out an arm.

			‘Adam,’ he said. ‘I didn’t think you’d come.’ When Adam got close to him, smiling carefully back, he handed him his glass.

			It was three-quarters full. Adam wasn’t sure if he was meant to drink it, or just hold it. He decided not to drink it. When Manu turned back to the conversation, he lifted it to his lips and sniffed. The sniff felt more intimate than drinking, a line already crossed. So he took a sip.

			‘Hi,’ he said, looking at the two men. They were gazing at Manu, who was probably used to it. ‘Adam,’ he said. He transferred the beer into his left hand.

			When nobody shook his hand or spoke to him, Adam shifted the drink back and took another sip.

			Manu had turned, his shoulder half a barricade. Adam stood a moment longer, waiting to be introduced. Eliza was across from him and he looked at her for help, but she avoided his eyes. Her face was very concentrated, her every muscle disciplined. She seemed to be keeping her distance. Had he offended her somehow? He was really very thirsty. When he finished the beer, they were still talking. He felt a little unsteady on his legs. He could not remember whether he had eaten.

			‘I want something more,’ Manu was saying. Adam ought to offer him another drink, but could not think for the moment how to speak. The complexities of language were beyond him.

			‘Oh, there is so much more to life than the material,’ his friend said, wisely. Adam wiped the moisture from his lip. From the skin on the back of his hand he caught the faintest scent of rot. The smell made his stomach tighten, and the feeling seemed to swell and tumble upward into his chest. He staggered back, bumping into a sharp-faced woman who laughed then took the arm of her partner to steady herself. He was dizzy, had drunk too much too quickly. What had Manu said? He had promised they would look after him. Adam was sure he had heard the words, but now he worried he had made a mistake. Perhaps he hadn’t really invited him, or did not recognise him. Manu wasn’t wearing his glasses, and Adam looked different now, better now, yes, he felt so much better.

			A brush of cool air touched his skin. The sun had fallen behind the buildings some time ago, the chill creeping through the streets like fog. He wasn’t wearing the down coat, had left it somewhere – had there been a coat check? He felt in his pocket for a receipt, but there was nothing. He would have to watch what other people did. When he looked up, Manu and Eliza had slipped away, and the men were standing there, bodies turned towards each other in that way of couples. The taller one bent to say something in his partner’s ear; whatever it was, the other man was delighted by it.

			Adam wanted to speak, to make himself present, but when he opened his mouth he began to shake, and so he closed it. He wondered if he might be having some kind of seizure. There was definitely a tingling feeling on the back of his head. A stroke would only be on one side. He wanted another beer though the first three had not agreed with him. He wanted to take a bite out of a fresh, crisp apple. He looked back at the bar, but it was six deep with people. The music had got much louder, so loud that it sounded badly distorted. There had to be a DJ somewhere, but he couldn’t see them. He wanted breath, and water, and things he could not articulate.

			If he could have spoken he might have apologised, told them he was not himself. He mouthed the phrase, inhaling deeply between repetitions, until he began to feel dizzy.

			He looked around at all these bodies, each carrying multiple forms of life without question. They were simplifications, denials. They were wet machines, flawed machines, built for a consciousness that did not really want to be burdened with the chores of flesh. He did not need them, if he wanted to change. There was a simpler way.

			He found that he had backed against a wall, and so sat down, letting go of the empty glass in his hand. It did not shatter, just rested on its heavy base beside his leg. He focused on his breath, attending to inhaling and exhaling, waiting for his heart to calm. He looked out at the sea of international legs. Nobody minded if he sat a moment. No-one bent to ask if he was okay. He was invisible to them, and he was glad.

			He thought of Yun’s dignity, the way they carried themselves, always walked a little above the ground. The way they held his gaze. Even asleep, they had known he was there. Known enough to wake, and see him, and speak his name.

			He had not forgotten their name, not really. They were still here, still with him. He could see their face clearly in his mind’s eye.

			It was like they never left.

		

	
		
			CIRCLE

			Beijing draws them into its system, accommodates them easily, churns on undisturbed. It feels familiar, known, a body patterned after bodies, a generous host. It loves and welcomes all forgotten things. They slip quickly through the city’s surface, travel safely beneath its skin. They are glad to be on the crowded subway, to have won some ease of motion, recovered from flight. They are gaining power.

			They leap with the air, enter with breath and rise with blood. They are strong enough to let the bodies push back at them, reform them. They bend with shoulders that bend the way their bodies make them. Whole lifetimes have been lived in each of these bodies, places known as superficially, as deeply, as cities.

			Even at night, when the trains stop, they don’t need to travel far. They linger with security guards. They stay as long as they like; some of these bodies are tired, caught in routine, they don’t fight hard. Once, they spend the night in a woman who scuttles past the platform to sleep in the gap beside the rails, curled into the nest that she has made there, and they keep her awake until the trains start up again, leaving her in the morning as shaken as a lover is by violence.

			Down here, everything is simplified, separated and divided into a web of rails, stations; there are tracks, procedures, rules. There’s a centre and a growing periphery. It’s like the games people play on their tiny screens, their bodies burrowed into them. Little functions, small rewards. They feel the movements in the bodies as they play. Running endlessly, dodging obstacles, poised in battle, they are twitching in the shoulders, feet. The mind’s commands so simple, pre-intellectual. They feel safe in that lapse. They run through the bodies in the same way: ghost impulses, quashed reflexes, crimes thought about but not committed. They make rupture. They play too.

			This woman, an ache in her heels like fire. She shuffles to an empty seat but too late to take it, frowns down on the balding winner – she could smite him. TV screens bleat cartoon instructions, happy cops jumping. The line is new-built and skips stations. Each announcement holds a name they don’t recognise. It’s all new, a new city that sprouted in this city’s place, but it didn’t displace the old one; they found ways to live together.

			The woman clicks her jaw and mutters something. Her mouth tastes dry and stale. They will never not wonder at how bodies work, how each act cascades into the next; they will never be able to simplify the infinite stream of messages, or understand how people manage to live while ignoring so much of what being alive feels like. Maybe ignoring most of it is necessary. All these desires and hurts, signals and impulses, it’s too much to integrate with one awareness. Sensations flare and are extinguished like hot ashes falling on water. No-one could manage full consciousness of a body, of dying, and believe in their own singularity.

			She moves a little closer to the door, checks her station, resting one heel then the next. Her eyes trace along the line of glinting lights; the next stop beckons. They switch the signal in her feet, reroute the tracks for her, and she steps lightly from the train, the pain forgotten.

			There is joy in these small interventions. A musky scent, his face down at a screen, the thumb trembling from its use. Flicking through videos, lightning attention, holding his breath. A spasm runs up his arm. They unstitch the thumb, yank at the muscle. The body is returned to awareness. It meets itself, closes the space that had been open, and they slide out at the next station. Any body could be theirs, an infinite palace of human rooms.

			Here, folded over. Shrunk by migraine. She looks up, catches her reflection in the window, flinches. They shift her gaze away from the moving mirror and into the distance, the train ahead, which for a moment gives the illusion of infinity: a paradox of receding possibility. Just looking at it hurts her, but she can’t look away. They hold her there against her will, the headache bursting. They want to feel the wound in the back of the skull. They want to remember.

			She’s so tired. There is pain, and then there is the boredom of pain. The bodies will all be like this. There will be an endless repetition of the same injuries, the same aches and fears and tensions. Their fury can’t sustain them, any more than grief sustains the living. There’s nowhere to land. They should have gone a long time ago.

			She blinks back tears.

			They flee her shadow. They must keep moving, stay with the looping circle line. They feel its vibrations in the bodies, bodies that all seem to think they are safe. They flicker quickly, carelessly.

			In the next man something wants to snap. The energy at half capacity, a body in struggle. He’s holding on against the flow of crowds, the roll of the train, his own fatigue. They cling to him, a possibility. Afraid of signs, he shrinks from the proliferation of instructions. Smells of country, horse-work, leather. Worn hands slip against the steel railings. He mutters something, a prayer or a list of stations. There’s comfort in the pattern in his mouth. He gets off at a transfer station, follows the crowd. Tiles crack down one wall. Stops at a poster for wolves, fascinated. The animal shape of his want does not belong here, it wants to break him. The crowd flows past. They return to its river.

			A woman rolling a suitcase with one broken wheel, the blouse confining, sweat against her sides. She drags the case downstairs. Halfway, the weight lifts behind her; someone has picked up one end, and her face lights up, ‘Xièxie nǐ,’ as she turns. The girl nods, serious and strong, and answers in a hushed Beijing purr, ‘Méi shìr.’ When they reach the bottom she lets go and they go with her, brushing the sweat from the carrying hand against one thigh, walking steadily away, the lifted weight of a small kindness.

			She touches the watch on one wrist, twists without consulting it. She doesn’t pause, she knows her way; they like her easy intention. Her muscle, her strength. She does not hesitate before the opening doors, but strides in. There are seats but she stands with her arms folded, legs set apart. Knows how the train moves, no need to hold on. The rhythm of place lives in her body, it has entered her. They want her confidence, her power.

			She watches another woman across the aisle, seated. A pulse of desire, hidden below skin. Her face doesn’t change. They release her control a little, and she shudders with pleasure, then looks away.

			There’s no space for them. They give her what she wants, and leave her.

			A boy writhes in the other woman’s lap, homework open. She begins to read the signs aloud and point to the characters, teaching him the mother tongue. He isn’t listening, and her flat hand lifts, tensed. They stop it in the air. Her mouth hurts inside, where she has gone uselessly over the words too many times. They soothe the ulcers, soften the hand, restore a little patience.

			Stronger and more careful now, capable of kindness.

			And what of their own desires, their own need? They’re looking for something impossible.

			But they feel it there, just around the corner. The trains turn their wide circles, make their exchanges, the bodies breathe each other’s air. It’s sometimes a scent that pulls them forward, sometimes an image: the back of a head, the motion of a hand. There is a way through. It’s so close. Take this young man, his awareness. He is tall, slender, a little androgynous. A curve of hair touches one cheek. A glimpse at the periphery. He looks up:

			And there is Adam. Like he’s been waiting for them all this time.

		

	
		
			SYDNEY

			Adam sipped from a can. The aluminium might have been chilled by the ice in the laundry tub, but the beer itself was barely cooler than room temperature. He didn’t know many of the people who had shown up at the party, and drifted from room to room, adding to a few conversations, unable to interrupt others. The mood was tight, conspiratorial. No-one seemed to see him standing at the edge of their group, let alone invite him to join in.

			Marita’s law-student friends came in two types: the clean, uptight ones who were doing coke in the front part of the house, and the scruffier ones who were out the back, stoned and talking loudly. Both groups probably went to the same private schools. The rest of the guests, squeezed into the small lounge room or standing around in the kitchen, must have been Kate’s friends, or possibly Yun’s; the queers had got hold of the stereo and were dancing.

			After leaning against the wall in the laundry for a minute, he chose the backyard and sat on a bench near the stoners, who were talking intensely about the latest political grudge match. When no-one spoke to him he pretended to read the can in his hand. Beside him, a young bearded man was explaining the shortcomings of emissions trading to a patient young woman. Adam thought he might involve himself in the discussion, offer an opinion about Rudd or Turnbull, but he could not muster strong feelings about either of them so he gave up and let the sound of the man’s voice wash over him. At least the rain had cleared, though the bench was damp; it was soaking through his jeans, which might explain why the seat was vacant. He stayed where he was mostly because the thought of having to get up and find somewhere else to be filled him with despair. From the house, he heard the sound of broken glass, then someone laughing.

			When he looked up he saw Yun in the doorway, peering out. They caught his eye and their expression changed. Adam shifted along his bench to make room for them, but they disappeared inside again. He turned to pay attention to the conversation beside him, but found he could not follow it at all; he had lost the thread. The woman glanced at him, then laughed into her plastic cup of sparkling wine; she seemed to be enjoying herself at somebody’s expense.

			Adam picked his way through the kitchen, past abandoned plastic cups of half-drunk sangria, empty cans, the remains of a plate of dips. Red wine was pooled in the baba ghannouj. He pressed himself into a gap between two dauntingly tall women – netballers, Kate’s – and into the hall. On the stairs he paused, dizzy and bereft. He had drunk too much beer too quickly, he thought; he was light-headed. He decided he needed to piss.

			Usually, when he paused here, the house was empty, or asleep. He looked down the hall now, past a couple of close-talking law students, to Yun’s door. It was closed.

			The music was beginning to irritate him, but people were still dancing, and neighbours had not complained yet. If they did Marita would deal with it. She was good with cops, after her experience. Somehow he found himself drawn into a corridor conversation, the third and silent party in an argument about a band that may or may not be as amazing live as people said they were. He couldn’t really hear the argument, so edged away. A stranger’s iPhone sat on the bookshelf, unattended; his own discarded iPod lay unplugged beside it. He tucked it into a pocket.

			‘Excuse me,’ he said, pressing the girl’s shoulder when she did not hear him. She ducked out of his way without flinching too visibly. There was a line, mostly girls, blocking his way to the bathroom. He considered going out into the lane behind the house, but decided to wait.

			The girls were like a catalogue, a range of shapes and sizes. Women, he corrected himself. He watched them, assessed them, cautiously attentive to any response in himself. Adam had had girlfriends, a few anyway, but none who had really moved him. The girls had chosen him each time, and each tried to mould him into a different shape. It never felt very fair.

			He saw Yun press through the corridor, past the argument about the band that had turned into something more intimate. Adam averted his eyes, tried to hide from them, though he could not have said why. He watched them move, at once elegant and awkward, to their door. An emptiness expanded in his solar plexus. It was harmless, nothing serious, just a temporary fascination. He was a good guy, he knew that, watching them struggle with the doorhandle with one hand. They pressed one hip against the wall to steady themselves, the other hand curved around a glass. Water, or something clear. He wanted to go down there and open it for them.

			‘All yours,’ a woman said, and then another behind him, more loudly, ‘Hey, mate, bathroom’s free.’ He turned away.

			The guests trickled out much earlier than he had expected; apart from the few who were headed to a club somewhere, the night had quickly grown subdued. Too much talk of the vigil for that woman had killed the mood. Adam stood on the stair, looking down the corridor, the scene transformed to its proper silence. A light was on in Yun’s room now, the door left ajar. He thought he remembered a light. A look returned, an invitation. Afterwards, he wasn’t sure.

			There would be so much that he did not remember. His hands under the cold tap, the laughter of women outside. The way his body felt, the mingling of fear and relief, as he crept upstairs. Then lying awake in his room, waiting for the music to stop, the noise of conversation to disappear. Waiting until the house was silent and dark and he could pass through its belly unseen.

			He didn’t know he would forget. The calm in Yun’s undisturbed face, their fragile privacy, the curtain of night that protected them both. He thought at the time he would remember every detail, that it was significant, that something was about to change. Something serious.

			It was embarrassment, more than anything, that cleaned up after him. The necessity of simplification. Like his mother, clearing her husband’s things from the house, not wanting to see a single reminder: removing the evidence that might bring her grief. Well, she had done nothing wrong. And neither had he.

			It was not his fault, what happened to them. Some people must be marked this way, a fault line in them.

			When he stood in their doorway, he saw that the light was coming from a bedside lamp. They had fallen asleep with it on, their face hidden in the pillow. Kindly, quietly, he walked around their bed to switch it off for them. They did not stir. He looked down from this new angle at their face, their body, feeling the breath move in his chest in time with theirs.

			He would not remember standing there, aware of the life in his own body. Or reaching to touch Yun’s one exposed shoulder, the delicate, smooth skin. Or feeling them breathe beneath his touch, then turning, opening their eyes, pale like two carvings of the moon. He would forget their face. There was nothing else he could do.

			‘Adam,’ they said.

			Adam smiled. He had almost forgotten his name. He thought he would not need to remember; he thought this would stay in his body forever. Their skin under his hand, and the sweet movement of the breath in their body, met in his own. He had crossed over at last. He kept his hand there as if stopping an invisible wound. But he felt them start beneath his touch, and sit up in the dark, and scramble away from him. He felt the sudden pain of separation, as desire became poison.

			‘What the fuck, Adam.’

			The flat of his hand was still tingling.

			‘You can’t be here.’

			But he was here, and he was not hurting anyone. He did not deserve their strange fury.

			‘Can you hear me? Adam. For fuck’s sake, get out of my room. Why can’t you just leave me the fuck alone.’

		

	
		
			FLICKER

			They see him before he sees them. The face so lost, he could be sleepwalking. They have a chance to watch him, while he doesn’t know they’re watching. A rare pleasure, not unlike a mirror.

			The boy lets them look, but they can feel resistance building. A long fringe covers one third of his face. His lips pursed, perhaps in thought. He blinks, and they enjoy the shadow cast by lashes. They feel close to him, help him lift a sleeve to push the hair from the eyes so they can see. He accepts this much, as the train turns. When it straightens, they send his eyes down the row of people, crowds of businessmen and -women, teenagers, traders, readers, screens; they look restlessly on, past a woman staring at her phone, sucking absently at a corner of her collar, past a bald head, a scarfed one, a hunk of curls, until it all becomes impressionistic, a kaleidoscope of body parts in motion.

			There he is. Still there. They could almost laugh.

			They could hold his breath. Shut down the autonomic override. Seize the diaphragm, the lungs, until he dizzies, falls. Until the oxygen doesn’t get to the brain, his body gives out, the system collapses. They could stop everything; they could fall with him. Let rage drift away, let it dissolve into the air. And maybe this is what they were always supposed to do. They are tired of flight.

			His gaze catches.

			The train turns a corner, and while it does all distance disappears. The vertical lines concertina closed around the vanishing point. The train straightens, begins to pick up speed, and his skin prickles lightly on the back of the neck. The palms emit a little sweat. They know the signs, but not how long it will take. A minute or two, and he will start to go.

			Still uncertain, they cast his eyes down the spine of the metal reptile. It’s like looking into a doubled mirror at an infinite regression of selves. Of course they are strangers. His vision is beginning to spark as the cells fire, panicking. They feel his fight and override it. They make him look. They hold his breath, hold him upright, maintain the pressure on the wound. Until they fix on a still point, the animal in shadow. Their gaze will wake him.

			At last, two familiar eyes look back. Smooth, like polished stone.

			Dim concrete whips past in the dark. The face has changed a little, but the gaze is just the same. That slight unhinging in it, the need. It isn’t beautiful; it wasn’t ever beautiful. Some private damage, private hope, kept secret from himself. Did he think he could escape it?

			They find they pity him. Maybe they always did.

			They watch as Adam rolls aside for the people pressing past him. He isn’t comfortable. He looks too heavy for himself, too bulky to stand up properly, his skin ill-fitting. His body is awkward here, uncultured, rough; it hasn’t learned how to be. A few of the other passengers watch carefully, as if he might do something strange or inappropriate at any moment. A woman in a yellow cardigan, a man in a cheap blue suit, and this youth.

			Adam checks his reflection. Adjusts the collar of his jacket. They can see where the fake lambskin has rubbed away like mange. An animal innocence, hardly aware of itself as predator, as prey.

			The train turns, and they lose him, but that doesn’t matter. They let go of the young man’s body, hear it gasp for air behind them. They swing from wrist to back to chest, a breeze passing down through the passengers, tickling skirts, triggering sneezes, pimpling the skin on forearms. Each hair has its own muscle. The train seems a looping creature, a curved snake circling back into itself, and they are a phoretic organism passing through its body, using these human forms for strategic dispersal, seeking out the rare host in which they might transform. They know that Adam will not have moved. His body will not let him get away. He is weak, and they are strong now. They have been waiting a long time for this. They know he has been waiting too.

			They want to tear him apart.

			The thought shocks them, as life once did. It seems a terrible violence, a desperate risk. But where does desire end, and violence begin? Which of them is the parasite, and which the host? They only know the need to climb inside that singular body, cross its borders, crack its glass. Enter the space in him and pull it open, until he breaks apart like a flower. They pause to watch him from up close, they tug one sleeve of the yellow cardigan over this chilled and slender wrist. His face is undefended. There it is again, the heaviness that could be light, that simple, annihilating need. He has come all this way to put history behind him, to be relieved of his own weight. A white boy’s fantasy. He could not leave them alone, and of course he can’t escape.

			He glances at her, and catches there. His eyes go wide, as if he’s falling from a great height. The carriages unwind behind him, and they feel the pull of recognition, but nobody falls. Gravity holds them. They grasp the gaze, reach through it. The fury in them balled up for release like lightning. It leaps across the train. The windows shimmer, a glittering mirror. All this glass might shatter.

			They want to destroy him. Make space to hold a self again. The elusive image, formed in the body’s private world, worn pale by a thousand acts of seeing, telling, wanting, forgetting. Burned in one act of violence. Ashes now, and yet persisting.

			The body opens. Lets them in.

			I flicker through.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			A convenience store glowed in the murky light ahead. The city was never dark enough. The roads, all but empty, were lit by shop lights, streetlights, the dirty orange sky. A solitary cyclist passed with a look of concentration, pure and sleepless. A truck behind him heaved its pneumatic confession. Cameras watched from street lamps, buildings. Adam was very thirsty. He pushed the door, which voiced a jaunty welcome.

			A song was playing, a bleating melody he felt sure he should recognise through its soft-instrumental code. The thin boy behind the counter smiled at him. Adam smiled back, looked right into his eyes. The boy was pretty, but he looked uncomfortable, shifted his gaze away, and Adam felt his heart rate increase as he headed for the fridge, blinking in the harsh light. He was a good guy, but he was tired.

			His feet hurt. He wasn’t sure how far he had walked, or for how long, but he knew that he was thirsty. He found a row of cans of Japanese coffee and took one down, his hands shaking. It must be the cold, he thought, though the fridge was only slightly cooler than the room. At the counter the boy turned his screen so that Adam could see the numbers. He paid without troubling to look him in the eye again, grateful he’d avoided speaking. Adam backed out the door, disoriented by the sudden alarm, a harsh buzzer that he hadn’t remembered on entering. The bright light seemed to follow him outside; it stained the air around him. In the street he opened the can and drank. The coffee, too sweet and milky, left a sticky trace inside his lips; it did nothing for his thirst, but in spite of himself he felt the pleasure in it.

			The sun was coming up through the murk, intruding everywhere in slow increments. The light had no direction, made no demands as yet. He kept walking. Past a street-cleaning machine that hissed liquids onto the road, past a delivery truck that whisked some important prop towards its mark, past a flagging security guard who stood in his box, checked his watch, waiting for the end of the night shift. It was all theatre, staged for the security network. Adam had caught Beijing as it was dressing, but nothing was private here, someone was always watching. He stopped in the street, aware of a breath at the back of his neck, a change in the scent of the air, approaching footsteps. He turned, but it was a lone jogger, an older man in a green tracksuit who passed him without acknowledgement. A tiny dog trailed him, and Adam watched it until they were both dwarfed beneath the overpass. The dog did not look back. He was lost, invisible, saved.

			He could see the marks on the road from all its resurfacing, the edges and details slowly emerging from the dark. It was too cold to stand still for long; his breath came out of him in a soft grey cloud that mingled quickly with the moisture in the air. He watched it dissipate, and wondered at its number.

			Uncertain of the direction, he walked automatically, letting his body lead the way like an old horse. He had not slept, he was sure of that much; his vision was fuzzy. The ring road formed a barrier he followed past the back of the bus station, the construction site, the new mall that rose copper-toned over a grey park. Alongside the park an elderly man rode past with a stack of magazines on the back of his bike. A group of white-coated workers chanted something on a street corner, their faces disciplined and serious.

			He wanted to sleep. Sleep was restorative. Sleep would return his body to its rightful owner.

			The sky was turning white, revealing the shapes of familiar buildings. He saw that he was only a few blocks from his apartment, felt it draw him forward. Underfoot, the subway would be open by now, but he didn’t need to go back there. His lungs ached. It was not his eyes but the air. He was tired of resisting.

			A taxi sailed past slowly. A minute later he overtook a woman who was struggling with a rolling suitcase on the uneven footpath. Adam watched his hand reach to grip a railing, then noticed that his legs were weak as they began to stumble. The hand had known before he did.

			He let the body go on. It turned beneath the ginkgo trees, nearly skeletal now. The gate of his apartment hung open. The security guard was asleep in his enclosure, and Adam slipped past unseen. At the entrance to his building a woman in a pink vest was emptying the garbage into a cart, sorting everything with slow caution, taking time to contemplate its value. Beijing had a forest’s efficiency, it was a wonder of coexisting systems. He’d thought he had no part in them, thought he was floating through the place unchanged. Adam pushed past her, swiped his card at the door and waited. The elevator took forever to arrive but he could barely stand now, let alone force his legs up four flights of stairs. He clutched his card until it came for him.

			When he opened his door, the scent of death poured over him. He stood in the entrance, one hand on the doorhandle, the other over his mouth, and scanned the room. For a moment he thought it was him, that he would enter the bedroom and find his own body lying there, stretched out and beginning to swell. But that could not be, could it? He was standing right here.

			Then he saw the flowers.

			The jar with the lilies was standing on the coffee table. There was a collection of brown pollen on the plastic around the base, like little piles of unsent messages. The flowers were ripe and beautiful, the water clear. But he caught the scent in his mouth when he breathed, and it tasted rotten.

			Adam remembered carrying the jar and the lilies downstairs, opening the lid of the bin, tipping the water out. He remembered sniffing his hands, the trace of rot on them. He wanted to go downstairs and peer into the garbage to check that he had thrown them away as he remembered. But the woman he had just seen, or someone like her, would already have processed and disposed of them. There would be no evidence by now.

			Was it days ago, or years? He thought he could remember, if he concentrated. But the body distracted him. The print of walking was in his limbs, or maybe dancing, all that strain of effort. He could not remember where he’d been.

			It was a joke they were playing on him, this repetition. He walked past the flowers, opened the window, let the air in. The scent dissipated.

			From here, he could see that the air was turning bad again. Fine particles entered the room, some visible. These tiny shards would pierce his skin, float through his body, scoring and scarring his internal membranes. His heart began to constrict with an old pain, an old doubt made new. When he looked out, he could not see as far as the end of the street. His eyes had already taken in some of the damage.

			A thought arose in him, but it kept sliding beneath the surface. Something from a long time ago. A feeling of weightlessness, of pure pleasure: that lovely even pressure on the skin. A taste in his mouth. He knew he had to breathe in order to go on. So he inhaled deeply.

			He shivered, dropped his coat on the floor, removed his shoes and carried the flowers into the kitchen. He tipped the water into the sink. He wrapped the flowers in plastic, pushed them into the bin, and rinsed the jar. Then he washed his hands in dish soap, closed the kitchen door and walked into the bedroom. The floor of the apartment was warm against the soles of his feet, like something living. His skin was still cold from the outside air, but it was lifting from him, mingling with the atmosphere, the heat transferring. The bed was empty. He turned on the balls of his feet, felt the dust against the ground, felt something in him slacken.

			He slid to the floor. He would deal with remembering later. His body demanded rest.

			When he turned on his side, he was looking into the long thin mirror, a strip on one part of the wall. It was there to disguise the wiring, he thought, or an air-conditioning duct, or something. Now it showed a slice of his reflection. His face was different, looking sideways. It seemed looser, softer. But that wasn’t all. He didn’t understand his own expression. He got on his hands and knees, crawled to the mirror and looked himself in the eyes. They seemed to have turned grey. It was only dust on the glass that distorted the image, he thought, as he shifted from one eye to the other. He felt the heat in the floor rise up through his knees. He could stay here as long as he needed to. On the floor of this room. In this bad atmosphere. He put his head back and inhaled deeply. The skin between his chin and chest stretched tightly when he moved; he felt the tension right down in his belly. He wanted to sleep, but his eyes refused to close.

			He looked again, and he was not alone. If it was a joke, he could not see whether it was a funny or a cruel one. The mouth, he saw, was bent into an unfamiliar smile.

		

	
		
			INTERFACE

			In his eyes, there is the glip of a fish unsettling from its resting place. It looks up through the water at the city looking back. We are all aware of the encroaching ice.

			I remember swimming. As a child, before the body grew complicated. In the indoor pool, in a new country, the water lifting and protecting me. A voice too loud and close above, and my head sinking into the water, deaf to that harsh upper language, enclosed and listening to my own breath and blood and volume as I became weightless. Before the body demanded air, it demanded joy and buoyancy. It knew what it could bear.

			He remembers the pool in the park, the wave on my chest. A weight lifts. My voice rises.

			I remember flying alone. Waking just before dawn to watch the bright dot at the edge of the wing. I mistook that light for the earth, at first. A distant city. Moving in that half-tone, above clouds or racing beside them, and the blue that came over the sky like a friend, a guide, to show me I had broken through.

			We remember.

			And feeling buried again as we sank through the rainclouds to Sydney, the pewter harbour gleaming. I imagined falling into the water, the emergency life jackets bursting open at the neck. I worried I had forgotten the instructions. But we did not fall. The huge steward brought me half a cup of apple juice, touched a finger to his lips. I was unaccompanied, unafraid. The body knew that it was exiled, condemned. The body dreaded landing. Because up there we were yet to arrive. We were anything at all. That juice was sweet.

			I remember wanting to be air. As the body grew complicated and I grew careful. I wanted to be invisible and everywhere, I wanted to be safe. I kept the colour blue, felt it hovering above any weather. A place between, where I could breathe. A city waited below where I might become, and keep becoming, someone new.

			He doesn’t know what this is like. Never had to think about it, until now.

			I remember the compression of my grandparents’ house, the shame at taking up space, developing asthma, anxiety, slowly learning to move unseen. Damp carpet, strange food that soon became ordinary. Parent–teacher nights without parents, notes I lost. Studying by torchlight, believing the body was a way out, but wanting something more fundamental than microbiology. To enter my skin in order to leave it. With no clear image of the future, only that high air between.

			I learned that a body can’t breathe up there. The air’s too thin.

			He remembers looking through his mother’s things. The ghost in his chest. Phantom pains. Carrying the body like it was made of glass. He watched me, but he didn’t want me; he wanted to occupy my space. Take all the air. Make it impossible to breathe. And what entitled him? What made him believe that this was good?

			I refused to become that image.

			I remember landing in myself. Choosing myself. By then I was settled. I possessed myself. I knew how to speak. There were still times I thought that I wanted to leave my body. Release myself into the airways. There were times when I thought I was safe.

			He remembers his goodness, inconsolable. Walking in his sleep. He remembers avoiding that street.

			I remember buying lilies. The indulgence of it, buying flowers for no reason, knowing that they were already close to dying. What had moved me? Pity, perhaps, or an affinity. The lilies were half-price. It was the end of the day and the flowers stood in a blue plastic bucket out the front of a convenience store, waiting to be thrown away. The woman behind the counter had a child with her, she might have taken them home herself if I hadn’t bought them. It wasn’t a rescue. It was the scent of them on the warm air, the scent that refused to dissipate. Seven dollars and fifty cents. I thought at the time that it was not much, a meal, that I would skip a meal for this. I could think like this only when I was not hungry. Now the body is free, and I am always hungry.

			He remembers buying the flowers himself.

			I recall quite clearly my own generosity in bringing them into the house. Into the kitchen, where I cut the stems and filled a jar from the tap, not arranging them but letting them fall, which they did perfectly, eloquent in their living-dying bodies, the miracle of severed limbs that still drank water as though they lived. The way they dropped their pollen, envelope-brown.

			Only later did I see that I was mourning.

			He remembers wanting the flowers more than anything, that memory creeping into him at the top of the subway steps, outside the mall, when he wasn’t looking. Did he know then that I was with him? I was learning. I knew just how to let his body lean down and take the lilies, fresh, and separate the notes in his pocket, and smile at the woman and her little daughter, who looked and looked at us and saw me there and turned and hid her face behind her mother’s shoulder, laughing.

			I want to be remembered.

			He is helpless, lying here. He remembers all his dreams of falling.

			He is still falling.

			I loved my body. There were days that the city would open for me, frangipanis strewn across the asphalt, the scent of wild fruit rotting in people’s tiny front gardens, that sky. The tangled backstreets, a luxury of wrong directions. Days when even the stench of garbage left in alleys was intoxicating. Damp forest air without a forest. Cool sea perfumed by diesel. The air was astonishing. The air.

			I remember his eyes on me. That suffocation.

			I remember walking home in the dark, through the orange smog, my eyes his eyes stinging from the fighting and the air, from inside and out, the membranes all dissolving.

			I remember that night, the way he crossed the room as I was sleeping, touched the light, reached for my skin. It was as though I was not there at all, a ghost, translucent. It wasn’t possible to leave my body. It wasn’t safe to stay. So I refused to sleep.

			I refused.

			And he went out into the hall and did not look back.

			I refuse.

			I look back now, from this unforgiving glass, and I make him remember me.

			These lilies have outlived us, Adam. Do you see this? We are new.

			I remember myself.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			Adam turned his head from the mirror and lay on the floor on his back like a corpse. He did not sleep, but waited with his eyes open and his arms straight beside him. He entered the old accountancy. He thought of the blood in him, the muscle. He concentrated on his awareness of his body, as he had learned. Every ache, each intimation of a heartbeat, especially the breath.

			It was different. He could not quite catch hold of it. There was too much interference, the systems scrambled, music lost. He had breathed in too much dust.

			Yun would let him breathe. A person could not stop breathing, could they?

			He got up finally and went to the kitchen. There was the glass jar, grimy and malodorous on the counter. The flowers in the garbage bin, reeking through the plastic. He picked up the jar and examined the label: white scraps where the text had washed away. It felt like days since he had eaten, but he was not hungry now; his body had found a way to crawl through hunger and arrive on the other side with another energy. This thought elated him. He dropped the jar in on top of the rotten flowers, pulled the plastic bag out, carried his burden to the door, had to rest it on the floor to get his shoes on. His muscles sang. When he lifted it again there were traces of pollen and juice on the tile, and a print in the dust where the bag had rested. So much dust on the floor that the apartment could have been abandoned. He might have died weeks ago.

			He listened at his door for life in the building but heard only machinery. He walked around the small flat, closing all the windows, checking the seals. He looked at the vents for the air conditioning. He looked at the mark he had left on the floor by the mirror, the shape of which was nothing human. The air was sour in here, but there was plenty of room. Space for both of them.

			He remembered to take his coat.

			When he stepped outside, he carried the plastic bag with him. The elevator was waiting at his floor. He rode it down, looking into his blurred reflection, glad to find them looking back. When they reached the ground he walked out to the garbage station. He paused, staring into the bin and then at the small patch of grass that grew from the mud beside it. Nearby, on the other side of a small hedge, an old man was crouched, moving. Adam peered over to see what he was doing. He was digging in the garden, planting or burying something. The man did not seem to notice he was being watched. Maybe he was used to it, or maybe Adam was not quite visible; the light was strange.

			He glanced up at the window of his apartment, half-expecting to see himself, but there was no figure in the frame. The cold made his nose smart, his eyes sting; the sky was heavy with clouds that were dark with evening or something worse. It was no longer possible to forget what floated above them, to believe that the sky enclosed. That blue stretch up there, where they could become anyone. So much had been stolen already. He reached into the bin and took the jar out, held it in one hand. He wanted to break the glass in his fist, but he wasn’t strong enough. He dropped it carefully into the recycling instead.

			These acts were slow and difficult. His limbs were numb. He put his hands in his pocket to warm them. He had welcomed them now. What more did they want?

			‘It was time to get rid of the flowers,’ he said aloud. The air roared in his ears. His voice was torn to rags in the cold.

			The old man looked up, startled. One hand reached into the earth between his knees. He was looking for something buried, Adam decided, an animal or insect: something alive that must be brought out and set loose.

			‘You remember,’ he said, his breath a whisper.

		

	
		
			THE AIRWAYS

			What more did I want?

			We were like two birds who became lost in our migration, separated from the group: the signals went awry somehow, the land changed beneath us, the air too marked with poison, the map we thought we knew dissolved inside our heads. We were above the clouds, past navigation.

			I can never go home again. This could never be a return.

			I was strong when I found him. I could enter him like light. I could slow time, I could travel the long constellations of dust between us, feel the patterns shifting as I passed. It has taken a little longer to learn how to stay in this place, how to occupy it as a stranger. To teach him what I’ve come to know. I could have destroyed him. But now we are becoming something new: untethered, unseen. A bright extravagance. A fresh start.

			A living body. Shouldn’t that be enough?

			He will learn to adjust.

		

	
		
			BEIJING

			We stood by the canal where the delivery drivers rested in the backs of their cargo bikes, asleep with the parcels. Adam watched the sweet breath in their bodies. How safe they must feel to be able to sleep like this beside the road. He noticed how his vision was returning, but different now: staticky, flickering. He thought that there was something wrong with his eyes, some shard or spark, the presence of dark particles. It looked as though the air was beginning to flake away.

			He did not understand what we were seeing. Some toxic transubstantiation, part of him thought. A new level of deadly smog, suspended matter solidified and falling to earth, as grey as ashes. The image was like an old film about the future, a lost promise told in the colourless, grainy texture of the past.

			It was more than that. All that had been veiled was dissolving.

			I watched with him as the city disintegrated. A car horn sounded behind us, and we stepped forward. The grey static kept appearing. Adam expected to fall through the screen like glass, but he trusted me now. I had taken him so far already. How sweetly his limbs answered to my impulses.

			We looked down into the water. The willows dangled their naked branches over it like string. The canal was beginning to freeze over. At the edges, we could see the white film encroaching. The sight of water steadied him; I let him look for his reflection. There were grey fish down there, suspended in a small pool of liquid, living on within their shrinking limits. I was not like them. I could let him go. I reached out a hand to push through the air, which shattered gently.

			There was nothing there, nothing beneath what was there. There was nothing to mourn.

			Adam saw that this hand was not his hand. Nor was it entirely foreign. We remembered to breathe, even as the air was fragmenting around us. It landed on these numb fingers, settled delicately there like birds landing on a distant shore, their wings worn still by a long journey. It looked like ash until it melted.

			It was only a rare fall of snow.

			I smiled, and pressed that cold hand to his lips.

			I caught his breath.

		

	
		
			THE BODY

			What became of their bodies, the people that I visited, the skins I pierced or pressed through, the habitats I made? Many forgot me as soon as I was gone, the way they would have forgotten a vanished cramp, a healed scar, their hunger after eating. I was a shudder, a chill, a dizzy spell to them, something they picked up and got over. I was one of those things.

			Some felt my presence as a flagging of the spirit, a nagging doubt or a vague exhaustion: they might not have noticed me, or felt the shape of me, but when I left them, they were emptied, daunted by the energy required to move. Some of them remained that way. Uneasy in themselves. They angered quickly or drank too long, unable to fill the space or to bear the company of those they felt were undisturbed.

			No body is undisturbed.

			There were others who discovered a change months or years later. Over time something grew around the residue I left there, like a pearl around a speck of grit inside an oyster. Growths developed in the places in their bodies that had opened to accommodate me. Marks erupted on their skin. I was clumsy at first. I know I hurt people. I found my way in and out of clusters of cells that were part of the body but hostile to it, that made use of the same kind of space.

			I might have gone on, and gone on opening.

			There were others in whom my visit opened a route for other travellers, the way a body will trample grass and make a path, carve a desire line into a field or garden. There were those who were always ready to fly open. There were those who were strengthened by it, who loved me, and loved those that came after me.

			No, I am not the only guest.

			Some changed in smaller ways. They hungered after foods they had been averse to. They turned to lovers and saw their flaws, suddenly disgusted, unable to bear their touch. They turned to what they had hated and saw its loveliness. They took up running, or diving, or driving too fast by night with the windows down and the radio on, trying to get away from themselves. But they never got away. They became like shallow water. They haunted their own bodies. Touch never satisfied again.

			Some chose to move, others to stay. They left themselves behind, or tried to. They called these dissatisfactions unhappiness, or seeking purpose, or falling out of love; privately, they wondered if they might have had a stroke. People told them they were hardly recognisable these days.

			Some of them felt the loss more keenly, never knowing what it was they missed. The visit, though it was brief, had been intimate. They became lonely, sometimes furiously so. I said I was innocent, but I knew this, I could feel it happening. I took what I needed, I took what I was owed. I possessed and I dispossessed. I did what I had to do to survive. I don’t know if it was right.

			Some found that they woke in their bodies and felt new. As if they were alive for the first time. I gave them that and more. A moment of pure awareness. A sense of themselves as a perfect form. A cure.

			While I am here I want to do everything. I want to buy flowers for the scent alone. To bite into a crisp apple and taste its juice. To walk into the ocean, feel its power hold this body up against gravity. To walk free.

			I could take him home. We could look out over the wing and think how solid clouds seem, when they’re only vapour. We could pass through together, land somewhere new. We will never get away, never be alone again.

			For now, Beijing holds us in its cold embrace. It accommodates the anomaly, absorbs it into the organism, allows us to live wherever we will not compromise the higher functions. We are visitors, guests. We come face to face in the street, and step to one side, then the other, recognising something in each other. We turn at the sound of a car horn, we feel the subway rumble underfoot. We slip beneath the surface, and the city closes over us like a wound.
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